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Chapter 101: Elders’ Recognition! 

                                                                                The matters regarding the regional commanders and utilizing Hu talents were considered as minor affairs. Many of such discussions were being carried out in the royal court on a daily basis.
Furthermore, the utilizing Hu talents initiative came from the hands of the prime minister, and the emperor had given his approval as well. That made it even more difficult to object to it.
——It wasn’t worth falling out with them over such ‘minor affairs’.
But at this moment, after hearing Wang Chong’s words, no one dared to think of them minor affairs anymore.
A tinge of embarrassment colored the faces of the elders in the conference hall.
As experienced old officials, failing to notice the potential calamity that a policy could bring was a huge oversight. For an instant, the entire conference hall was silent.
Everyone was still unable to recover from the shock of Wang Chong’s final three words.
‘Autonomous military districts’, this wasn’t something that one should be underestimated. This was a gigantic torrent that would shake the pillars of the empire. Upon recalling how casually they treated this matter, the elders immediately felt terrified.
‘The Hu promoting the Hu’, this wasn’t just a possibility, it was a fact. They had seen many of such affairs back then, and Wang Chong was simply voicing it out.
The Hu started learning riding and shooting when they were ten. On the other hand, the Han were still studying classics, learning about propriety, or farming. On this aspect, the Hu possessed an inherent advantage.
If it was like Wang Chong said, the Hu would indeed monopolize the military from top to bottom. The Han would find themselves being unable to be promoted, and this could potentially threaten the continuation of their society.
Wang Chong didn’t say anything, but the anxiety he felt didn’t pale to anyone else.
As though giant waves, memories struck him one after another. Upon recalling all that he had experienced in his previous life, Wang Chong’s heart felt incomparably heavy.
Just the regional commander policy and the decision to utilize Hu talents had caused the Great Tang to fall deeply into the calamity of the formation of autonomous military districts.
A huge portion of Great Tang’s brightest history was filled with the pages of the Hu and foreign tribes.
Geshu Han, Go Seonji, An Sishun, Kangya Luoshan, Fumeng Lingcha… Of these great generals, who of them is a Han?
Were there really no great generals among the Han?
If there were no great generals among the Han, how did the Qin manage to keep the Xiongnu beyond the Great Wall when they were at the strongest? If there were no great generals among the Han, how did the Han expel the the Xiongnu to the Yin Mountains? If there were no generals among the Han, then what did General Wang Chongsi, who promoted Geshu Han, count as?
What about those old subordinates who fought alongside grandfather against the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganate?
The regional commander and utilize Hu Talent policies caused the powerful sword of the Great Tang to be directed toward their own hearts. All Han talents found all their routes of promotion been shut down completely!
When that catastrophe struck, and all of the brilliant generals and commanders of the Great Tang met their demise, what Wang Chong was left with was a dark night sky.
In the skies of the Great Tang, the general stars were dim. Other than Wang Chong and a few other old elders who were in their eighties and nineties, there were nothing else. When their age took a toll on them, and those old elders left as well, what Wang Chong felt was unprecedented loneliness, pain, and helplessness.
What does standing alone on the shore to ward off the sea feel like?
What does standing alone in the storm to withstand the batter feel like?
What does standing alone at the top of the mountain to face the boundless darkness feel like?
…
Loneliness, incomparable loneliness!
That was what Wang Chong felt then. Even though he gave it his all, he was unable to reverse the ultimate fate that awaited the Great Tang and the entire Central Plains.
The pain permeated deeply into his bones, and if it was a wound, he would have been dyed completely scarlet…
And the source of it all lies here!
“His Majesty will be arriving later, I have to give this matter some thought before reporting it. Chong-er, you should take your leave first. Brothers, you all should rest as well!”
At the top of the hall, the old master suddenly spoke.
As a retired minister of the Great Tang, the old master weathered through all kinds of storms, and there was rarely anything that could agitate him.
But at this moment, everyone could clearly hear a slight quiver in the old master’s calm voice. Indubitably, his agitation has already reached his very core.
Everyone could catch the scent of an incoming storm!
With the current standing of the old master, every single word he said and every single action he made could generate huge tremors in the royal court.
The old master rarely interfered in the matters of the royal court, but when he did, the entire royal court would move.
“Grandfather, I’ll be taking my leave then!”
Wang Chong stood up and bowed. There was nothing else he could do.
Regardless of the results, he has already given his best for this matter.
“Wait a moment, Young Master Chong!”
Just as Wang Chong prepared to leave the conference hall, one of the old subordinates who had remained silent the entire time stood up from his seat.
“Elder, what’s wrong?”
Wang Chong turned around in surprise.
“Hahaha, Sheng Jie, come here! Hurry up and greet Young Master Chong!”
The white-haired elder smiled as the beckoned to the person behind him.
“Elder Sun! …”
Wang Chong was taken aback for a moment before he realized what was going on. Delight gushed through his heart. The old subordinates of his grandfather would often bring their offsprings to the Four Quarters Embassy to meet grandfather. This was a sign of respect, as well as a mean to maintain their partnership.
By allowing these offsprings to meet Duke Jiu, their partnership could be passed down to the next generation.
Even so, these old subordinates of grandfather wouldn’t allow their offsprings to come into contact with any Wang Clan member other than the old master. 
When the old master and his subordinates reminisce the past, they would listen obediently by the side, not speaking a word. Regardless of whether it was with his elder brother, second brother, or Cousin Wang Li… They never had any interactions with them.
But now, grandfather’s old subordinate, ‘Elder Sun’, actually brought his grandson to greet him! This was something that had never happened before!
Wang Chong understood the meaning behind this simple gesture. It was a mark of submission and loyalty.
Elder Sun was trying to have his grandson submit and pledge his loyalty to him. In the future, when the two of them grew up, even if the old master and Elder Sun passed away, the Sun Clan would continue to support the Wang Clan.
This was a continuation of authority!
Without a doubt, Elder Sun was using this straightforward method to express his ‘extreme approval’ of Wang Chong! This was something unprecedented.
At that instant, Wang Chong turned to look at his grandfather.
“Hehe, Chong-er, go on!”
Sitting at the top, the old master was dazed for a moment before he smiled. He didn’t expect such a sight either. This ‘Sun Buren’ had the temper reminiscent of a stone in the latrine, so his actions came as a pleasant surprise.
“Ning-er, Xiao Zhu, what are you two dawdling about for? Come over and greet Young Master Chong!”
At the same moment, Elder Ma stood up and beckoned the children behind him with a smile.
“Old Ma and Old Sun, I can’t allow you all to monopolize him. I am growing fonder of Young Master Chong the more I look at him. You little fellows, hurry up and go over. Otherwise, Young Master Chong would be taken away by those two old fellows!”
Duke of Hu called. Then, grabbing two children with a hand each, he threw them over as though throwing a ball. The two children were also dexterous, and they managed to ward off the force of their landing. Running over quickly, they squeezed with the others to get into Wang Chong’s surroundings, calling ‘Young Master Chong’ ‘Young Master Chong’ non-stop.
At the same time, the other elders also sent their offsprings over.
In an instant, the entire conference hall grew lively. Upon seeing the sight, the elders chuckled.
“I’ve finally succeeded!”
Looking at the group of people of the same age or older than him, Wang Chong felt exhilarated. These group of ‘old subordinates’ of the old master was known for being difficult, and obtaining their approval was harder than ascending to the heavens.
Big brother, second brother, cousin, little uncle, uncle, father, and big uncle, all of them had fallen tragically. Thus, it was completely beyond Wang Chong’s imagination that he would gain all of their approval in a single gathering.
Elder Ye and Duke of Hu have already acknowledged him long ago, and Elder Ma and Elder Zhao soon followed suit. Along with Elder Sun and a few others, all of the most important subordinates of the old master have approved of him!
In an instant, Wang Chong felt indescribable joy. With their help, Wang Chong would gain boundless strength in the future!
“Young Master Chong!”
Just as Wang Chong’s thoughts were wandering, a deep, powerful, and grave voice sounded by his ears.
Returning from his thoughts, Wang Chong saw a sixteen to seventeen-year-old youngster standing before him. Wide shoulders with a head taller than him, he stood rigidly with a lowered head, and his attitude was extremely respectful.
Looking at the youngster, Wang Chong’s heart suddenly beat furiously.
“Zhao Jingdian!”
Seeing this slightly stiff and honest-looking youngster, all of the thoughts, except for one, disappeared from Wang Chong’s head:
“Good brother! We’ve met again this life! ——”
Time seemed to have slowed countless times at this moment. Looking at that familiar yet slightly foreign face, Wang Chong’s eyes reddened, and he suddenly felt a lump in his throat.
“General, let’s meet again in our next life! ——”
For an instant, something seemed to tear out from his mind, and he transcended through space and time. Amidst flames of war that covered the skies and cries of the horses that shook the heavens, he saw a ferocious figure seated atop a war steed. Without any hesitation, the figure charged forth determinedly into hordes of enemies, leaving him with just a back devoid of any regrets.
“Good brother, there’s no need for us to meet in our next life. In this life, we’ll be good brothers as well!”
Looking at the person before him, that determined figure and the slightly stiff person before him overlapped together.
Wang Chong felt his nose sour, but even more so, he felt gladdened and delighted.
My brother of the previous life, we have finally reunited.
“I am Wang Chong!”
With a grin, Wang Chong stretched out his hand and grabbed Zhao Jingdian’s hand. In an instant, the stiff youngster finally rose his head, and a tinge of astonishment flashed across his eyes…
Chapter 102: Love for the Country! 

                                                                                

Actually, Wang Chong had already noticed Zhao Jingdian from the moment he stepped into the conference hall. However, before the entire room of elders, he couldn’t recklessly rush over to reunite with him.

More importantly, even though he remembered Zhao Jingdian, the same could not be the said about him.

In his previous life, he didn’t get the opportunity to enter the conference hall to meet Zhao Jingdian. It was many years later that they met under distress, and after exchanging names, they realized that their grandfathers were in a master-subordinate relationship. After that, Zhao Jingdian became his closest brother, and followed him through all tribulations, until… the final battle!

This was one of Wang Chong’s regret, and in this life, he finally found an opportunity to make up for it.

“Good brother!”

Even though Zhao Jingdian was surprised by Wang Chong’s actions, it did little to dampen Wang Chong’s spirit. This was probably his happiest moment of the entire day.

“Hmph! I don’t want to! I refuse to acknowledge him as young master! ——”

Just as Wang Chong was reuniting with Zhao Jingdian, the shrill voice of a young lady echoed. In an instant, the entire conference hall fell silent. All eyes immediately shot toward the source of the voice.

Not too far away, a sixteen to seventeen-year-old young lady was trying to struggle out of her grandfather’s grasp. She had an exquisite and beautiful face, but her expression betrayed her haughtiness and obstinacy.

“Ping-er, be obedient, don’t create a ruckus here! ——”

Stared at by everyone in the room, including his old brothers, Elder Ye’s face reddened in embarrassment.

“I said that I don’t want to! Look at him! ——”

The young lady named ‘Ping-er’ suddenly pointed a slender finger at Wang Chong, and in an instant, everyone’s gazes turned from Ping-er to Wang Chong.

“Look at his cultivation, he’s only at Origin Energy Tier 5 or Tier 6! That’s so much weaker than me! How can I, Ye Yinping, acknowledge a weakling as young master?”

Pointing at Wang Chong, a trace of disdain appeared on her proud face.

“Awkward!”

For a moment, Wang Chong was unable to say a word. To be able to discern his cultivation realm with a glance, that lady’s eyes were indeed incredible. Even the fact that he has just reached Origin Energy Tier 6 was unable to escape her notice.

Despite being looked down by the other party in public, Wang Chong was unable to refute her words at all. That was because Wang Chong knew that she was a figure who he could only look up to.

The other party had the qualifications to say such words!

In his previous life, there were only a few talented young ladies in the military, and Ye Yinping was one of them. Of all of grandfather’s old subordinates, as well as the Wang Clan, there were less than a handful who had talents exceeding this proud young lady.

Little Sister Wang Xiao Yao might be able to surpass her, but she often slacked off. Given her lack of determination, it was likely that she would never catch up with the latter.

While Cousin Wang Zhu Yan’s cultivation realm exceeded that of Ye Yinping, it was mainly due to her age.

This granddaughter of Elder Ye was nothing short of the word, genius. Not only was she talented, she was extremely diligent in her training as well, to the point that she seemed as though she was putting her life on the line. Wei Hao might be diligent as well, but he was no way up to the level of Ye Yinping.

She only rested four hours a day, and she trained even through the night. Thus, despite her young age of sixteen or seventeen, she has already reached the True Martial Realm. Even Yao Feng wasn’t a match for her.

If not for the fact that the ranking of geniuses in the capital mainly focused on males, Ye Yinping would have already made a name for herself.

“Ping-er, how can you speak like that! Young Master Chong is Duke Jiu’s grandson, hurry up and apologize!”

Elder Ye panicked. With a stony face, he reprimanded his granddaughter.

For this gathering with Duke Jiu, he brought this child over, intending to continue the friendship of the Ye and Wang Clan for the next generation. Furthermore, Wang Chong was indeed not bad, and of all of the offsprings of Duke Jiu, he was the only one whom he and his old brothers were satisfied with.

He had been considering how he should bring Wang Chong about to groom him, but before he could do anything, his daughter has already smeared Young Master Chong’s face. How could he possibly groom him personally now given the current state of events?

To be embarrassed before so many old brothers, how could he face them in the future!

“Hmph, I don’t know what this little lad spoke of that bewitched all of you, but in any case, I don’t understand a single word at all. If you want me to acknowledge him as young master, I can tell you right now—— Dream on!”

The proud young lady harrumphed obstinately before turned around, disregarding her grandfather. Then, with a face tilted upward, she walked out of the room alone.

Left on the spot, Elder Ye was embarrassed. He blushed so furiously to the point that his face was turning purple! He lifted his hands up a few times, only to put them down each time. He couldn’t bear to hit her!

Without a doubt, this child was proud, rebellious, and she disregarded his words. However, her talent was truly extraordinary. Despite being a lady, she worked diligently in her martial arts. Without anyone to urge her on, she would devote even her mealtime and sleeping time to her martial arts training. Even as her grandfather, he couldn’t pick a single flaw with her.

Sometimes, seeing how hard his granddaughter worked and the blisters on her hands, he felt his heart ache.

“Sigh, I truly can’t do anything about her!”

Elder Ye felt angry, but a pang of heartache struck him as well. Turning around, he faced his old brothers, but he was unable to say a single word. The conference hall was silent for a moment before it burst into laughter.

“Hahaha, Old Ye, to think that you would have such a day! You fought so valiantly against millions of soldiers, yet you were unable to settle a sixteen-year-old granddaughter!”

“A dragon births a dragon, a phoenix births a phoenix. Given the personality of that old fellow, it is no wonder why his granddaughter would have such a personality! Hahaha!”

“Hahaha, despite knowing you for so long, this is the first time I’m seeing you so embarrassed!”

“Even the old fellow is unwilling to hit her. I wonder who will be able to tame this young lady of the Ye Clan in the future.”

“That little child sure has a strong character. I wonder if our Young Master Chong is worthy of her.”

…

Initially, everyone was still laughing at Ye Dong, but in the blink of an eye, the topic suddenly returned to Wang Chong.

Awkward, Wang Chong’s face turned scarlet!

“Young Master Chong, I’m truly sorry. I’ve spoilt Ping-er from young, and she’s really getting out of hand. I’ll teach her a lesson when I get back!”

After making Wang Chong’s pride suffer a loss, Elder Ye hurriedly apologized.

“It’s nothing, Elder Ye, there’s no need for you to worry about it.”

Wang Chong shook his hand casually and smiled calmly, indicating that he didn’t take the matter to heart. He was acquainted with Ye Yinping in his previous life, and he knew what kind of person she was.

Even though she possessed outstanding talents in martial arts, just like most other ladies, she wasn’t interested in politics. Regardless of whether it was on the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganate or the tariffs, she probably understood very little of what was spoken. In fact, if one were to ask her whether the Abbasid Caliphate and the Charax Spasinu were in the east or the west, she would probably respond with a confused expression.

It would be a wonder with Wang Chong’s performance could win her respect.

An obstinate lady like Ye Yinping would only submit to someone stronger than her. Just like she said, given that Wang Chong was only an Origin Energy Tier 6 weakling, what rights did he have to make her call him young master?

“Since you’re unwilling to submit, I’ll beat you into submission. One day, you will willingly call me young master.”

Wang Chong smiled within.

He suffered greatly under Ye Yinping hands in his previous life. This Ye Clan genius seemed to be displeased by the fact that the standing of her own grandfather was beneath that of his grandfather, so she was reluctant to lower her head to any Wang Clan members.

In her previous life, she went all out just to cause him trouble.

However, if Ye Yinping intended to find the value of her existence on him like she did in the previous life, she would be in for hardship.

As he thought so, Wang Chong turned around and walked out.

Reuniting with his brother, Zhao Jingdian, was a huge unexpected gain. However, Wang Chong didn’t act too warmly or passionately. After all, the current Zhao Jingdian wouldn’t understand why he felt so close to him.

“Wait a moment!”

Outside the Erudite Pavilion, just as Wang Chong was walking past a fake hill, through a bamboo forest, a voice suddenly sounded.

Hearing that voice, Wang Chong’s footsteps halted.

“Why did you help me?”

A voice echoed from the back.

“What?”

Wang Chong turned around, and to his astonishment, Cousin Wang Li was staring at him with unreadable eyes.

“Hmph, surely you don’t think that I am that foolish as to not remember what I have spoken? Furthermore, I would never rest on a fake hill. You might be able to fool the others, but you can’t fool me.”

Cousin Wang Li said.

An experience of falling off the fake hill when he was younger left him with a trauma. Even though he didn’t fear it after growing older, that experience caused him to instinctively avoid climbing fake hills.

Wang Li never told this matter to anyone.

Initially, when Wang Chong spoke of the matter, he nearly believed it. However, when Wang Chong claimed that he heard it from him while he was resting on a fake hill, he immediately knew that Wang Chong was making things up.

“Hehe, is that so? Maybe I’ve remembered it wrongly. Perhaps I might have heard it from somewhere else.”

Smiling, Wang Chong persisted with his view.

For an instant, the bamboo forest grew quiet.

Wang Li stared deeply into Wang Chong, and his eyes were flickering with uncertainty, as though he was re-evaluating this cousin of his. But soon, Wang Li’s eyes slowly grew cold, reverting back to their original appearance.

“Hmph, don’t think that I’ll thank you for helping me. You’re just wasting your efforts!”

Even though Wang Li spouted these cold words, his expression has softened greatly. He didn’t seem as distant as he was before.

After saying so, he turned around and disappeared in the other end of the bamboo forest.

“He’s still the same as before! …”

Wang Chong chuckled as he watched Cousin Wang Li’s departing back, and a surge of warmth flooded his heart. His cousin was exactly as he remembered him. Even though the other party’s view of him has changed, it seemed like he would never admit to it verbally.

Thinking so, Wang Chong turned and walked toward his mother.

…

At the same time, after the offsprings and Wang Chong have left, the few subordinates of the old master gathered in another room in the Erudite Pavilion.

“What do you all think of the grandson of Duke Jiu?”

Elder Ye was the first to speak.

After a few decades of brotherhood, they could tell what the others were thinking with just a glance. Without a doubt, everyone hoped to gather and discuss this matter.

“Smart, astute, experienced, and courageous! More importantly, he has a heart that beats for the country!”

Elder Ma said.

He recalled how passionately Wang Chong spoke. To him, the content of Wang Chong’s words wasn’t the most important. What was the most important was that he could sense his love for the country.

When Wang Chong spoke of the ‘regional commander’ and ‘utilizing Hu talents’ policies, even he himself might not have noticed the sincerity behind his words, his sympathy toward the population, and his worry for the empire.

From that brief encounter in the conference hall, Duke Jiu’s grandson has displayed intelligence, astute, courage, decisiveness, wisdom, and leadership.

But these talents were like a double-edged sword. It could be used to strike down one’s enemies, but it could also hurt oneself.

Compared to his other talents, what the crowd valued the most was Wang Chong’s earnest love for his country.

Wang Chong couldn’t have imagined that the reason why everyone suddenly acknowledged him wasn’t because of his view on the ‘regional commander’ and ‘utilize Hu talents’ policies, but because of his earnest love for his country.

To the elders who have weathered through innumerable hardships, there was nothing more precious than that.

“During the late years of Eastern Han, Physiognomist Xu Shao met Cao Cao and said that he would be a capable minister during times of peace, and an unscrupulous hero during times of chaos. At the very least, we need not fear that Young Master Chong’s talents would be used for tyranny.”

(Physiognomist refers to someone who can divine one’s fate through their faces)

Elder Sun said. Of everyone in the room, he was the last to express his approval of Wang Chong.

The elders in the room immediately nodded in agreement.

Astute, smart, courageous, decisive, wise, charismatic, as well as a heart that beats for the country. At the very least, he wouldn’t bring calamity to the empire.

In the view of the elders, this was a person who could unite the soul of the Wang Clan’s influence and win the recognition of the entire group. After being disappointed for several decades, they finally found someone worthy of serving!

“There’s a successor to Duke Jiu!”

“He has passed our test, but the true trial has just begun. Whether he can win the recognition of those old acquaintances and students of Duke Jiu would depend on his performance from now onward. That is the true trial, and none of us here will be able to help him on that!”

“Words speak louder than actions! Those who would be assessing him this time would be the talents of the world. Duke Jiu is already old, and I truly hope that this child would be able to win their recognition. This way, we would have another figure who could stabilize the Central Plains, and the Great Tang Empire would be able to sustain for another century!”

A long sigh, and the entire room fell into a long moment of silence!
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The exterior of the Golden Lion Den was grand and imposing, but the interior told a completely different story. Some of the customers were smoking their pipes, some were drinking their alcohol, some were spouting drunken babble and vulgarities, and some were wailing in agony after losing their family fortune.

Every day, a handful of people would faint in shock after losing all their money, and the personnel of the gambling den would carry them out. Even so, a steady wave of crowd would still enter each day.

At the entrance of the Golden Lion Den, an unkempt middle-aged man with a stubble was lying on the floor. He has already lost his clothes, and all that remained on him was his underwear.

Those who caught sight of him would glance at him in contempt, ridicule him ‘Look! That’s the Imperial Brother’, or simply spit on him.

But the unkempt middle-aged man seemed completely oblivious to them, and a conceited smile hung by the edge of his lips. He seemed to be mocking those mocking him.

If one were to approach, one could even hear his babble ‘I am the Imperial Uncle’, ‘That’s right, I am the Imperial Uncle…’, ‘I will show you who’s boss then’.

Thugs, gamblers, prostitutes, drunkards… To the Golden Lion Den, this day seemed no different from the others.

That was until a deafening sound echoed.

Hong long long.

No one could have foreseen the sudden tremor. It seemed as though the Golden Lion Den was forcefully shaken by a pair of gigantic hands.

This situation happened too abruptly that the prostitutes and sing-song girls screamed in shock. The pale faces of the gamblers hurriedly turned around in panic to see what was happening.

Unknowingly, two mountain-like sturdy figures appeared at the entrance of the Golden Lion Den. The both of them stood side by side, blocking the rays of the sun. The entire Golden Lion Den seemed to have turned dark all of the sudden, as though their presence has turned day into night.

Everyone was shocked by the sudden turn of events. As though rabbits stared down by ferocious lions, they trembled fearfully.

“Imperial Army! It’s the Imperial Army!”

“No, that’s not it! It’s the Chamberlain of Imperial Insignia! It’s the Chamberlain of Imperial Insignia!”

…

Many people immediately recognized the two mountain-like figures reminiscent of golden-armored deities from the heavens at the entrance. They weren’t just ordinary Imperial Army members, but the Chamberlains of Imperial Insignia of the royal court. As the personal guards of the emperor, they were in charge of guarding the emperor’s sleeping chamber, making them the closest guards to the emperor.

Even though they knew that they weren’t demons of any sorts, they couldn’t help but tremble in fear before the gaze of those two pairs of bell-like eyes.

“Yang Zhao? Who is Yang Zhao?”

One of the two suddenly spoke up. As though the roar of the lion, his loud voice caused the  entire Golden Lion Den to tremble. Some of the timid ones immediately shuddered in fear, and urine dampened their pants.

The ladies were also screaming uncontrollably.

“Who is Yang Zhao?”

That mountain-like figure roared once more. This time, a tinge of anger appeared in his bell-like eyes.

“He is! He is!”

A gambler suddenly pointed to the snoring middle-aged man lying by the entrance, beside the two Chamberlains of Imperial Insignia. His hands were trembling violently.

In an instant, everyone’s eyes were gathered onto the snoring middle-aged man by the entrance, including the two mountain-like chamberlains.

Being stared at by so many people, the sleeping Yang Zhao also realized that something was amiss and he slowly opened his drowsy eyes.

“Who is it?”

Upon seeing a giant face before him, Yang Zhao subconsciously asked.

“You are Yang Zhao?”

One of the two powerfully built Chamberlain of Imperial Insignia bent down to examine Yang Zhao’s face, but this time, his voice was much gentler than before.

Lying on the floor, Yang Zhao was taken aback. A tinge of doubt flickered across by his eyes, but as his eyes slowly fell upon the seemingly indestructible armor the person before him was wearing, realization struck him.

“Chamberlain of Imperial Insignia! You’re a Chamberlain of Imperial Insignia!”

Yang Zhao was stunned, and in an instant, he seemed to have realized something as he yelled. Peng, Yang Zhao immediately scrambled to his feet.

An intense joy surged through his heart. He knew that his time has come.

“Hahaha, Chamberlain of Imperial Insignia! Chamberlain of Imperial Insignia! Have you disdainful bastards seen it yet? I am the Imperial Uncle, I am the Imperial Uncle! I, Yang Zhao, has finally struck it big! ——”

Yang Zhao abruptly leaped from the floor and danced about. Everyone in the Golden Lion Den was astonished by the sight!

But Yang Zhao paid them no heed at all. He frenziedly vented the overwhelming joy in his heart like a madman!

You blind fellows, how dare you say that I am lying! Have you seen it yet? The Chamberlains of Imperial Insignia! My sister is fetching me!

I am the Imperial Brother! I am the Imperial Brother! ——

Staring at those shocked and terrified gazes, Yang Zhao felt nothing but exhilaration! All of the unhappiness he felt from the ridicule, contempt, and mockery of others disappeared without a trace…

Weng!

Before Yang Zhao could fully enjoy this moment, a gigantic hand grabbed him at his waist, and as though carrying a chicken, he toiled him out.

All of Yang Zhao’s words came to an abrupt halt. The two Chamberlains of Imperial Insignia carried him onto the carriage, and hong long long, it disappeared into the distance.

There wasn’t a single person in the Golden Lion Den who wasn’t dumbfounded by the sight. For a very long time, no one spoke a single word. Someone’s smoking pipe fell to the ground, searing his feet, but the person couldn’t feel a thing at all.

…

Pu!

Water splashed around. Another bucket of cold water struck Yang Zhao. The life of affluence and prestige that he expected didn’t appear.

He was brought here as soon as he arrived at the palace.

The buckets of icy water felt like axes hacking at his body, leaving him cold and pained. It felt as though his skin were tearing off his surface.

“Don’t move!”

Just as Yang Zhao was about to speak, yet another bucket of water splashed at him, flooding his open mouth. Before him, two cold-faced old nannies with eyes so sharp that it felt as though it could skin him held onto two wooden buckets.

“Her Highness is of noble standing. Given how dirty and smelly you are, how can you meet her in such a state? Just stand here obediently to spare yourself from pain!”

Even though the two old nannies were already advanced in age, they seemed to wield limitless strength in their bodies. Yang Zhao felt as though the two of them would be able to easily defeat a dozen of him.

Under the threatening glare of the two old nannies, Yang Zhao finally gave up and stood obediently.

Hua hua hua!

Bucket after bucket of cold water from the well was splashed at him. Only when Yang Zhao’s skin turned red, as if burned with fire, did the two old nannies let him go.

After which, a few palace maids came and rid Yang Zhao of his stubble using a shaving knife, combed his hair, put on a small hat which held his hair in place, and helped him change into a white loose silk robe…

Overall, it took four entire hours.

“Lords, he’s ready. You can bring him to Your Highness now!”

Looking at the neatly dressed Yang Zhao, the two nannies turned around and informed the two Chamberlains of Imperial Insignia, who watched the entire process indifferently.

The two powerfully built Chamberlains of Imperial Insignia examined Yang Zhao from head to toe. Even though they weren’t particular about aesthetics, they nodded their head in approval within.

The current Yang Zhao was completely different from that Yang Zhao they met at the Golden Lion Den. When they first met, his shabby stubble and messy hair made him seem no different from a lowly thug.

However, he was completely different now.

A silver crown, white loose robe, cleanly-shaven lower jaw, highly arched eyebrows, clear and spirited eyes… Even if he were to claim that he was an official who was just dismissed from the royal court, no one would doubt a thing.

“As expected of Her Highness’s brother, the both of them do share the same bloodline!”

The two Chamberlains of Imperial Insignia nodded in approval.

Since the former was able to win the favor of the Sage Emperor, how could the brother be an ordinary person?

“Follow me!”

The two Chamberlains of Imperial Insignia turned around and led Yang Zhao away.

In the depths of the royal palace, far away from the residences of the other consorts, the ‘Yuzhen Palace’ stood. This was a newly built palace.

In this palace, Yang Zhao finally saw his younger sister.

A red-colored tent several dozens wide stood in the depths of Yuzhen Palace. At the four corners of the tent, four even muscular Chamberlains of Imperial Insignia wielding halberds stood on attention.

Fully armored, even their faces were concealed. They stood motionlessly on the spot, as though guardian deities.

In the tent, a slender figure could be vaguely seen. Even though she was simply seated casually, she exuded an aura of unparalleled beauty and elegance.

With a glance, Yang Zhao could immediately recognize that it was his cousin.

“Hold it right there!”

Yang Zhao had barely taken a few steps forward before the clanging of metal halberds sounded around the tent. A slightly chill could be felt from the atmosphere. The Chamberlains of Imperial Insignia stepped forward, and faint killing intent could be felt from the slight slit in their helmet.

“His Majesty has ordered that no one is to approach Consort Taizhen! Anyone who disobeys the order will be beheaded!”

One of them spoke forcefully!

“Cousin, don’t come over!”

A fearful and anxious voice echoed from the tent. The voice was crisp and pleasant, yet gentle and soft. One’s heart couldn’t help but ripple and generate fondness upon hearing it.

Yang Zhao hurriedly lowered his head, suppressing the ripples in his heart. This cousin of his has always been beautiful and elegant. In fact, when she was just seven, a physiognomist had come knocking and said that she had ‘the life of a phoenix, the disposition of a royalty’.

Yang Zhao was by no means a gentleman, but he had never harbored any lustful thoughts toward this cousin of his. Furthermore, at this moment, she was a person favored by the Sage Emperor.

If he wanted to make it big, he had to rely on the help of this cousin of his!

If anyone were to harbor any malicious intentions toward her now, Yang Zhao would be the first one to stand up in objection.

“Little sister, why is that so?”

Yang Zhao calmed his heart down and asked doubtfully. He is the cousin of Consort Taizhen, so logically speaking, the emperor shouldn’t forbid him from coming into contact with her as well!

“This is His Majesty’s intention. Last month, a seer has taken a look at my fate and said that I would bring bloodshed to the royal palace. If I wanted to be with His Majesty, I’ll have to meditate in the palace for forty-nine days. During this period of time, no one is to approach me. Because of this, more than a dozen palace maids have already been killed.”

Within the red-colored tent, Consort Taizhen spoke.

Yang Zhao took in a deep breath, and only then did he catch the faint scent of bloodshed in the air. Shocked, he hurriedly retreated in fear.

“Little sister, is there anything you need me for? I’ve waited very long for your summons!”

After retreating, Yang Zhao stabilized his mental state before speaking with slight resentment in his tone.

“Brother, I do have something I need to ask of you. I am currently in a precarious situation, and the junction between life and death is right before me. Only brother can help me now!”

Consort Taizhen’s anxious voice sounded from the tent.

Upon hearing her words, Yang Zhao’s face immediately changed.
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“Little sister, what happened?”

Yang Zhao asked. His voice sounded even more anxious than Consort Taizhen. He traveled a far distance from Jiannan to the capital, and his greatest backing here was his cousin, Consort Taizhen.

If something were to happen to her, then his dream of affluence would come to an end.

“His Majesty hopes to confer me the title of a consort, but this has stirred the violent objections of the officials, and more than half of the officials have been slandering me. I’m currently stepping on burning charcoal, and my life is hanging by a thread. If this matter succeeds, I will be able to fulfill my wish of being beside His Majesty from day to night. However, if it were to fail, since ancient times, people like me have never ended well…”

Consort Taizhen tried her best to stay calm, but a sliver of unease and fear still managed to seep into her voice.

Since ancient times, there has never been a single lady who was attacked by more than half of the royal court. This pressure wasn’t something that she could shoulder alone. Just the thought of those dagger-like memorials sent to the court was sufficient for her to wake up in the middle of the night.

“What!”

Yang Zhao’s face darkened. He has heard about the matters of the royal court, and he knew that his cousin was in a difficult position. Even so, he didn’t think that she would be in such a precarious situation.

“What can we do about this?”

“Of all of the officials, the ones who oppose to me the most vehemently is King Song and a powerful official named Wang Gen. Putting aside the other officials, King Song is a member of royalty, a qinwang of Great Tang, and he possesses tremendous influence in the royal court. As for Wang Gen, he is a member of the Wang Clan. Even though his standing is unable to match up to King Song, his father is the revered Duke Jiu.”

Consort Taizhen replied.

“Wang Gen?”

Yang Zhao frowned. He wasn’t familiar with the personnel of the royal court, but he found the name ‘Wang Gen’ slightly familiar, and it didn’t seem to be because of his father, Duke Jiu.

“… At the moment, only Duke Jiu hasn’t made a stand on the matter. His opinion has a great influence on the court officials and His Majesty. King Song and the Wang Clan have three generations of friendship, and today is Duke Jiu’s seventieth birthday. King Song will definitely head there to offer his blessings. If Duke Jiu were to support him openly, then our situation would truly be dire!”

Consort Taizhen’s worried and frustrated voice sounded from the red tent. She didn’t expect that things would evolve to such a point.

She didn’t do anything vile, and she didn’t interfere in politics either. All she wanted was to be with the person she loved, why must so many people stand between them!

“Little sister, what do you want me to do?”

Without any hesitation, Yang Zhao asked. He didn’t know much, and the only strength of his was that he wouldn’t hesitate to dive into a sea of flames for his little sister.

Even if it was murder, he would do it without any hesitation.

“His Majesty has said that he would induct me into the palace no matter what happened, and many people in the royal court have expressed their approval for His Majesty and me, such as King Qi and the Yao Clan. However, this is far from sufficient. Duke Jiu wields an exceptional position in His Majesty’s heart, and I don’t have any way to influence his decision. All I can do is to try and influence the other officials.”

Consort Taizhen clapped, and a few old nannies appeared from Yuzhen Palace. They carried a few crates of golden sheets, golden coins, and golden bars, and they placed it before Yang Zhao.

The sight of the mountain of gold caused Yang Zhao’s eyes to blur.

“I don’t know much people in the capital, and my relationship with His Majesty makes it difficult for me to appear in public. Thus, I can only entrust this matter to brother. You are the only one who can help me now.”

“These are the rewards that His Majesty bestowed me with, take it! You must find a way to pull as many as court officials as you can to my side in the shortest time possible.”

Consort Taizhen said.

“Little sister, rest assured. Leave this matter to me.”

Patting his chest, Yang Zhao hesitated for a moment before speaking once more.

“However, I’m afraid that just these gold would be insufficient to buy the hearts of those officials!”

“Hmph, rest assured. Tell them that I will find a way to promote them if I survive this ordeal so that they can enjoy a life of luxury! As for King Song, there is no grudge between us, but he gathered officials time and time again to send memorials to His Majesty to kill me. If I manage to survive this, I will make sure that he and the Wang Clan will die tragically!”

Consort Taizhen uttered coldly. Deep hatred emanated from her words.

To King Song, this was a matter of the honor of the royal family. However, to her, this was a matter of life and death. When a person was forced into a desperate situation, no matter how weak they could be, they would slowly grow stronger.

“Hehe, little sister, don’t worry. With your words, I’m confident of convincing them!”

Promising her, Yang Zhao spoke no more.

Even though Yang Zhao has lost all of his money in the gambling den, he has met people from all walks of life there, and he learned many things as well.

‘Under the heavens, all comes for profit, and leaves for profit’, as long as there were sufficient profits involved, he was confident that he could move anyone.

Summoning the two old nannies of the palace to carry the crates, Yang Zhao left Yuzhen Palace.

…

When Yang Zhao left Yuzhen Palace, in another different location…

“Your Highness, King Song has left King Song Residence!”

In King Qi Residence, a powerful figure walked into the residence, kneeled onto the floor respectfully, and reported earnestly.

“Hahaha, good!”

Behind a narra table, a massive figure emanating a vigorous aura sat. He had a kind of disposition which induced fear in others, as though a mighty flood dragon had coiled at that spot.

(Narra is a type of wood)

“Old Master Yao’s words are true. My chance has finally come!”

King Qi’s eyes lit up and he laughed heartily. Yao Guang Yi promised him time and time again that no mishap would occur for the matter by the border, yet he failed him eventually.

The reason why he decided to hold his anger back was because Old Master Yao had stood up and told him that there was another chance.

As long as they made use of this opportunity well, they would be able to overthrow both King Song and the Wang Clan without lifting a single finger. Furthermore, they wouldn’t have the opportunity to make a comeback.

Because the one who will overthrow them is the current Sage Emperor!

“Hahaha, Li Chengqi, Li Chenqi! Do you think that you are being loyal? You are just going against the will of His Majesty!

King Qi laughed heartily. If not for Old Master Yao’s pointer, he wouldn’t have known that His Majesty had already made up his mind for the ‘Consort Taizhen incident’. No matter what kind of price he had to pay, no matter which subordinates opposed to it, he would induct Consort Taizhen into the royal palace.

There were already people who were addressing ‘Consort Taizhen’ as Her Highness in the royal palace secretly. If not for His Majesty’s orders, no one would dare to be so bold.

Most probably, even Consort Taizhen didn’t know that despite half of the royal court was against her, and her circumstances seemed dire, her position as an imperial consort was already fixed in place!

Old Master Yao’s eye for such things was extremely sharp. He has followed the current emperor for decades, and it was impossible for him to be wrong about this.

“As a subordinate, it’s one thing for you to argue with His Majesty on the important matters of the empire, but to interfere in His Majesty’s private affairs as well… King Song, you are overstepping your boundaries! Hehe, you are courting death, no one can save you! ——Go on, it’s best that you pull that old fogey down along with you!”

King Qi laughed heartily. The matter regarding Consort Taizhen raised a storm in the capital, and all of the officials were bringing out the Confucian classics to advise His Majesty, but King Qi steered clear of the matter completely.

He wished fervently for them to cause an even larger ruckus! It would be best if King Song and the officials he led could force His Majesty to a corner!

…

Wang Chong didn’t know the commotion outside, and he didn’t know that Yuzhen Palace and King Qi Residence were moving to the ‘Consort Taizhen incident’.

At this moment, Wang Chong was staring at the entrance of the Four Quarters Embassy. A huge commotion was currently going on there. Where friends were, enemies came.

The ones who came for the old master’s birthday banquet weren’t just limited to friends.

“What are you looking at? Can’t I come to offer my blessings to Duke Jiu?”

Playing off his seniority, an elder spoke rudely.

“Old fellow, don’t go overboard. Are you even related to Duke Jiu at all?”

Elder Ma’s voice sounded at the entrance of the Four Quarters Embassy, and he seemed to be obstructing the person’s entry.

“Heh, whether I have any relationship with him or not, do I need a coach like you to point it out? Even Duke Jiu hasn’t said anything yet, who do you think you are? Scram to the side!”

Hong, the entire Four Quarters Embassy tremored. A powerful shock wave shook the surroundings, and it seemed like Elder Ma had crossed blows with that person.

Wang Chong hurried over, just that barely after he took a few steps, a figure walked straight over vigorously. The white-haired elder who seemed like he could even crush mountains led a huge crowd over.

Carrying a gold token in his hand, even the Imperial Army guards didn’t dare to stop him.

“Bastard, it’s that old turtle!”

Standing by the corner of the fake hill, Wang Chong got a good glimpse of the person and cursed in his mind. No one of the current generation of officials dared to act so impudently in the grandfather’s Four Quarters Embassy.

Those who dared to do so, to the point that even the Imperial Army guards didn’t dare to stop, could only be the old officials of the same generations as the old master. However, different from Elder Ma, Elder Zhao, and the others, they were the old master’s political rivals back in those years.

‘Xu Shao’, one of the rivals of the old master in the royal court back then. When he was younger, he often opposed the old master in the military affairs of the empire. The old master was hot-blooded then, and he didn’t like him either.

Back then, the both of them had sent countless memorials complaining about one another.

Back then, during the political change in the royal court, Xu Shao was supposed to be impeached, but by luck of some sort, he led an army and saved the current emperor.

Thus, he managed to survive the ordeal of the political change then. After which, by sheer luck once more, he was conferred the title of Duke of Xu, allowing him to tread fearlessly in the Great Tang.

Back then, the old master was young and hot-blooded. But as years went by, he slowly calmed down and became more cultivated. On the other hand, the Duke of Xu, Xu Shao, didn’t change at all, and he was still the same as back then.

The old fellow was already advanced in age, being just several years younger than grandfather, and he has retired from the royal court. However, his temper of standing at odds with grandfather on everything hasn’t changed at all.

Thus, during grandfather’s birthday banquet each year, they would barge in along with their grandsons to cause a ruckus. In his previous life, Wang Chong had secretly scolded him ‘old turtle’, but he managed to overhear it and he pulled Wang Chong’s ear around the embassy.

Due to grandfather being cultured, as long as the old turtle didn’t go overboard, he would just meet him with a smile, allowing him to do as he pleased.
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                                                                                “You rascals, wait outside. Feel free to walk and play around, I would like to see if anyone in the Four Quarters Embassy dare to stop you all. I’ll leave a huge hole in anyone who dares to trample on my pride today!”
The old fellow spoke arrogantly.
“I’ll fetch you all back after I meet that decrepit geezer!”
“Yes, grandfather. We’re still waiting for you to show them your might!”
The Xu Clan offsprings fawned shamelessly on their grandfather with a bright smile.
“Bastard!”
From afar, Cousin Wang Li, Wang Zhu Yan, and Wang Liang stepped forward and glared furiously at the Xu Clan members.
These fellows were annual visitors to grandfather’s birthday banquet, and under the name of offering blessings, they came to wreak havoc.
No one could understand why grandfather would allow these unwelcomed fellows in each year.
“Heh, how can the Wang Clan treat their guests like that? Does the Wang Clan not educate its offsprings on the proper way of welcoming one’s guests?”
The offsprings of the old fellow lifted their head arrogantly.
“Hehe, little lad, if the one who said those words was your grandfather, I might still reconsider the matter on his account. You all are just brats, I advise you all to scram to the side obediently.”
Abusing his seniority, the old fellow chirped in.
“Old turtle, is this all you can do? To think that despite your age, all you can do is to bully the young folks like us!”
Wang Chong couldn’t hold himself back anymore.
Shua!
In an instant, everyone’s gazes immediately fell onto Wang Chong. Upon hearing the nickname ‘old turtle’, the old fellow’s face turned crimson as if he was injected with chicken blood.
The faces of the Xu Clan offsprings also darkened as they glared savagely at Wang Chong.
Wang Chong didn’t bother avoiding them either. Walking out from the fake hill, he slowly walked over to Old Geezer Xu.
Every family had guests whom they don’t welcome.
Old Geezer Xu was one of them.
Wang Chong couldn’t stand his arrogance.
“Hehe, back then, during the political change in the royal court, you hid in your own turtle shell, not daring to move at all. Only when everything was nearly settled did you send an army of troops over, earning yourself the title of Duke of Xu. Old geezer, if you aren’t a turtle, who else is?”
Walking over, Wang Chong didn’t mince his words at all. The nickname of ‘old turtle’ that he gave him in his previous life didn’t come from nowhere. In Wang Chong’s opinion, it wasn’t luck at all. The other party was just a coward, and the only reason why he managed to become the Duke of Xu was because he saw that the situation was settling down, and he made use of the opportunity to step out and earn himself merit.
“You stinky brat!”
Turning to look at Wang Chong, Old Geezer Xu’s body trembled, and his face became as red as a pig’s liver. Back then, during the political change, Xu Shao arrived late, and numerous people made use of this fact to attack him. It was his greatest sore spot.
He didn’t expect that Wang Chong would flip it out today.
“… You, come here! I promise that I won’t throw you over the wall!”
Wang Chong was no fool. Seeing Old Geezer Xu’s eyes turn red, he immediately retreated.
“Duke of Xu, since you’ve arrived, you should enter!”
At this moment, a calm voice echoed in everyone’s ears.
“Heh, little bastard, I’ll let you off for now on your grandfather’s account!”
Hearing the voice, Old Geezer Xu’s anger dissipated, and he roared in laughter. Flinging his sleeves, he tilted his head upward. With an arrogant expression saying ‘I won’t waste my time quarreling with a little brat like you’, he walked into the hall.
Behind him, the offsprings of Old Geezer Xu also copied his haughty attitude.
“That old turtle and little turtles truly share the same blood!”
Wang Chong criticized them in his mind.
The old fellow was of the same generation as the old master, and his qualifications made it impossible for Wang Chong to do anything about him. All he could do was to grab onto his sore spot and infuriate him.
“Little brat, the name you came up with is quite good. Judging from how distressed the old geezer looks, he seems to be exceptionally sensitive to it.”
Wang Zhu Yan walked over from the distance, and a smile slowly crept onto her face.
Old Geezer Xu was the typical uninvited guest that one would meet at a party, and it wasn’t the first time he had come over to cause trouble. He had already been visiting since Wang Zhu Yan was a child.
However, this was her first time seeing him getting so agitated to the point that his eyes turned red.
“The next time he dares to act impertinently here, we’ll call him old turtle together! Let’s see what he’ll do about that!”
Saying those words, Wang Zhu Yan couldn’t help but chuckle.
Wang Chong also laughed as well.
Honestly speaking, even though Old Geezer Xu’s behavior was unseemly for an elder, playing off his seniority and wreaking havoc at grandfather’s birthday banquet every year, he didn’t do anything much other than that.
Wang Chong’s impression of him wasn’t too bad. Just getting back at him by insulting him as an ‘old turtle’ was enough for him.
“Hmph!”
Just as Wang Chong was speaking with Wang Zhu Yan, no one noticed that the eldest granddaughter of the Ye Clan, Ye Yinping, was also looking at them. Harrumphing lightly, it was hard to tell what she was thinking of, but she suddenly approached the offsprings of Duke of Xu.
“Wang Chong!”
Suddenly, a loud bellow sounded. Instantly, everyone’s attention was captured by the voice. Turning around, Wang Chong saw a young and haughty figure stepping forth from the crowd.
“… Do you have the guts to battle with me?”
From afar, the person pointed a finger at Wang Chong and spoke with an overbearing tone.
For a brief instant, the entire Erudite Pavilion fell silent. This sudden shout has attracted the attention of all in the area.
Be it the Imperial Army guards, Cousin Wang Li and Wang Liang, big aunt, uncle, Duke of Hu, Elder Ma, Elder Zhao, Elder Sun, and their offsprings… Everyone turned to look at the commotion.
Even more so, the eyes of those offsprings, who greeted Wang Chong under the orders of their grandfathers, gleamed in anticipation to what that was about to happen.
Wang Chong was the first person who won the acknowledgement of their grandfather, but honestly speaking, they still didn’t know much about him.
“Xu Xuan!”
Narrowing his eyes, Wang Chong immediately recognized the other party. He was the most talented offspring of the younger generation of the Xu Clan, Xu Xuan.
However, it wasn’t because of this that Wang Chong knew of him. It was because even though he was the same age as him, his reputation in the capital was much more resounding than his.
Other people has given him the nickname of ‘Capable Xu’ in recognition of his superiority compared to those of the same generation, as though a swan standing amidst a group of chicken.
Wang Chong knew that even though he was only sixteen-year-old, his cultivation has already reached Origin Energy Tier 7. He was much stronger than Wei Hao, Gao Fei, and the others.
Even Su Bai, whom Wang Chong sent to jail, was unable to match up to him.
Other than Wang Chong’s big brother, elder cousin, Yao Feng, and those of their generation, there was nearly no one in the capital who could defeat him.
Due to his outstanding abilities, there were signs of him becoming a leader of the scions in the capital.
However, what that baffled Wang Chong was Xu Xuan, who had always looked down on those of the same generation as him, stepping forward to challenge him.
“Hmph! Wang Chong, it can’t be that you’re afraid? Are you still a man? With this, you expect us to bow down to you and call you Young Master Chong?”
The icy and disdainful voice of a young lady sounded. In an instant, everyone’s eyes were fixated on Wang Chong.
Wang Chong quickly glanced in the direction of the voice, and he saw the fair-skinned and proud Ye Yinping.
“So it’s her!”
Wang Chong chuckled. He was still wondering why Xu Xuan would suddenly turn his attention to him. From the looks of it, it seemed that Ye Yinping was behind it. Rumor has it that the Xu Clan martial arts genius, Xu Xuan, has been courting Ye Yinping, but he was heartlessly rejected every time.
Ye Yinping probably promised Xu Xuan something for the other party to provoke and humiliate him.
“Yinping, don’t worry. I will definitely humiliate this lad to the point that he dies of shame to vent your frustration!”
Turning around, Xu Xuan whispered gently to Ye Yinping. At the same time, he subconsciously reached out for Ye Yinping’s slender hands.
“Scram!”
Disgusted, Ye Yinping struck away Xu Xuan’s hands without any hesitation.
Rejected in public, Xu Xuan was embarrassed. With his hands stuck awkwardly in midair, Xu Xuan could only direct all of his anger toward Wang Chong.
“Wang Chong! Do you dare to accept my challenge? To think that despite being a clan of generals, the Wang Clan doesn’t even have a single man——”
“Fine! I’ll compete with you!”
Before Xu Xuan could finish his words, Wang Chong interrupted and replied decisively.
Xu Xuan was both strong and an experienced fighter. There were no scions of the same age in the capital who could defeat him.
Wang Chong had been training hard recently, and it just happened that he wanted to spar with someone see the results of his hard work.
Xu Xuan’s cultivation might be a level higher than his, but Wang Chong wasn’t worried at all. Furthermore…
Scanning the surroundings, Wang Chong saw Duke of Hu, Elder Ma, Elder Zhao, Elder Sun… All of grandfather’s old subordinates and their offsprings were standing among the crowd, looking at him expectantly.
Even though they were forced to acknowledge him as ‘Young Master Chong’, they still didn’t know much about him. If he were to back down now, how would these people view him?
——Ye Yinping’s purpose of fanning Xu Xuan to deal with him was for this very purpose.
He couldn’t back down now!
“Hehe, fine!”
Xu Xuan didn’t expect Wang Chong to accept his challenge, and it took him awhile before he recovered from his daze. With menacing eyes, he spoke:
“Wang Chong, you have agreed to this duel yourself. In a duel, there’s no such thing as holding back, so don’t blame me if you get hurt!”
Even if it wasn’t for Ye Yinping, just the fact that Wang Chong has insulted his grandfather as an ‘old turtle’ was sufficient a reason for Xu Xuan to teach him a lesson. What else could be more satisfying for his grandfather than to step on the grandson of that old geezer in the Four Quarters Embassy on his seventieth birthday?
Peng!
With a step, dust flew into the air. A powerful aura immediately billowed from Xu Xuan’s body. With a darkened complexion, he walked intimidatingly toward Wang Chong.
“Wait a moment!”
Wang Chong suddenly called.
“Why? You wish to back down?”
Xu Xuan taunted.
“Heh, if you want me to fight with you, you should at least put something on the line!”
Wang Chong spoke. Just a moment ago, a fantastic idea appeared in his mind. This Ye Yinping might have actually done him a huge favor instead.
“What do you want?”
Stopping in his tracks, Xu Xuan frowned. He had crossed blows with numerous people in the capital, but there was never any wager involved.
“Hmph, doesn’t your Xu Clan have the Bone Forging Pill? You wish to challenge me? I welcome you! However, you have to take out a Bone Forging Pill! I refuse to conduct any unprofitable business!”
Shaking a finger in the air, Wang Chong said.
Weng!
Upon hearing the three words ‘Bone Forging Pill’, the faces of Wang Zhu Yan, Ye Yinping, Cousin Wang Li, Xu Xuan, and the other offsprings of the Xu Clan immediately changed.
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There was an elder in the Xu Clan who left the clan to study as an alchemist when he was younger. There weren’t many people who knew of this matter, but it wasn’t a secret among the nobles.

It was due to the occasional pills given by this elder that the offsprings of the Xu Clan had an advantage over others in cultivation.

The pill which he concocted was known as the ‘Bone Forging Pill’, and it was unique to that Xu Clan elder. It wasn’t available in the market, and due to the limited supply, it was never given to outsiders either.

Regarding the Bone Forging Pill, the most famous legend shrouding it was the ‘Three Pills Forging Panther Bone’. With just three pills, one was able to forge the most fundamental layer of Panther Bone without even cultivating.

The cultivation of one’s root bone was publicly acknowledged to be the hardest, yet just three of the Xu Clan’s Bone Forging Pill was sufficient to grant one 1-dan Panther Bone. As such, one could easily imagine the immense value of the pill.

Even so, despite the massive advantage of the pills, the Xu Clan was unable to mass produce these pills.

The forging process of the Bone Forging Pills was extremely complex, and the Xu Clan elder was capable of concocting only five or six every year.

It wasn’t even sufficient for the consumption of their own offsprings, so the Xu Clan was extremely stingy about the Bone Forging Pill.

However, Wang Chong knew that Xu Xuan definitely had the Bone Forging Pill on him, and it was likely that he had more than one. 

It was a tradition among the prestigious clans to devote resources to grooming the most outstanding clan member. In the Xu Clan, Xu Xuan’s cultivation may not be the strongest, but his talent was. Without a doubt, the resources of the Xu Clan was tilted toward him.

There was definitely more than one Bone Forging Pill on him.

“You must be joking! How can we give the Bone Forging Pill to you?”

Before Xu Xuan could speak, his elder brother, Xu Jing, lashed out. Their grandfathers were political rivals, and they have fought ferociously with one another when they were younger. The number of times that they have impeached one another was uncountable.

Thus, the Xu Clan never hesitated to humiliate the members of the Wang Clan in public to vent their grandfather’s frustration and pay back everything Wang Chong’s grandfather had done to him back then.

But the Bone Forging Pill was another matter!

It was already a limited commodity in Xu Clan, so how could the lad from Wang Clan dream of obtaining it? Wasn’t this fellow being too optimistic?

At this moment, Xu Jing was even doubting if Ye Yinping was collaborating with Wang Chong to obtain the Xu Clan’s Bone Forging Pill!

“Hmph! If you don’t have the guts to do so, scram!”

Wang Li spouted coldly.

Toward the Xu Clan, Wang Li and Wang Chong shared a rare consensus. But despite their dislike for the Xu Clan, given that grandfather didn’t say a thing about this matter, it wasn’t appropriate for them to do anything either.

Furthermore, they were at the Four Quarters Hall, a place the Sage Emperor built specially for grandfather. Surely the Xu Clan would know better than to go overboard here.

Thus, Wang Li wasn’t too worried about the battle between Wang Chong and Xu Xuan.

“You!”

Xu Jing immediately flew into a temper. But before he could say anything, another voice sounded beside him:

“Hmph, isn’t it just a Bone Tempering Pill? I’ll agree to it!”

“Little Brother Xuan!”

Xu Jing was shocked. It was a huge taboo to take out the Bone Forging Pill for a wager. With this precedent, others would surely follow suit and demand Bone Forging Pills from the Xu Clan. If so, how could the Xu Clan conduct business?

“Big brother, I don’t need you to tell me what to do!”

Xu Xuan spouted rudely, and Xu Jing’s face immediately steeled. This bastard! Just because of his outstanding talent, he gained grandfather’s favor and was stepping more and more out of line. To think that he would even disregard his elder brother now!

However, Xu Xuan paid his big brother no heed. He wasn’t a fool, and he knew what he was doing.

“Wang Chong, I can take out the Bone Forging Pill!”

Stretching his hands into his embrace, he took out a small but exquisite purple box. The Bone Forging Pill was his most valuable possession, and he didn’t feel secure leaving it anywhere. Thus, he has always carried it on him.

“… But Wang Chong, what about you? What are you putting on the line? It can’t be that you thought it would be a one-sided deal?”

Stretching out his hand, Xu Xuan spouted coldly.

If Wang Chong wanted his Bone Forging Pill, he had to take out something worthy of it!

“Fine! Since you took out a Bone Forging Pill, I will put a Wootz steel sword on the line! How is it?”

Wang Chong replied casually.

“Wootz steel sword!”

The Xu Clan offsprings were moved. After Su Bai’s incident, Wang Chong’s involvement in swordsmithing was no longer a secret. Because of Wang Chong’s Wootz steel sword, Su Bai suffered greatly in the Court of Judicial Review. Even now, his clan was unable to fish him out.

There wasn’t anyone in the capital who didn’t know that, and as a result Wang Chong’s Wootz steel sword came into everyone’s attention!

“The Wootz steel sword is known as the world’s number one sword, and a single sword is worth forty to fifty thousand gold taels. Furthermore, it’s a limited commodity. It’s definitely a fair trade for a Bone Forging Pill.”

At this moment, even Xu Jing didn’t disagree to it anymore.

Xu Xuan was extremely moved. There were many ways to raise one’s fighting prowess. The Bone Forging Pill was one of them, and an incomparably sharp sword which was capable of cutting through steel as though a lump of mud was another.

Using a Bone Forging Pill to wager a Wootz steel sword which was worth forty to fifty thousand gold taels was definitely a profitable trade.

“Haha, alright!”

Xu Xuan laughed heartily. With a flick of his finger, he passed the box with a Bone Forging Pill inside over to Xu Jing:

“Big brother, help me hold on to it for now. If I were to lose, pass it to Wang Chong. If I win… Wang Chong, I doubt that your Wang Clan would allow you to renege on your words!”

Wang Chong couldn’t be any more thrilled to see Xu Xuan put his Bone Forging Pill on the line. He was cultivating the Dragon Bone Art, and every single inch of progress required huge effort on his part.

With the Bone Forging Pill, he could hasten this process. In the future, through some other means, he might be able to reach Tiger Bone swiftly.

“Come, Xu Xuan!”

Having accomplished what he wanted, Wang Chong stepped forward.

“Little Brother Chong, are you confident?”

From behind, Wang Zhu Yan asked worriedly. This cousin of hers has always lived idly. Even though he has changed tremendously recently, she had no idea how his progress on his martial arts was.

“Don’t worry.”

Wang Chong smiled as he shot his cousin a ‘reassuring’ gaze. After which, he proceeded forward to the empty field.

“Yinping, don’t worry! I only need three breaths to defeat this lad!”

At the same moment, Xu Xuan turned around and reassured Ye Yinping with a gentle expression.

“Three breaths?”

Ye Yinping frowned in displeasure.

“One move, one move! … Just one move is enough!”

Xu Xuan hurriedly changed his words.

“Hmph, go on!”

Ye Yinping replied coldly. She detested the idea of lowering her head to that weak Wang Clan lad. What kind of medicine did that fellow feed her grandfather for him to demand her to greet him as young master?

She, Ye Yinping, was a person blessed by the heavens. She was in control of her own fate, and she refused to submit to anyone. Why should she lower her head to someone weaker than her? Thus, she decided to make use of this opportunity to humiliate Wang Chong, as well as to dispel her grandfather’s thoughts.

As for Xu Xuan… Hmph, did he really think that she would be with him?

How dare a lowly toad lust of the swan’s flesh!

Oblivious to Ye Yinping’s thoughts, Xu Xuan followed the orders of his goddess and walked onto the empty field delightfully.

“Wang Chong, you should take out your weapon now! Otherwise, I fear that you won’t even have any other chance to do so!”

When he was five zhang away from Wang Chong, Xu Xuan stopped and pointed at Wang Chong arrogantly. 

(~16.6m)

He had heard of Wang Chong’s horrid reputation before, and if not for Ye Yinping, such a person wouldn’t be qualified to fight against him.

Of those who challenged him, eight out of ten possessed cultivation higher than his!

“I don’t have any weapon!”

Wang Chong clapped his hands. This was the truth. He gave a sword to Zhao Fengchen, another to the old master, and the other two were still at home.

“Hmph, conceited fellow!”

A sliver of rage flashed across Xu Xuan’s eyes.

“Since you’re courting death, don’t blame me if anything happens!”

Kaka, Xu Xuan’s bones creaked along with the tiles beneath him, as if unable to withstand his weight.

Upon reaching Origin Energy Tier 7, one’s strength would increase significantly, granting them incredible might behind every action.

Xu Xuan’s best record was killing a rampaging male elephant with a single punch!

The Xu Clan initially intended to present the elephant to the royal family, but it suddenly went on a rampage and charged out of its enclosure, onto the streets.

Back then, Xu Xuan knocked it down with a single punch, and blood flowed down from its seven apertures. It didn’t take long before it fell completely motionless.

Even though the woman he loved thought nothing of him, Xu Xuan’s strength was the real deal. If Wang Chong thought that he could easily obtain the Bone Forging Pill from him, he couldn’t be any more mistaken.

“Ferocious Elephant Technique!”

A might gathered beneath his feet, and Xu Xuan’s surroundings suddenly became blurred and distorted. A powerful aura exuded from his body.

Upon seeing this sight, a slight astonishment flickered across Ye Yinping’s eyes. Given how even Ye Yinping was taken aback by the sight, lest needs to be said about the others.

“Ferocious Elephant Technique! It’s the Ferocious Elephant Technique!”

Shocked exclaims sounded in the surroundings. Those who could enter the Four Quarters Embassy were either affluent or noble, and their eye for things was extraordinary. It didn’t take long for someone to recognize the skill.

Hearing the exclaims, the offsprings of the Xu Clan smiled smugly.

There was a reason why the Xu Clan was engaged in the elephant trade. Back then, when their grandfather gained merit through saving the emperor, the royal family bestowed upon them a few secret arts of the royal family, and one of them was the 《Ferocious Elephant Technique》.

While everyone was still cultivating inferior techniques like ‘Iron Chain Treading River’, the members of the Xu Clan were already cultivating powerful martial arts like the Ferocious Elephant Technique.

The moment one mastered this technique, there would be few who would be able to rival one in the same cultivation realm.

It was precisely because of this 《Ferocious Elephant Technique》 that Xu Xuan was unmatched by his peers. If Wang Chong used a weapon, he might still stand a chance, but bare-fisted, he was simply courting death!

“Ferocious Elephant Technique!”

Roaring loudly within, Xu Xuan’s spirit, intent, and body fused together as one, and the air around him suddenly burst apart. A call reminiscent of that of an elephant roared in the air.

Shrouded in a layer of ripped air, Xu Xuan charged forward as though a rampaging elephant toward Wang Chong. Given the force of the charge, it was likely that even a mountain would shatter upon struck.

“Not good!”

“Young Master Chong is in danger! ——”

………

The offsprings of the Zhao, Sun, Ma, and Hu Clan in the surroundings were alarmed. Wang Li and Wang Zhu Yan’s faces turned pale, and just as they were about to step forward to save him, an unthinkable turn of events occurred.

Hong long!

Faster than words could describe, just as Xu Shan was about to knock into Wang Chong with absurd speed, Wang Chong suddenly leaped into the air.

In an instant, it seemed as though Wang Chong has disappeared, and in his place was a lively and nimble flood dragon.

That flood dragon coiled in the air before sweeping downward.

“Herculean Punch! ——”

Gathering the strength in his entire body, he triggered both the Dragon Bone Art and Herculean Punch simultaneously and struck downward.

Hong long!

The ground tremored, and stone tiles cracked. Dust covered the empty field, but one could vaguely hear the sorrowful cry of an elephant. Then, before everyone’s dumbfounded gaze, as though a wooden pillar, Xu Xuan fell to the ground.

Boom!

A loud thud echoed. The mouths of the spectators were wide open. The entire Four Quarters Embassy was ghastly silent!
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Everyone was flabbergasted. They didn’t dare to believe their eyes.

Even Ye Yinping’s eyebrows twitched subconsciously, and a sliver of astonishment flashed across her eyes.

She knew very well how strong Wang Chong was. At the most, he was only at Origin Energy Tier 6.

On the other hand, Xu Xuan was at Origin Energy Tier 7, and he possessed extraordinary martial arts to pair with it.

Furthermore, he often crossed blows with experts. Regardless of whether it was experience, discernment, reaction speed, strength, or agility, Xu Xuan was above his peers. This was also the reason why Ye Yinping chose him to do the job.

Not to mention, the Duke of Xu Residence possessed the ‘Ferocious Elephant Technique’.

Yet, with a single blow, he was easily subdued by Wang Chong.

Xu Xuan’s reaction speed and adaptability to sudden situations were far from mediocre. Even if someone were to strike him from above, he was capable of reacting in the shortest time possible to deflect the move or even counterattack.

Nevertheless, Xu Xuan fell so ‘easily’.

That could only mean one thing. Wang Chong’s speed, reaction, and grasp over timing were above Xu Xuan!

“I have underestimated him!”

Ye Yinping frowned. She realized that she has misjudged Wang Chong.

“However, that doesn’t change the fact that he’s weak. Wait until he catches up with me then will we talk about it!”

Ye Yinping harrumphed contemptuously as though a proud peacock before turning around to leave. Her cultivation realm has already transcended Origin Energy realm, and to her, Wang Chong’s cultivation was only barely passable.

She, Ye Yinping, would never submit to a weakling.

…

“Isn’t it time for you to hand the Bone Forging Pill over?”

Having defeated Xu Xuan, Wang Chong walked over, stretched out his hand, and spoke curtly to the eldest son of the Xu Clan, Xu Jing.

“Hmph! Don’t you get gleeful, you were just lucky this time!”

Xu Jing replied with a steeled face. He would never believe that Wang Chong was capable of defeating Xu Xuan in a straightforward battle. In his view, it was merely luck.

“It’s not up to you to determine whether it is luck or not. You should just hand over my pill!”

Wang Chong spouted coldly.

If not for the Bone Forging Pill, he would have never wasted his efforts on this.

Xu Jing was reluctant to give him the box, but before the gazes of such a huge crowd, and not to mention, they were in the Four Quarters Embassy, he could only unwillingly hand it over.

“You brat, well done!”

A familiar voice echoed from behind. Wang Zhu Yan walked over with a bright smile.

“Cousin!”

Wang Chong called.

“I almost thought that you would lose!”

Wang Zhu Yan smiled with an expression saying that ‘seems like I have underestimated you in the past’.

“How is that possible? Do you think that I will lose to that lad?”

Lifting his head, Wang Chong glanced at Xu Xuan, who was currently surrounded by the other offsprings of the Xu Clan. The group massaged Xu Xuan frantically in an attempt to alleviate his condition.

“Alright, stop boasting! How can I, as your Second Sister, not know how much weight you carry?”

Wang Zhu Yan reprimanded with a smile. Until now, she still found it hard to believe that Wang Chong could suddenly become so powerful. In her view, a huge reason for Xu Xuan’s defeat was due to luck.

Wang Chong simply smiled in response. It was also good for cousin and the others to think that it was luck, or his sudden growth may scare them.

After chatting with his cousin for a while, Wang Chong impatiently looked for a remote area and started cultivating.

The ‘Bone Forging Pill’ was an extremely valuable commodity, and such resources were severely lacking in the market.

Wang Chong wasn’t fated with such pills in his previous life, so it was the first time he obtained a Bone Forging Pill.

An enhancement in one’s root bone would result in a qualitative rise in one’s strength. If Wang Chong could reach the level of Tiger Bone, everything would be completely different.

While it was already good that Wang Chong won the recognition of Elder Ye, Duke of Hu, and the others, his individual strength would also play a huge part in forming the opinion that others’ have of him. This was also the main reason why Wang Chong accepted Xu Xuan’s challenge.

If he had lost today, the offsprings of those elders might look down on him. If so, everything would be vastly different…

Pah!

Wang Chong opened the purple box, and a rich smell of medicine gushed into his nose. Within the purple box was a round pill around the size of a thumb. Its surface was as smooth as jade, and light reflected off its surface.

“So this is the Bone Forging Pill!”

A tinge of astonishment flashed across Wang Chong’s eyes. This pill was translucent, and with a single glance, it felt incredibly pure. It was no wonder why it would possess the tremendous ability of altering one’s root bone.

That elder of the Xu Clan was definitely an incredible alchemist!

Cultivating one’s root bone was an extremely difficult job, and the Bone Forging Pill of the Xu Clan was one of the very few items that Wang Chong knew could alter a person’s root bone.

Gulu!

With his back against the fake hill, Wang Chong sat cross-legged on the ground and swallowed the Bone Forging Pill. There were Imperial Army members patrolling the Four Quarters Embassy, and not a single movement, even that of a fly, could escape their notice.

Wang Chong didn’t need to worry that anyone would make a move on him while he was cultivating.

Weng!

Swallowing the pill, a powerful surge of medicinal energy immediately rose from Wang Chong’s stomach. Although this medicinal energy was gentle, it was extremely strong. As though a hurricane, it spread from Wang Chong’s stomach to his entire body.

Pilipala!

The powerful medicinal energy induced changes to Wang Chong’s bones, creating light popping sounds in his bone joints.

From the joints, the energy slowly moved on to nourish the most important bone in Wang Chong’s body, his spinal cord!

The spinal cord was also known as the ‘dragon’s bone’ in a human’s body, and it was the source of strength for martial artists. Every single movement and transmission of strength had to go through the spinal cord.

In fact, even ren and du meridian lay along the path of the dragon’s bone!

The reason why animals tended to be stronger than humans was because they possessed an even stronger dragon’s bone, granting them more strength at their disposal.

“Ah!”

Wang Chong suddenly released a pained moan. Little sweat droplets seeped out from his forehead, as though a drizzle.

A change in one’s root bone was a huge affair, and it would always be accompanied with excruciating pain. Finally, Wang Chong had come to the crucial moment.

Hong long long, wave after wave of piercing pain ravaged his body. After an unknown period of time, the intense pain gradually weakened and dulled.

Hu!

Letting out a huge breath, Wang Chong stood up. At this moment, he was already completely drenched from head to toe.

“I’ve finally succeeded!”

Feeling an entirely different strength filling his wntire body, Wang Chong could sense that he broke through another bottleneck, reaching a new level:

Panther Bone 3-dan!

This was the highest realm of the Panther Bone. Another breakthrough would mean reaching the level of Tiger Bone, the cultivation realm of most military commanders.

After exhaling deeply, Wang Chong stretched his body. Pipapa, crisp sounds echoed throughout his body. He could sense that the bones in his body had grown even more compact.

The change upon reaching the pinnacle of the Panther Bone wasn’t just limited to strength and the root bone, but speed as well!

Ji ji!

Zha zha!

The chirping of birds reached Wang Chong’s ears. Turning around, he saw a sparrow pouncing around on a branch around five to six feets away, chirping non-stop.

Due to the tranquil atmosphere in the Four Quarters Embassy, such sparrows were commonplace.

Sou!

A gleam flashed across Wang Chong’s eyes. The muscles in his body contracted abruptly before immense force burst from them. As if a sharp arrow, he flew straight toward the bamboo forest. The immense speed he moved at generated strong winds in the surroundings.

Ji ji!

Zha zha!

Instinctively sensing danger, a sliver of fear appeared in its black beady eyes. Spreading its wings apart, the sparrow immediately soared into the sky.

But even though the sparrow reacted swiftly, Wang Chong was faster.

The sparrow in the bamboo forest had just lifted a few chi off the ground when a long and forceful hand stretched forth. In the blink of an eye, it had already grasped the sparrow.

Ji ji!

Zha zha!

Terrified by the sudden occurrence, the sparrow tried its hardest to flap its wings, but it wasn’t able to move at all.

“It is indeed possible to catch birds upon reaching Panther 3-dan!”

Looking at the sparrow in his hands, Wang Chong smiled. This kind of sparrow was extremely alert, and it would escape the moment it sensed the presence of a human approaching it. Without tremendous speed, it was impossible to capture it.

Only after consuming the Bone Forging Pill and reaching Panther Bone 3-dan was he capable of such feat. The increased compactness of his bones granted him a greater degree of explosive power.

“… It’s a pity that the weakness of the Panther Bone is clear as well, lack of endurance. The strength I expended in catching a bird is even more than fighting an entire battle!”

Wang Chong smiled bitterly. Loosening his grip, he watched as the terrified sparrow flew out of his hands, chirping furiously. At the same time, a huge amount of warm sweat leaked from the pores all over Wang Chong’s body.

Exhaustion clearly showed on Wang Chong’s face.

Upon reaching Panther Bone 3-dan, one’s strength and speed would increase significantly. Even though one would still be unable to match up to be a true panther, the speed was already incredible.

However, this wasn’t a true speed-type secret art after all.

After utilizing one’s latent strength, one would end up in Wang Chong’s state. Completely weary from head to toe, he didn’t even have the strength to sprint a dozen meters now.

This was also why cheetahs were known as the fastest animal on land, but this was only limited to a distance of a hundred meters.

Beyond a hundred meters, a cheetah would have to rest, and the hunt would end in failure.

This was also the reason behind ‘Panther Bone’.

This kind of short bursts was impractical on the battlefield, and it was no different from courting death. Thus, to raise one’s speed, one had to cultivate speed-type secret arts, such as the ‘Spectre Steps’ of the Eastern Islands female assassin.

Wang Chong rested a moment so as to allow his stamina to recover before walking back to the Erudite Pavilion.

That bunch of Xu Clan offsprings had already left. After Xu Xuan embarrassed himself, Xu Shao didn’t have the face to remain here. Thus, after meeting grandfather, he left hurriedly with his grandchildren.

Xu Shao would always find some reason every year to wreck havoc on Duke Jiu’s birthday, but this year, he failed utterly.

Wave after wave of people arrived at the Four Quarters Embassy to offer their blessings. Some of them offered their earnest blessing while some bore malicious intentions. There were a few whom Wang Chong recognized, and there were a few he didn’t.

But slowly, Wang Chong could sense that something was amiss. Those who came to offer blessings seemed to have something on their mind, as though they had another objective here.

Wang Chong even saw a few important officials of the royal court.

After greeting grandfather at the the Erudite Pavilion, they would grab big uncle to the side to chat about something before leaving. Worry marked their faces.

And big uncle broke conventions and escorted them to the entrance of the Four Quarters Embassy.

“This must be… the matter regarding Consort Taizhen!”

A thought flashed across Wang Chong’s mind, and he immediately understood what was going on. 

He was astounded. Judging from the atmosphere in the Four Quarters Embassy, the incident regarding Consort Taizhen seemed to be much more severe than he expected.

It was at this moment that Wang Chong suddenly recalled something.

In his previous life, big uncle and King Song underestimated the Sage Emperor’s determination and stood on the wrong faction. As such, their political career took a hit. But other than them, countless other important officials were implicated as well. Those who were berated, demoted, and expelled numbered in the hundreds! …
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To the empire, the regional commander and utilizing the Hu policies had much further reaching impacts than the Consort Taizhen incident.

But Wang Chong knew that this was currently the most important matter plaguing the royal court, and it dominated the thoughts of nearly all of the officials.

The damage that the regional commander and utilizing the Hu policies will cause is a matter of the future while the Consort Taizhen incident was happening right before their eyes at this moment.

The number of officials affected by this matter far surpassed that of any past incidents of the dynasty.

“Big uncle is still worried!”

Staring at big uncle, who was chatting urgently with the Head Censor after walking him to the entrance, Wang Chong felt worried.

Big uncle was an important official of the royal court, but this prestigious identity has become something that shackled him instead. Furthermore, grandfather’s massive influence had made him the de facto leader of the officials opposing to Consort Taizhen.

In the future, when everything was settled, big uncle would face the harshest punishment.

“This isn’t good!”

Lowering his head, Wang Chong frowned.

The Consort Taizhen incident was a matter regarding their responsibility as subordinates of the emperor and the societal conventions in this traditional era. Wang Chong was certain that if he didn’t talk about the regional commanders policy and mess up big uncle’s arrangements, he would surely think of a way to bring up the Consort Taizhen incident in the conference hall and try to win the old master’s support.

It was not that Wang Chong didn’t want to persuade big uncle, but he knew that even though he may agree with him on the matter regarding the regional commanders, it would be impossible for him to agree with his view of the Consort Taizhen incident.

Not only would he not agree with his view, he would even reprimand him harshly. Even the old master wouldn’t take his side.

It was their responsibility as subordinates to lead their emperor back to the right path. Since it was a matter regarding their fundamental responsibility, it was impossible for big uncle to listen to anyone’s advice on this matter.

This was also the reason why Wang Chong didn’t bring up the matter in the conference hall.

“King Song has arrived! ——”

While Wang Chong’s mind was still plagued with worry over the matter, a high-pitched voice sounded from the direction of the entrance suddenly. Hong long long, at the same moment, the ground rumbled. Somehow, Wang Chong could vaguely hear a sound resembling ocean waves.

Outside the Four Quarters Embassy, at the very end of the street, a carriage drove in. Exuding from the interior of the carriage was a powerful aura reminiscent of a rising sun, making one aware of its presence regardless of how far one was.

However, this domineering aura didn’t lack gentleness, and the gentleness didn’t blunt the majesty either. It felt as though the aura of an upright monarch.

“He’s finally here!”

Feeling the aura, Wang Chong heaved a sigh of relief. In the royal court, including Big Uncle Wang Gen, the authoritative officials who opposed Consort Taizhen view King Song as their leader.

‘To untie a knot requires the one who tied it’. To resolve this crisis and avert the damage the Consort Taizhen incident would cause to half of the officials in the royal court, King Song played a crucial role.

…

“Your Highness! You’re finally here!”

At the entrance of the Four Quarters Embassy, upon noticing the arrival of King Song, Wang Gen’s spirit lifted and he seemed much more energetic than before. 

For this entire day, too many important things have occurred. However, what Wang Gen’s thoughts were centered around was, without a doubt, the Consort Taizhen incident. This matter involved half of the royal court, and it has already grown to become a huge political storm in the Great Tang Empire.

“Have you spoken with the old master yet?”

The moment the doors of the carriage opened, King Song stepped out dressed in a gunfu. His expression was grim, and he seemed to be plagued with worries as well.

(Gunfu is something similar to a, and it is a robe worn by royalty.)

“Not yet.”

Wang Gen shook his head. At this moment, what the old master was concerned with was how he should report to the Sage Emperor to prevent the policies of regional commanders and utilize Hu talents from being passed.

Under such circumstances, Wang Gen had no idea how he should raise the subject.

After pondering over the matter, he decided to wait until King Song arrived.

“Your Highness, the matter regarding Consort Taizhen isn’t a small matter. This affects His Majesty’s reputation, as well as ours. No matter what, we have to prevent this matter from going through. As a father, how could he take his son’s wife as consort? If word were to spread out, wouldn’t the incorruptible image of the Sage Emperor crumble? He’ll become a laughingstock!”

“His Majesty is currently too mesmerized by her, causing him to be oblivious to the situation before him. He will regain his composure after a period of time, but by then, it will already be too late. As his subordinates, we can’t allow His Majesty to commit this kind of mistake. We have to find some way to wake him up.”

Wang Gen spoke with a grim voice.

“Un, I share your sentiments as well. A father inducting his son’s wife as consort… This is a scandal of the royal family, a scandal of the Great Tang Empire!”

King Song nodded worriedly.

“But it is a pity that King Qi and Yao Clan are meddling with the matter behind, and half of the royal court supports His Majesty’s induction of Yang Taizhen into the court as a consort. His Majesty is already blinded by love, so we have no choice but to render the help of Duke Jiu for this matter. This is also the main reason why I rushed here to offer my blessings.”

“Duke Jiu is one of the most established elder in the royal court, and he commands massive influence there. At the same time, he is a meritorious subject who supported His Majesty to the throne, and His Majesty carries great trust for him. If he were to make a stand, he will surely be able to stop this scandalous and immoral matter from going through, thus preventing history from repeating itself.”

“Those are my thoughts as well! It wasn’t easy for His Majesty to maintain an incorruptible reputation, it mustn’t be ruined in the hands of a woman!”

Wang Gen sighed.

“Your Highness, follow me. Something cropped up in the middle, allow me to tell you about it later.”

Wang Gen gestured, and he personally led King Song to where the old master was resting.

Upon seeing this sight, Wang Chong slowly retracted his gaze. Worry flickered across his eyes. He had clearly seen the attitudes of big uncle and King Song when they were discussing just a moment ago.

From the looks of it, they vehemently opposed to the matter of Consort Taizhen, and to Wang Chong, this wasn’t a good thing.

“Little lad, so you’re here!”

A voice abruptly sounded behind him.

Shocked, Wang Chong hurriedly turned around to take a look. An academic dressed in a loose robe was smiling at him.

“Lord Lu!”

Wang Chong immediately recovered and bowed respectfully.

The person was Academic Lu Ting, who Wang Chong met once at the Vast Crane Pavilion.

“Hehe, when is Chong gongzi returning back home?”

Lu Ting smiled.

“After dinner.”

Wang Chong was taken aback. The Wang Clan was rarely gathered together, and only on grandfather’s birthday did the entire clan get a chance to gather together. As such, it became a family tradition to have dinner together on this day before leaving.

Having lived his life alone for his previous life, Wang Chong cherished such moments dearly.

“Hehe, that’s good. King Song has entrusted me to invite gongzi for a meeting.”

Lu Ting spoke of his intentions straightforwardly.

Lu Ting had an extremely good impression of this Wang Clan offspring, and he was the one who pushed for King Song and Wang Chong’s meeting.

“Oh?”

Wang Chong was taken aback for a moment before nodding his head.

“Alright! I happen to have something to ask of King Song as well!”

“Ah?”

Lu Ting raised his head and glanced at Wang Chong. This time, it was his turn to be surprised.

The sun slowly set, and the crowd who were here to offer their blessings gradually left. Elder Ye, Duke of Hu, Elder Zhao, Elder Sun, Elder Ma, and the others left the Four Quarters Embassy along with their offsprings.

Soon, the entire Four Quarters Embassy fell silent.

Wang Chong waited outside for an hour before King Song emerged from the Erudite Pavilion. He noticed that the other party’s complexion didn’t look too good.

“Seems like King Song didn’t get what he wanted.”

Wang Chong shook his head.

Wang Chong didn’t look into the Consort Taizhen incident in his previous life so he wasn’t clear about the details.

Regarding the Consort Taizhen incident, grandfather’s attitude was vague.

The Song and Wang Clan had several generations of friendship, and on many matters, grandfather would support King Song, and the opposite was true as well. Both parties often shared the same opinions on the major affairs in the royal court.

It was precisely because of this relationship that big uncle and King Song established an ‘Alliance of Offense and Defense’.

Many times, before a court discussion, they would meet in advance to share their thoughts and opinions.

On the matter of Consort Taizhen, Wang Chong thought that grandfather would support King Song. However, that wasn’t the case.

But while grandfather didn’t support King Song, he didn’t object to his actions either.

On this matter, grandfather chose to remain silent.

Having weathered through innumerable tribulations in the earlier part of his life, grandfather often spoke frankly before the Sage Emperor, rarely mincing his words.

Yet, grandfather chose to remain silent on the Consort Taizhen incident. This was out of character for him. Even after decades have passed, Wang Chong was still unable to understand his actions.

Eventually, Wang Chong could only understand it as that big uncle has made a stand, so grandfather decided to take a step back. However, Wang Chong always thought that there was something deeper to the matter.

Lu Ting walked over to King Song and whispered a few words in his ear. King Song pulled himself together, and his complexion alleviated.

Wang Chong met King Song by a fake hill near the bamboo forest. The surroundings were completely silent except for the few Imperial Army members patrolling the area.

Upon seeing Wang Chong, King Song’s spirits seemed to have lifted and a hint of a smile appeared on his face.

“I’ve heard of you from your big uncle. Truly a young hero!”

King Song offered generous words of compliments.

He had heard of the matter regarding Yao Guang Yi from Wang Gen. If not for Wang Gen’s confirmation of the matter, King Song would have found it hard to believe that a veteran strategist like Yao Guang Yi would lose to a fifteen-year-old child.

“I have already ordered for that matter to be silenced, and that all those who know of that matter are strictly forbidden to speak of it. Thus, no one should know that you are the one who hindered Yao Guang Yi’s ploy.”

King Song said.

King Song had a deep impression of Wang Chong. It was an incredible feat to foil the ploy of a formidable adversary like Yao Guang Yi.

This was also the reason why he looked forward to meeting Wang Chong on this birthday banquet.

“Thank you, Your Highness.”

Wang Chong bowed.

Given the years of friendship between the Song and Wang Clan, King Song would protect the members of the Wang Clan without having a word to be said. This was also the reason why the Wang Clan members chose to submit to King Song.

“Hehe, speak. What kind of rewards do you want? As long as it is within my means, I will give it to you.”

King Song spoke magnanimously.

“Your Highness has already rewarded me.”

Wang Chong politely declined.

“Hehe, those are two different matters. Back then, it was because of my appreciation of you. This time, it’s a bestowment from an elder, so you mustn’t refuse me.”

King Song smiled gently.
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The Song and Wang Clan weren’t just in a simple political alliance. There were many other emotions involved in their relationship as well.

For example, the old King Song and Duke Jiu were fellow peers, and they were good brothers back then.

During the era of turmoil, they fought side-by-side to aid the current Sage Emperor to the throne.

It could be said that Duke Jiu had watched the current King Song grow up.

When the old King Song was still around, Duke Jiu often visited the King Song Residence, and he had often carried and played with him. Putting aside their political alliance, King Song actually regarded Duke Jiu as a fatherly figure, as well as a kind elder in the depths of his heart.

Thus, even though King Song was disappointed by Duke Jiu’s lack of support, he didn’t fly into a fit of rage.

King Song didn’t have much of an impression of Wang Chong, but now that he was thinking of it, he suddenly remembered a few past events vaguely.

King Song had probably carried and cajoled Wang Chong when he was younger. However, after he took over the position of King Song, with many matters on his agenda, he became busier and busier. Thus, he lost the time to be concerned about these ‘juniors’.

Now that he was done tackling the matters of the royal court, looking at Wang Chong brought up some fond memories within King Song, triggering his sentiments as an elder.

Wang Chong didn’t know what King Song was thinking about, but he could sense that he was in his most friendly, casual, and relaxed state.

As though he was talking to him in the capacity of a kind elder.

“Your Highness, I dare not reject your bestowment. If possible, may I ask for a person?”

Wang Chong lowered his head and bowed.

“A person?”

King Song and Lu Ting glanced at one another in curiosity. This was especially so for King Song. He was still frustrated over the Consort Taizhen’s incident, and upon hearing Wang Chong’s words, his interest in the matter surged abruptly, causing him to put aside the worries of the royal court for the moment.

“Hahaha, a person? A woman? Which lady do you have your eyes on? It’s normal to have a crush when one is younger, so feel free to tell me about it. Regardless of who it is, I will talk to them on your behalf.”

King Song chuckled and his mood lightened.

Who hasn’t been young before? After hearing Wang Chong’s words, King Song thought that Wang Chong was infatuated with a lady from some clan, and this raked up many of his childhood memories.

“Indeed, Chong gongzi. You should speak of it. Even if it is a princess, it isn’t entirely impossible with King Song’s help.”

Lu Ting stroked his beard as he teased by the side.

“That’s not it, Your Highness, you have misunderstood my intentions.”

Wang Chong was placed in an awkward situation. This wasn’t the case at all! What were these two thinking?

“I would like to save a person, but only Your Highness wields the ability to do so. Thus, I would like to plead with Your Highness on this matter!”

“Oh?”

King Song glanced at Wang Chong, and upon seeing Wang Chong’s serious expression, he frowned and retracted his smile. With a grave tone, he spoke:

“Who do you wish to save? I’ll have to tell you in advance that the royal court has its own laws. Even if I am a king of the royal family, I cannot violate these laws!”

“I understand. This person is called Zhang Munian, and his crime wasn’t very severe. This is the scroll of his sins. Your Highness, please take a look.”

With a lowered head, Wang Chong passed the scroll which he had copied in advance over with both of his hands.

It wasn’t just because of the Consort Taizhen incident that Wang Chong was determined to meet King Song. To Wang Chong, there was a person who was more important than Consort Taizhen.

That person was Zhang Munian!

After his reincarnation, Wang Chong had pondered for many days and nights, and he eventually came to a conclusion. To change the fate of the empire, there was a person which he truly needed:

Zhang Munian!

“Zhang Munian?”

King Song frowned. He tried to jog his memory, but he realized that he hadn’t heard this name before.

“Academic Lu, have you heard of this person?” King Song glanced over.

Lu Ting shook his head.

He hadn’t heard of this name before either.

“That’s weird.”

King Song was astonished. Grabbing the scroll over from Wang Chong’s hands, he unfurled it and started browsing through.

“So he is an agriculture official. Why would he embezzle so much money? That’s twenty thousand gold taels!”

Glancing through the information on the scroll, King Song frowned. But on the inside, King Song heaved a sigh of relief. He was worried that the person who Wang Chong wanted to save was a crook who had committed vile crimes such as murder, arson, rape, and treason.

Even though corruption wasn’t a minor crime either based on the empire’s laws, it was only a matter involving financial loss. In King Song’s perspective, it wasn’t a huge matter.

At the very least, it wasn’t unpardonable.

“Your Highness, while it’s true that he had embezzled twenty thousand gold taels, I can assure you that there’s something else to the matter. He didn’t take this money for his own use!”

Wang Chong said earnestly.

“Oh?”

King Song frowned, but he didn’t ask about the matter. In any case, a small official like that wasn’t worth his attention:

“Regarding this matter, if you can return the twenty thousand gold taels, I can step in and have the Bureau of Punishments lighten his sentence…”

“I can repay the twenty thousand gold taels!”

Wang Chong was delighted. Before King Song could finish his words, he immediately interjected. In terms of the laws of the empire, twenty thousand gold taels was a huge amount.  But to the current Wang Chong, it didn’t mean anything at all!

“Hehe, wait for me to finish first. I can order the Bureau of Punishments to review this matter. As long as you repay the twenty thousand gold taels that he embezzled, this matter will be easy to solve. However, if you want me to help you on this matter, you have to answer a question of mine.”

“Ah?”

Wang Chong lifted his head, baffled by King Song’s request.

“Don’t worry, I won’t make things difficult for you. You just have to tell me why you want to save him. Is he your friend?”

King Song smiled. After confirming that the person Wang Chong wanted to save wasn’t an unpardonable villain, he was relieved.

“That… Actually, we aren’t acquainted with one another.”

After hesitating for a moment, Wang Chong decided to answer King Song’s question honestly.

“However, I can tell Your Highness that this person will be of extreme importance to Great Tang in the future.”

“Oh?”

King Song and Lu Ting glanced at one another after hearing those words. Unable to comprehend the meaning behind Wang Chong’s words, they could see a sliver of doubt in each other’s eyes

They couldn’t understand why Wang Chong had such a high opinion of Zhang Munian. However, after Yao Guang Yi’s matter, none of them dared to view him as a mere fifteen-year-old boy anymore.

“I don’t know what you’re up to, but as long as he isn’t an unpardonable criminal, as long as it isn’t against the empire’s law, as long as it isn’t damaging to the interests of the empire, I am willing to help you. Wait for my news, I will settle this matter for you.”

King Song said.

Those words weren’t just directed toward Zhang Munian’s matter. It was also King Song’s warning toward the intelligent Wang Chong.

Intelligence should be used wisely for good, not for evil!

Moreover, the Wang Clan was a powerful clan of ministers and generals!

“Wang Chong thanks Your Highness for your teachings!”

Wang Chong understood the intentions behind King Song’s words, so he bowed and thanked him.

“Hehe, alright. It’s about time. Academic Lu, let’s return!”

King Song said to Lu Ting, and the both of them prepared to return to their residence. For some reason, this trip to the Four Quarters Embassy made him extremely fatigued.

“Your Highness, let’s go!”

Lu Ting smiled and gestured for him to proceed first.

“Wait a moment!”

Seeing that the two of them were about to leave, Wang Chong exclaimed.

“Hm?”

The both of them turned around and stared at Wang Chong in shock.

“Wang Chong, is there anything else you need?”

King Song smiled at him with the tenderness of an elder. Somehow, he was exceptionally magnanimous toward Wang Chong.

“That…”

Wang Chong hesitated. He had already made up his mind to advise King Song on the matter of Consort Taizhen, but now that it was time, he found himself unable to speak, and he didn’t know where to start from either.

The Consort Taizhen incident wasn’t really a huge matter, but it was a matter regarding the principles and responsibilities of a subordinate. 

King Song had just told him that intelligence has to be used correctly. If he were to bring up the Consort Taizhen incident now and persuade King Song to change his mind, it was clear what King Song and big uncle would think of him.

All of the good impression that took him so much effort to rake up would disappear in an instant. Not only so, King Song and big uncle would even think that he was an immoral person who had put profit above principles albeit his young age.

This wasn’t an easy matter to speak of!

Wang Chong even felt that it was even harder to resolve than the issue of the regional commanders.

“What’s wrong?”

Just as Wang Chong was panicking, not knowing how he should bring up the topic, King Song and Lu Ting grew even more curious at Wang Chong’s silence and urged him on.

“Indeed, Chong gongzi. There isn’t anything that is inappropriate to speak of before King Song.”

Lu Ting smiled.

He had always felt that this little lad was a bold person, especially after the matter with Yao Guang Yi. Thus, he was extremely surprised by his hesitance to speak.

This wasn’t how he remembered the star of the Wang Clan!

“If I may be audacious to bring this matter up… Your Highness, are you worrying over the matter of Consort Taizhen?”

Wang Chong struggled internally for a long time before deciding to speak.

Weng!

The moment Wang Chong’s words escaped from his mouth, the atmosphere around the fake hill and bamboo forest changed. It was as though a tornado was raised, and the skies abruptly darkened.

Wang Chong could only hear the howling of the wind. Lowering his head, he saw King Song’s robe shaking violently.

“What are you intending to say?”

King Song’s voice grew sharp. All along, he had been assuming the appearance of an amiable elder, but at this moment, his complexion was dark to an extremely fearsome point.

Even Lu Ting’s face darkened as well. He had a good impression of Wang Chong all along, but at this moment, he chose to remain silent.

An intangible pressure appeared in their the surroundings, and it seemed to be directed at Wang Chong!

“Your Highness, you’re mistaken…”

Wang Chong hurriedly explained. King Song clearly mistook his intentions.

“Wang Chong, allow me to warn you as an elder. Ensuring that the emperor remains honorable and virtuous is the responsibility of a subordinate. This is a matter of principles, and it is more important than anything else. If an emperor commits a mistake, even if one will be shouted at, demoted, or exiled, a subordinate must advise him because this is something more important than life itself!”

“His Majesty is wise and astute, and he is the greatest emperor in the history of our Great Tang. In his hands, the territories of our Great Tang extended far and wide. From Jiaozhi in the south, the Yin Mountain in the north, the East China Sea in the east, to the Pamir Mountains in the West, all belongs to our Great Tang! Our scale is unmatched by any previous dynasties, and this is the age of prosperity of our Central Plains! No emperor before could compare up to him, be it Qin Shi Huang or Emperor Wu of Han!”

(Jiaozhi -> Northern Vietnam)

“With wise governance and a strong military, we ushered in an era of prosperity. Without a doubt, His Majesty will become the number one emperor in history! He might be acting out of a moment of folly now, bewitched by the charms of a woman, but as subordinates, we have to guide him! No matter what, we mustn’t allow a single blemish to appear on the reputation of the number one emperor in history!”

King Song said with a pained look.
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These words were King Song’s warning toward Wang Chong, as well as his true thoughts.

It wasn’t easy for the Great Tang Empire and the Central Plains to achieve such prosperity. How many thousands of years had to pass before such an emperor could appear in the Central Plains?

King Song earnestly respected the Sage Emperor, and this was precisely the reason why he couldn’t allow the slightest blemish on his reputation.

A sovereign claiming the wife of a subordinate, this was immoral.

The father claiming the wife of a son, this was vile!

…

Any emperor who committed this kind of immoral actions was left with a huge blemish on their records. 

The Sage Emperor was wise, astute, and decisive. Great Tang’s prosperity didn’t come easily, and he had played a huge part in it.

That’s why King Song couldn’t allow it to occur to the Sage Emperor!

All who disagreed with him and supported Consort Taizhen were his enemies!

He would have judged Wang Chong wrongly if the other party dared to advise or oppose him on this matter. The more talented and capable such a person was, the greater the harm he would cause in the royal court!

If Wang Chong truly intended to object to him on this matter, then as long as he was in the royal court, he would never allow Wang Chong to come to power.

Even if Wang Chong was the grandson of Duke Jiu, the son of Wang Yan!

Hu!

In the surroundings of the fake hill, the bamboo trembled slightly under a breeze.

The atmosphere was extremely heavy, and even Lu Ting had an austere expression on his face.

Wang Chong sighed. He knew that whatever he said now would be deemed as wrong.

But he couldn’t avoid this Consort Taizhen incident.

This matter was simply too important. It wasn’t just because King Song was the Wang Clan’s backing, Big Uncle Wang Gen would be implicated by this matter as well.

Furthermore, Wang Chong knew that if he wanted to fulfill his mission of changing the fate of Great Tang and the Central Plains, he couldn’t do without King Song!

‘Just like there’s no pure gold, there isn’t a perfect human in the world’. King Song might have such a weakness, but he was the greatest supporter of militaristic policies in the royal court!

Regardless of whether it was King Qi or the Yao Clan, they didn’t possess the same view as him. Their view was too short, and their eyes were limited to just within the country.

The Yao Clan was skilled in scheming and faction wars while King Qi only wanted authority. If King Song were to fall and they became the dominant force in the royal court, it would definitely be a calamity for the Great Tang!

To deal with the future catastrophe, the royal court needed a person like King Song. The Great Tang needed a person like King Song. The Central Plains needed a person like King Song. And Wang Chong needed him as well.

Only with the backing of a supporter of militaristic policy like King Song will Wang Chong be able to launch this plan without any restraint.

Thus, regardless of what happens, King Song mustn’t be allowed to fall!

Be it for his private affairs or for his ambitions, for the Wang Clan or for the Great Tang, Wang Chong mustn’t allow him to fall!

“Your Highness…”

With a lowered head, Wang Chong uttered with great difficulty.

“I don’t have any intention of opposing to Your Highness. However, regarding the matter of Consort Taizhen, why don’t Your Highness try consulting King Shou?”

Weng!

Silence! Complete silence!

Upon hearing the words ‘King Shou’, both King Song and Lu Ting were taken aback.

The two of them had thought of all possibilities, but they didn’t expect Wang Chong to bring up King Shou!

Without a doubt, King Shou stood at the very eye of the ‘Consort Taizhen incident’ storm. Yet, be it King Song, Lu Ting, King Qi, Yao Clan, or the entire royal court, no one had thought of looking for King Shou!

‘A father claiming a son’s wife, a sovereign claiming a subordinate’s wife’, the one who was left in the most awkward situation, as well as the one who was the most ‘hurt’ by this matter, was, indubitably, King Shou, Li Mao.

As the saying goes, ‘If the emperor wants a subordinate to die, the subordinate has no choice but to die’. If the emperor wanted to claim his wife, what choice did King Shou have?

King Shou had already been hurt once, and no one wanted him to be hurt once more. Thus, regardless of whether it was King Song, King Qi, or the officials of the royal court, no one tried to pay King Shou a visit to consult him on this matter.

“The entire royal court is roped into the Consort Taizhen incident, and it isn’t my place to say anything. However, why don’t Your Highness try consulting King Shou on this matter before making a decision?”

Wang Chong lowered his head.

Back then, in his previous life, Wang Chong had thought that there were too many doubts on this issue.

Why would a wise and astute king suddenly fall to lust, and despite the objection of nearly half of the royal court, demote a king of the royal family and many other authoritative officials?

If he was an incompetent emperor, Wang Chong could have understood. Yet, he was publicly acknowledged to be a wise emperor. 

But in the matter regarding Consort Taizhen, his actions was in no way befitting of a wise emperor!

Just like what King Song said, it eventually left a huge blemish in the emperor’s records!

The Sage Emperor’s actions were so different from his usual self that it seemed like it came from a completely different person!

Not only so, Consort Taizhen was also known as the number one beauty of Great Tang. With an appearance that could make a fish sink, a goose plummet, the moon pale, and a flower blush, be it which time-space continuum it was, she was acknowledged as one of the top beauties in history.

Wang Chong had never seen Consort Taizhen, and he didn’t know how she looked like, but he had seen King Shou before.

In his previous life, Wang Chong was a renowned profligate scion in the capital, and he often loitered around the streets. After the Consort Taizhen incident, Wang Chong coincidentally met King Shou once.

At that time, King Shou’s face was glowing and a bright smile was on his face. In no way did he resemble one who had lost the love of his life to his father.

Even though it was only for an instant—King Shou seemed to have noticed his gaze and rushed back into his residence—, that momentary glance had left Wang Chong with an extremely deep impression.

This was the first time Wang Chong had met King Shou, as well as his only time!

Now that Wang Chong had reincarnated, and the Consort Taizhen incident was happening once more, Wang Chong suddenly recalled that coincidental meeting with that smiling and energetic King Shou.

Wang Chong had a feeling that the Consort Taizhen incident wasn’t as simple as it seemed on the surface!

“Is that what you wanted to say?”

King Song stared at Wang Chong, and a gleam flashed across his deep eyes. It was impossible to tell what was going on in his mind.

“Yes!”

Gritting his teeth, Wang Chong replied.

He intended to speak a little more so as to convince King Song to change his mind. However, Wang Chong knew that haste makes waste, and given his current relationship with King Song, it was best for him to stop here.

“I understand.”

Saying so, King Song’s harsh expression alleviated.

“It’s hard to explain the matters of the royal court easily, but it’s good that you’re paying attention to these affairs. However, there are many things that you will only understand when you grow older.”

After saying so, King Song left with Lu Ting. In just a short moment, the carriage started moving, and hong long long, it left the Four Quarters Embassy and headed eastward.

“Sigh!”

Staring at the back of the departing carriage, Wang Chong sighed deeply. He could tell that his words were in vain.

King Song didn’t take in his words at all.

Even so, Wang Chong wasn’t surprised by this outcome. If King Song could listen to the opinion of a teenage child under such a situation, he wouldn’t be the King Song he knew.

In fact, it was already beyond Wang Chong’s expectations for King Song to say those words after hearing Wang Chong’s piece.

Even so, Wang Chong didn’t feel disheartened.

While King Song completely disregarded Wang Chong’s words, Wang Chong knew that it won’t be long before that matter happens, and by then, King Song would be forced to reconsider his present situation.

“… In any case, I’ve already done all that I can do. I can only leave the rest to the will of the heavens!”

Wang Chong thought.

Wang Chong wasn’t too worried about Big Uncle Wang Gen, and he didn’t intend to advise him on the matter either. Big uncle and King Song were in an alliance, and if he could convince King Song, the latter would surely be able to convince big uncle.

In any case, if he didn’t convince King Song, it would be impossible to change big uncle’s mind.

Because that would be equivalent to getting him to betray King Song!

And Wang Chong knew that big uncle changing his mind might not necessarily be a good thing…

Turning around, Wang Chong walked toward the Erudite Pavilion.

…

“Your Highness, should we pay a visit to King Shou?”

At that same moment, oblivious to Wang Chong, on King Song’s carriage, a conversation was taking place.

“You mean…”

Surprised, King Song turned to Lu Ting and frowned. Even though Wang Chong had amazed them by accomplishing deeds beyond that of his age, in the end, he was still only a fifteen-year-old boy.

King Song didn’t expect Lu Ting to take Wang Chong’s words for real.

“What that child said isn’t completely wrong. Besides, meeting King Shou wouldn’t detrimental to us anyway.”

Lu Ting said.

Even though Lu Ting didn’t think that King Song should give in for the Consort Taizhen incident, he didn’t think that Wang Chong was spouting nonsense.

Contemplating over Lu Ting’s words, King Song was silent for a moment.

“Forget it.”

But eventually, he shook his head.

“The Consort Taizhen incident is a difficult matter for King Shou to speak about. He has already been hurt once, and our actions would be equivalent to tearing apart his healing wound and pouring salt on it.”

“Besides, King Shou has been holing himself inside his residence ever since the incident, so meeting him won’t be easy. I think it’ll be best not to trouble him on this matter.”

King Song rejected Lu Ting’s suggestion.

Lu Ting sighed. He didn’t push on, knowing that King Song was reluctant to trigger King Shou’s wounds.

While it was true that King Shou was confining himself to his residence, turning down all guests, but given King Song’s standing as his imperial uncle, if he were to insist on the matter, how could the latter dare refuse him?

King Song was just unwilling to do so.

“I’ll follow Your Highness’s will.”

Lu Ting replied.

…

Chapter 111: Yao Clan’s Father and Son! 

                                                                                
			

After King Song left, the military and academic officials, as well as the old master’s ex-subordinates, followed suit, and the Four Quarters Embassy finally quietened down. At this moment, the sun had already set.

In the previous years, the entire clan should have already started digging in by the wei hour, but as there were too many visitors this year, so the visiting only ended at the you hour.

(wei -> 1300-1500| you -> 1700-1900)

“You brat, it’s already late, so I’ll talk to you the next time. However, the moment I call for you, you better hurry over!”

Before leaving, Second Sister waved her fists threateningly from her carriage.

“Got it. How would I dare to disobey an order from Second Sister?”

Wang Chong smiled.

Only then did Wang Zhu Yan let the matter slip.

The various families rode onto their own carriages and returned in the direction where they came from. Parting the curtains, Wang Chong took one last look at the Four Quarters Pavilion.

Under the shade of the night sky, with the exception of various lanterns here and there, the Four Quarters Embassy was shrouded in darkness.

Wang Chong knew that a storm would soon be raised from here, and it would sweep across the entire royal court. Be it the regional commander policy or the Consort Taizhen incident, the shock waves would surely resound in the Great Tang royal court for a long time to come.

But to Wang Chong, all of these had nothing to do with him.

He had already done all that he could. What that was left wasn’t within his means as a mere child.

“I should also start dealing with the other matters…”

Wang Chong thought. Looking at the Four Quarters Embassy once more, he felt slightly regretful.

Every year, the Sage Emperor would surely appear for grandfather’s birthday banquet, but Wang Chong had never been able to meet him. The Sage Emperor always appeared publicly in the day, but on grandfather’s birthday, the Sage Emperor would only appear in the Four Quarters Embassy after all of the officials and family members have left.

Therefore, for many years, Wang Chong hadn’t been able to meet with the Sage Emperor. In a sense, this was a great regret he harbored in his heart.

“Let’s go, child!”

Mother’s voice sounded from the side, pulling Wang Chong back from his thoughts.

Jya!

The cracking of the whip sounded outside the carriage, and the carriage started moving slowly toward the Wang Family Residence.

When the Erudite Pavilion was bustling with crowds, divided by a towering wall, the west of the Four Quarters Embassy was deathly silent, and not even the slightest light was present.

“All of the Wang Clan members… have left!”

Amidst the darkness, an old voice sounded. It seemed as though he was here from the very beginning, listening to everything.

“Yes, father. They have all left.”

The voice of a middle-aged man echoed with a respectful tone.

Chi!

The sound of a flint striking resounded, and a faint light scattered throughout the room. An oil lamp was lit.

The features of the middle-aged man revealed itself under the faint illumination of the oil lamp, showing a dignified face. One could tell that the person was extraordinary with a single glance. 

But those two eyes of his carried deep doubt, as though there was something clouding it.

If Wang Chong was here, he would be surprised.

The person here wasn’t anyone other than the archenemy of the Wang Clan, the one who schemed against Wang Yan, Yao Guang Yi!

At the battle by the border, Yao Guang Yi was done in by his own intelligence, making him a laughingstock in the capital. After that day, Yao Guang Yi had been cooped up in his home, reflecting his actions.

But strangely, on this day of Duke Jiu’s birthday, he didn’t remain in the Yao Residence. Instead, he came to the residence right beside the Wang Clan old master’s Erudite Pavilion.

The Wang Clan was completely oblivious to his presence in the Four Quarters Embassy, and this could be considered as a huge overlook. If the Wang Clan were to know that Yao Guang Yi had been listening here for the entire day, they would surely be shocked.

“Father, you said that as long as I listened here for the entire day, I will know who it was that did me in. Pardon my stupidity, I implore father to enlighten me.”

Lowering his head, Yao Guang Yi spoke respectfully with the attitude of a humble student.

The battle by the border remained as a knot in his heart. He always thought that he was intelligent, and he did his best to ensure that everything was impeccable, yet he still lost to the Wang Clan in his expertise. This was a huge blow to him.

If that was only the case, then so be it.

But Yao Guang Yi didn’t even know how and who he lost to. This wasn’t something the proud Yao Guang Yi could accept.

Yao Guang Yi could never get back up if he didn’t resolve this matter.

Pu!

No one answered his question. The faint radiance from the oil lamp carved out the shape of a white-skinned old man. His hair and beard were white, and creases filled his face. 

The old man only chuckled upon hearing Yao Guang Yi’s words. Grabbing a thin needle, he lightly prodded the wick of the oil lamp.

If one didn’t know, it was hard to imagine that this ordinary old man prodding the wick was another top-notch figure of the Great Tang Empire, Yao Chong Yao Yuan Zhi, the old master of the Yao Clan!

Different from the Wang Clan’s old master, Wang Jiu Ling, Yao Chong never led the army, nor did he participate in any earth-shattering war. He didn’t get involved in any uprising, and he didn’t struggle valiantly to assist the current emperor to the throne either.

Even so, Yao Chong Yao Yuan Zhi still became one of the top figures in the Great Tang Empire, possessing an equal standing to Duke Jiu. In the royal court, his position was something no other officials could match up to, and he was highly favored by the Sage Emperor as well. He was even given a place in the prestigious Four Quarters Embassy.

The Yao Clan’s old master had never depended on brute force to come to this position!

“Did you hear the blessings during the day?”

Old Master Yao asked with a smile, as though he was speaking of something insignificant.

“I have.”

Yao Guang Yi was taken aback, but he replied swiftly. He knew that his father wouldn’t waste his words on something insignificant.

“What do you think of it?”

Old Master Yao smiled. He took out the needle he was prodding the wick with and blew on it. In this instant, he seemed no different from an ordinary old man.

“Bustling, prestigious, and majestic! ——However, father’s birthday won’t lose out to his in any way.”

After hesitating for a moment, Yao Guang Yi added another line behind.

Old Master Yao’s eyes narrowed and he waved his hands with a slight smile. At his position, he was already past fawning words.

“What about now?”

Old Master Yao asked once more. As he spoke, he slowly kept the needle neatly into a box on the table. Taking a closer look, one could see that numerous needles with a dark tip had been placed neatly in the wooden box.

“Now? …Silent, peaceful, and cold!”

Yao Guang Yi hesitated for a moment before answering. He contemplated over the question, but he couldn’t understand what his father was trying to say.

“Hehe, Guang Yi, remember this. Life is just like the day and the night. You might be noble and influential in one moment, but in the next, you could be shunned and disregarded!”

“This is the truth behind prestigious clans such as ours!”

Old Master Yao said. At the very end, he stared at Yao Guang Yi with a faraway look, and there was something indescribable in his eyes.

Weng!

Yao Guang Yi was stunned. He didn’t expect the old master to speak of the day and the night just to explain this logic to him. In an instant, Yao Guang Yi seemed to have returned back to the time when he was still young, when he listened to the old master’s lectures respectfully.

“Guang Yi, do you know why you lost to the Wang Clan by the border? Do you still think that it was a coincidence? Heh, you’re too conceited. It’s not easy to build up a clan, and it requires countless generations of hard work before it can become prominent. However, it could all be destroyed in the blink of an eye.”

“It’s precisely because I know that nothing is constant in life and that what can be earned can be lost easily that I am always prudent and fearful, not daring to get careless. Child, this is the final lesson I am teaching you, cautiousness!”

Old Master Yao spoke with a deep tone. His gaze was fixated on Yao Guang Yi, as though he was peering into the depths of his soul.

Shua!

Shocked, cold sweat suddenly started dripping from Yao Guang Yi. For an instant, he seemed to have taken a glimpse into his father’s world.

“Father, I am enlightened!”

Yao Guang Yi stood up and bowed respectfully.

It wasn’t easy to sustain a family business. If one knew this, the more that one should be cautious. Under his father’s protection, Yao Guang Yi had long forgotten the feeling of treading on thin ice.

He had also forgotten that the reason why he could escape punishment for his mistakes was because of the old master’s existence. It was precisely because he was standing beneath the old master’s shadow that he could sit on his position stably.

For many years, he thought that he had already become the new head of the Yao Clan. But the truth was that the head had always been his father!

Seeing Yao Guang Yi’s sweat-drenched clothes, Old Master Yao finally nodded his head in approval. The fact that he could understand that he was standing on thin ice meant that he had finally awakened to reality.

There was no such thing as omniscience in the world. The only reason why he could remain in power for so long was because of these four words ‘treading on thin ice’.

“Since you were able to understand this, this means that there is still hope for you. If you want to know who in the Wang Clan had managed to outwit you, the answer will reveal itself soon…”

As though responding to Old Master Yao’s words, forceful footsteps sounded outside. In a moment’s time, a fully-dressed Imperial Army commander walked in.

“Paying respect to Duke of Yao!”

The Imperial Army commander walked into the room, and without even lifting his head, he immediately kneeled to the floor.

Looking at the Imperial Army commander, Yao Guang Yi was shocked. The Imperial Army guards in the Four Quarters Embassy were personally chosen by the Sage Emperor and every single one of them was loyal and reliable.

Yet, the old master was still able to plant spies within them!

Old Master Yao simply glanced at the Imperial Army commander on the floor with a silent smile.

“Tell me all that you saw on Duke Jiu’s birthday banquet!”

“Yes!”

With a lowered head, the Imperial Army commander swiftly recounted all that he saw in the day.

“That’s enough!”

Old Master Yao waved his hands. The latter reacted immediately, and he left as quickly as he came. Yao Guang Yi didn’t even get a chance to see the other party’s face. It seemed as though the other party was intentionally concealing his appearance, such that no one other than Old Master Yao, even if it was Yao Guang Yi, could identify him.

“Did you get anything from what he said?”

Old Master Yao glanced at Yao Guang Yi.

“Pardon my ignorance but I failed to discern anything.”

Yao Guang Yi lifted his head in confusion. He had listened to the contents carefully, but what the Imperial Army commander recounted were just some miscellaneous matters, such as who came to the Four Quarters Embassy, what presents they brought, who the Wang Clan old master met, who left at what time, and who looked intimate with who…

Everything was very superficial. There wasn’t anything deep in the intelligence at all.

Honestly speaking, Yao Guang Yi thought these were all useless intelligence!

“You still don’t get it? Heh, that isn’t surprising. After all, this is out of my expectations as well. The one who outwitted you was actually a fifteen-year-old child!”

Old Master Yao shook his head. At this moment, his eyes were completely unreadable.

“What? A child!”

Yao Guang Yi stared at his father with widened eyes, unable to believe what he just heard.

“Tell me, who was the last person whom King Song, Li Chengqi, last met?”

“The third son of Wang Yan, Wang Chong!”

“It is he! That child is the person you are looking for.”

Old Master Yao spoke slowly with wisdom that seemed capable of peering through all falsehood in the world.

Boom!

As though a bolt of lightning has flashed across his mind, Yao Guang Yi widened his eyes, and a storm raised in his head!

“Impossible!!!!”

Chapter 112: Might of the Barbaric God 

                                                                                
			

It was as if the heavens and the earth were torn apart. Nothing could explain the shock Yao Guang Yi was feeling.

As though a clown, he was played in the hands of another by the border. Yao Guang Yi always thought that a master strategist has rendered his help to the Wang Clan, allowing them to see through his ploy in advance.

And it was because of this ‘master strategist’ that Yao Guang Yi suffered from a lack of appetite and insomnia.

It wasn’t a formidable adversary that was fearsome. What was fearsome was an adversary hidden in the shadows. Thus, before this hidden master strategist was found, Yao Guang Yi couldn’t recover from this blow

This was the knot in his heart!

If it wasn’t untied, he would never return to that wise and intelligent strategist he was before.

Just that, despite Yao Guang Yi’s intelligence, he couldn’t have expected that his opponent, the seemingly omniscient ‘master strategist’, was actually a fifteen-year-old child of the Wang Clan,  and an unimpressive profligate scion on top of that!

As an important official of the royal court who prided himself on his intelligence, how could Yao Guang Yi accept this?

“Father, how can you be so certain that it was that lad who did me in?”

Yao Guang Yi asked

Under usual circumstances, he would have never dared doubt his father’s words. However, this matter was simply too important to him. If he didn’t untie this knot, it would continue to plague him for life.

“Heh, you still can’t understand it?”

Old Master Yao placed the wooden box on the table in the drawer. With a calm and casual expression, he spoke as though he was revealing the answer to an insignificant matter. 

“Given that such a huge matter involving the Wang Clan had occurred by the border and a ‘formidable expert’ had appeared within the Wang Clan, do you think that King Song can resist taking a look?”

“But isn’t it possible for him to know of the matter in advance?”

Yao Guang Yi asked.

Old Master Yao shook his head. If it was the past Yao Guang Yi, he should have long understood the situation by now. However, the matter by the border has crushed his confidence. He was no longer the intelligent general that he once was.

“Think carefully about it. If the Wang Clan had a formidable expert and King Song knew of the matter in advance, do you think that King Qi and your plan would have worked? Do you think that it would have been possible for you two to poach so many people over?”

Hong!

The Old Master Yao’s voice was neither loud nor soft, and it was extremely casual. But to Yao Guang Yi, they sounded like the words of a sage. In an instant, countless lights and thoughts flashed across his head, and suddenly, all of those unsolvable mysteries which had baffled him for a very long time became clear.

“So, the person who meets King Song last at Duke Jiu’s birthday banquet is the person we are looking for!”

“Un.”

Gladdened, Old Master Yao nodded his head. At least this child wasn’t too dumb to be able to understand this.

“Li Chengqi is a smart person, but smart people often get blinded by their own intelligence. He wanted to protect that child, but he didn’t know that in the end, he was the one who revealed to us who it was that did you in.”

Yao Guang Yi stood there in a daze, motionless. His turbid eyes were filled with confusion, fear, and incomprehension, and he felt as though he had fallen into a vortex. He struggled violently, and slowly, he floated to the surface. His murkiness in his eyes gradually disappeared, and his eyes became clear once more. 

At the same time, something new struggled out from the confines of his heart.

That confused Yao Guang Yi gradually disappeared, and a confident and majestic Yao Guang Yi took his place.

“I couldn’t have imagined that it was him. This is completely out of my expectations…. I thought that the matter at the Vast Crane Pavilion was only a coincidence, but to think that it was him!”

Yao Guang Yi was truly astonished by this matter.

“Father, the Wang Clan has never been skilled in political schemes, but now, a child who is capable of outwitting me has appeared. This isn’t a good sign.”

“So… Do you intend to get rid of him?”

Old Master Yao turned his head over, and he spoke with steady and composed tone.

Yao Guang Yi was taken aback. In his view, such a threat should be eliminated as soon as possible. However, judging from the old master’s tone, he didn’t seem to approve of such a course of action.

“Father, are you saying that we should keep him for now?”

Yao Guang Yi was surprised.

“This isn’t a matter of whether we should keep him or not!”

Old Master Yao stared at Yao Guang Yi with deep, purposeful eyes.

“If you wish to eliminate that child, and if the Wang Clan exacts vengeance with King Song’s backing, and the Sage Emperor blames us, I can shoulder it all for you. However, are you certain that you want to do this?”

Except for the burning wick in the oil lamp, the room was completely silent.

Yao Guang Yi fell into deep thought.

Old Master Yao shook his head. Yao Guang Yi wasn’t able to clearly see the situation he was in. This child hasn’t fully recovered from his defeat yet.

“Guang Yi… Do you think that our Yao Clan gained power by eliminating all of our adversaries? If that was the case, how are we different from those general clans?”

Old Master Yao spoke calmly and casually.

Weng!

After hearing these words, Yao Guang Yi’s body trembled as several thoughts flashed across his mind.

Suddenly, a layer of cold sweat emerged on his forehead.

“Looks like you understand my words. The crux of this matter is not that child, but you! Do you know why you want to kill him? It’s because you fear.”

Old Master Yao narrowed his eyes, but he didn’t look at Yao Guang Yi. Instead, he gazed at the dancing flame in the lamp.

“In the long history of our Yao Clan, we have weathered through innumerable storms. Many were figures even more formidable than that child. Was Zhou Chang weaker than him? Was Li Yu weaker than him? Was Wang Gen weaker than him?… There were so many formidable individuals who we didn’t eliminate, yet you chose to direct your killing intent toward this child. This is because you feel fear! You are terrified!”

“…And your opponent is just a child!”

As though a light drizzle, cold sweat dripped off Yao Guang Yi’s forehead. Every single sentence spoken by Old Master Yao added another layer of dampness to it. Eventually, by the time Old Master Yao finished his piece, Yao Guang Yi was already soaked throughout.

“Meeting an opponent isn’t fearsome, our Yao Clan never fears a rival! If we meet one, we will just defeat him with our wits. If you fear him, it implies that you lack the bravery to face him with your intelligence. Guang Yi, you better think it through. Do you truly intend to eliminate that child?”

The room was silent for a long time before a long sigh sounded.

“Father, I was wrong!”

“It’s not too late for you to realize this. That child of the Wang Clan must be eliminated, but not in this way. The Consort Taizhen incident is a good opportunity. Utilize your wits to assist King Qi and win his trust.”

After saying those words, Old Master Yao closed his eyes.

“…Yes, father!”

Yao Guang Yi lowered his back and slowly retreated from the room respectfully. When he came, he was filled with worries, but when he left, he felt as though he was stripped of all his burdens!

………… 

Wang Chong knew that neither the Consort Taizhen incident nor the regional commanders policy could be resolved swiftly.

The ruckus in the royal court would surely continue for a very long time.

But all of these had nothing to do with him.

After his grandfather’s birthday, Wang Chong’s life reverted to back to normal; he would visit the Ghost Tree District everyday before working on his cultivation. Gradually, it became his daily routine.

As for the second seven chi long slender Wootz steel katana, he had already completed the design and handed it over to Tuoba Guiyuan to handle the primary work.

(2.33m)

As for the crucial steps such as quenching and tempering, Wang Chong would deal with them personally later on.

“…Origin Energy Tier 6. Perhaps it’s time for me to choose a secret art to boost my strength.”

Training alone in the flower garden beside a fake hill, a thought suddenly flashed across Wang Chong’s mind. It was on his battle with Xu Xuan.

Even though Xu Xuan lost to him, his ‘Ferocious Elephant Technique’ left a deep impression. The Xu Clan was a duke’s clan in Great Tang, so naturally, the martial arts the Sage Emperor bestowed them was extraordinary.

Compared with the techniques that many other general clans practice, 《Ferocious Elephant Technique》 was ranked among the top of the strength boosting secret arts. It was also because of this technique that Xu Xuan was able to stand out among his peers.

If not for the ‘Herculean Punch’, Wang Chong might not necessarily be a match for Xu Xuan in a battle of strength!

Origin Energy Tier 6 opened up a whole new world for a martial artist. One would have the choice to specialize in speed, strength, or dexterity.

Many people would choose strength, and Wang Chong was no different. However, this wasn’t because Wang Chong wanted to go down the path of a strength-type martial artist, but because he had no other choice.

At Origin Energy Tier 6, he could only learn strength-type secret arts.

Wang Chong dived into his memories and browsed through all of the techniques he had learned in his previous life.

The first thing that Wang Chong did was to eliminate the ordinary strength-type secret arts. To him, the technique must at least be on the level of 《Ferocious Elephant Technique 》, or even better, exceed it.

“Found it!”

Wang Chong suddenly recalled one ultimate secret art which he learned after he became the Great Marshal of the Central Plains.

To the expert he was then, it wasn’t a particularly powerful technique, but to Origin Energy martial artists, it was an ultimate secret art which could augment one’s strength swiftly. 

Might of the Barbaric God!

This was the technique which Wang Chong worked together with numerous experts to create back then. It was the fastest, strongest, and best method to augment a martial artist’s strength.

Based on their estimations at that time, this technique could grant the human martial artists strength to rival the foreign invaders or even subdue them. Thus, their original intention was to propagate it in the Central Plains.

If it succeeded, they could turn the tides of battle and send those foreign invaders back from where they came from!

The successful creation of this technique left the commanders and old elders of the Central Plains military excited for an extremely long time!

But eventually, this plan was scrapped.

The reason was simple. Even though Might of the Barbaric God was powerful, and the strength enhancement was great as well, they found a fatal flaw in it.

——One had to have the root bone of ‘Tiger Bone’ level to cultivate the Might of the Barbaric God!

Most martial artists didn’t meet this criterion, and those who could cultivate this technique only numbered a handful. Furthermore, the cultivation of the root bone was an extremely lengthy and difficult process. Thus, they could only put this plan aside.

But putting aside the flaw, even Wang Chong, who had once become one of the greatest experts of the Central Plains, couldn’t help but admit that this technique was the best strength-based secret art for martial artists of the Origin Energy realm, True Martial realm, and even up to Profound Martial realm! 
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“I have already reached Origin Energy Tier 6 and my root bone has also reached Panther Bone 3-dan pinnacle. However, it probably won’t be an easy task for me to achieve a breakthrough to Tiger Bone 1-dan!”

Wang Chong thought.

There were many martial art techniques which have a prerequisite on one’s root bone. The more formidable a technique was, the higher the requirement on one’s root bone. If one’s root bone was unable to meet the prerequisite, it might result in dire consequences.

Wang Chong’s current root bone had yet to reach the Tiger Bone level, so it wasn’t suitable for him to practice Might of the Barbaric God yet.

“But it’s not that there is no way for me to raise my root bone to Tiger Bone…”

Standing by the fake hill, Wang Chong was immersed in his thoughts. It wasn’t impossible for one to strengthen one’s root bone swiftly, and the Xu Clan’s Bone Forging Pill was one of such means.

Wang Chong also knew a few others means that could raise the cultivation of his root bone. However, there weren’t many that were both practical and suitable for him.

“Found it!”

Suddenly, a thought popped into Wang Chong’s mind and he recalled something.

In the Central Plains, the place where most pills were centered was, without a doubt, the royal palace and the kings’ residences.

Especially for the royal palace, there were a bunch of alchemists hired exclusively to forge pills for the Sage Emperor, princes, princesses, and consorts.

There was a huge amount of alchemists and they were strictly controlled by the royal family. The pills they forged would go into the vault of the royal family and bestowed to the imperial army, kings, and important officials.

Every single pill forged was strictly monitored, to the point that there were even initial numbers marked on them, making it difficult for anyone to obtain it from the market.

Other than the royal palace, another location where pills were forged, was the residences of the various kings.

Every single king had a personal group of alchemists who would forge pills exclusively for them. Some of these alchemists had approached them on their own accord while some were bestowed to them by the royal family.

The number of alchemists in the kings’ residences was significantly lower than that of the royal family, numbering a handful of people up to a maximum of two dozens. However, without a doubt, these alchemists were an important strategic resource to the kings.

Thus, every single king regarded their alchemist team highly and they wouldn’t allow any outsiders to come into contact with them. Thus, it was impossible for pills to flow out from there either.

Due to these privately hired alchemists, almost all kings of the royal family were top-notch experts, be it King Song or King Qi.

The rate of consumption of pills of every single king was already as though a huge abyss, but on top of that, they still had to bestow some to their guards, aides, children, comrades… Thus, there wasn’t a single king who had excessive pills to spare.

Thus, even though the royal palace and the kings’ residences were the top producers of pills, none of these pills were leaked to the market.

To an outsider, the pills from these two locations were far out of their grasp.

However, Wang Chong knew of a secret route to obtain pills that leaked out from those places.

To speak of it, Wang Chong had to bring up his previous life.

The catastrophe back then had nearly destroyed the entire Central Plains, causing the people from all walks of life to gather together.

Be it the lofty royal family and kings, the brutal bandits and brigands, or the honest farmers and fishermen… In times of calamity, everyone was equal.

Before the threat of death, everyone would feel fear, and this fear would make them reveal their greatest secrets. Rather, it would even become the best way for them to relieve their stress and fear.

It was there that Wang Chong met a distressed alchemist, and from him, Wang Chong learned that there was a mysterious group among the alchemists among the royal family and kings’ residences.

They would falsely report on their production and forge additional pills and hide them. Then, these pills would then be smuggled out from the royal court and the kings’ residences, taken to the outside market, and sold to earn a hefty sum!

Such actions were present in the past eras and the current one wasn’t an exception either.

Even so, this didn’t mean that outsiders could easily purchase their pills or join their organization.

Be it in the royal palace or the kings’ residences, it was illegal for alchemists to make a false report on their pill production. In order to make a strict warning about this matter, the alchemists caught would be subjected to severe punishment.

As this was a matter of life and death, many alchemists were extremely secretive about this matter. Thus, the organization became something out of reach for those without connections.

If not for that catastrophe, it would have been impossible for Wang Chong to know about this secret organization.

“Falling Jade Pavilion!”

Wang Chong rummaged through his memory, and soon, he recalled the location that the alchemist told him of. It was a secret residence which one of the alchemists in the organization bought for the organization to conduct its operations.

It looked ordinary on the surface, but it was the secret gathering point for these alchemists. There were many of such gathering points in the capital.

Every single gathering point was operated by an alchemist, and if trouble were to occur to one, it would be swiftly abandoned so as to ensure the survival of the organization.

The reason why Wang Chong remembered the Falling Jade Pavilion of all other gathering points was because of a unique alchemist in it. If Wang Chong wanted to join this organization to purchase pills, this alchemist was his only chance.

“I should go and take a look!”

Making up his mind, Wang Chong beckoned for Shen Hai and Meng Long to tag along. Then, he dived into a carriage and headed to the Falling Jade Pavilion.

The ‘Falling Jade Pavilion’ was neither a tavern nor a teahouse. It was a private residence on the outskirts of the capital, surrounded by many other ordinary houses.

“How remote!”

Looking out of the window, Shen Hai saw a huge residence. Tightly-shut crimson gates and blemished walls, not a single sound of life could be heard from within. It seemed as though it had been abandoned for a very long time.

“Young master, are you sure that this is the location? It doesn’t seem like anyone is living within.”

Shen Hai turned to the young master and asked.

The residence was desolate and eerie, and it induced discomfort in one.

“Don’t worry, this is the location.”

Wang Chong tried to remember the interesting news that the alchemist told him about back then. Opening his eyes, he glanced at the spotted plaque on top of the entrance of the residence and saw words ‘Falling Jade Pavilion’ on it. Then, he nodded his head seriously.

The alchemists were secretly smuggling pills from the royal palace and kings’ residences. Given the illegal nature of their business, they couldn’t do it openly. This residence was cold and remote, but it was actually suitable for the alchemists to conduct their operations.

“I wonder if there is anyone inside…”

Wang Chong thought.

The alchemists in the royal palace and kings’ residences were extremely busy, and there was no such thing as rest for an alchemist. Thus, these gathering points were deserted most of the time. Only when the need comes would the alchemists appear here to conduct trade or communicate with other members.

‘Falling Jade Pavilion’ was a gathering point for the alchemists, but Wang Chong couldn’t say for sure whether there were people inside and whether they were conducting trade or not.

Peng!

Just when Wang Chong was hesitating, the doors suddenly opened. Five figures walked out swiftly with lowered heads, as though trying to conceal their appearance.

Even from afar, the trio could smell the deep scent of pills from the five.

There must be an alchemist among them!

The same thought popped up in the trio simultaneously.

“Young master, which one is it?”

Shen Hai and Meng Long glanced at Wang Chong. Wang Chong said that they were going to find an alchemist, but there were five of them. Even if each of them were to tail a person, it still wouldn’t be enough.

Meeting with such a dilemma, Wang Chong frowned in anxiety.

These people were extremely wary of their surroundings. As they walked, they would scan their surroundings prudently. Furthermore, they walked extremely quickly, as though they were in a hurry for something.

If Wang Chong didn’t find the person in his memory swiftly, it wouldn’t be long before the five of them disappear.

“Which one? Which one is it?”

Wang Chong was conflicted. All alchemists in the secret organization were extremely guarded. Under normal circumstances, regardless of what method you used, they would be unwilling to accept you. 

In fact, they wouldn’t even allow you to get close to them.

The moment they realized that something was amiss, accompanied with multiple occasions of harassment, it was highly probable that the alchemists would possibly make use of the influence of the kings’ residences and the royal palace against you.

Back then, the alchemist had told him about this matter.

Once an alchemist felt threatened, he would immediately report the matter to the secret alchemist organization. By then, it would be no longer the entire secret alchemist organization that was against you. It would be the entire royal court and the various kings’ residences that were against you.

If the royal court or the kings were to suspect that someone was harboring unwanted thoughts about their alchemists, a whole string trouble would ensue.

If it was just the guards dealing with it, it would still be a small matter. However, it wouldn’t take long before the princes and princesses got involved. 

Nothing involving alchemists was a small affair.

Thus, Wang Chong didn’t stand a good chance in this matter.

The five of them walked very quickly. While Wang Chong was hesitating, the five had already reached a junction.

Jiya!

Just when Wang Chong was in a severe dilemma, a creaking sound echoed in the air. The gates to the Falling Jade Pavilion opened, and a green-robed middle-aged man with a peculiar appearance walked out.

He briefly scanned his surroundings before heading to the east.

Different from the others, he walked extremely slowly and casually.

“He’s the one!”

Noticing that the middle-aged man was hiding his right hand in his sleeves, a thought flashed across Wang Chong’s mind. He suddenly realized that the middle-aged man was the one he was looking for.

‘Six-fingered Zhang’, this was the alchemist that Wang Chong was looking for!

As the saying goes, ‘Nine sons of the dragon, same but different’. Most of the alchemists of the mysterious organization were cautious, making it impossible for one to get close to them. However, there were always exceptions.

There were always some who differed from the flock, and these were the ones who Wang Chong was looking for. ‘Six-fingered Zhang’ was one of these people.

The name of this alchemist was Zhang Zhongshu, and ‘Six-fingered Zhang’ was just his nickname. Even though he looked normal on the surface, it was common knowledge among the alchemists that he had six fingers on his right hand.

When he was younger, he was addicted to gambling and he borrowed from the loan sharks. This ended with a finger of his being chopped off, leaving his six-fingered right hand with just five. As such, in terms of outer appearance, he was no different from an ordinary human.

Even though outsiders didn’t know about this secret, Six-fingered Zhang was extremely sensitive to this matter. Thus, he would hide his right hand in his left sleeve whenever he walked about, unwilling to show it to anyone.

This had already become his habit!

Chapter 114: Six-fingered Zhang! 

                                                                                
			

Back then, that alchemist brought up many interesting affairs in his trade. The reason why Wang Chong paid particular attention to this ‘Six-fingered Zhang’ was because of the matter that he was about to do several years later.

As life in the royal palace was boring, and forging pills only contributed to one’s boredom, Six-fingered Zhang’s gambling addiction worsened after he became an alchemist. In just the short span of a few years, he had already owed an astronomical debt to the loan sharks.

In order to repay the debt, Six-fingered Zhang actually lowered his standards and introduced a wealthy merchant into the secret alchemist organization.

Smuggling pills from the royal palace and kings’ residences was a huge secret, and no outsiders should find out about it. Unfortunately for Six-fingered Zhang, this wealthy merchant wasn’t a person with tight lips.

Eventually, due to this wealthy merchant, the smuggling conducted by the secret organization was exposed, and Six-fingered Zhang died as a result.

Wang Chong felt pity for Six-fingered Zhang in the sense that his destiny was already fixed. That was, if Wang Chong didn’t intervene.

“However, it’s a pity that there’s still a few years before that matter. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have to go through so much trouble to enter the secret alchemist organization.”

Looking through the windows of the carriage, Wang Chong thought as he looked at the leisurely strolling Six-fingered Zhang.

The secret alchemist organization was extremely wary of outsiders, and the immense difficulty of joining the organization was a renowned fact among insiders. If it was a few years later, all Wang Chong needed was to fork out a huge sum in that wealthy merchant’s place to join the organization and obtain a steady source of pills.

But at this moment, nothing had happened yet so Six-fingered Zhang wouldn’t be as easy as he was in his previous life. He might not necessarily give this opportunity to Wang Chong.

But Wang Chong had no other choice.

Without a doubt, of all alchemists, Six-fingered Zhang was the easiest target, as well as the one he was the most likely to succeed with. If Wang Chong wanted to reach Tiger Bone within the shortest period of time, this was his only way.

The earlier he got himself into the secret alchemist organization, the sooner he would get himself a steady supply of pills. Even if not for the ‘Might of the Barbaric God’, he had to get into this secret alchemist organization.

Entering a few years earlier meant benefiting for an additional few more years!

“This will determine whether I’ll able to get into the secret alchemist organization or not.”

Wang Chong thought. He opened the carriage door and walked out. In a moment, Wang Chong caught up with Six-fingered Zhang.

“Master, nice to meet you!”

Walking up to Six-fingered Zhang, Wang Chong smiled and bowed politely.

Weng!

Six-fingered Zhang slackened aura abruptly vanished upon hearing the word ‘master’, as though a cat who had its fur ruffled. In a split moment, his face darkened.

“Who are you and what do you want?”

Suddenly, Six-fingered Zhang seemed to have become an entirely different person. Narrowing his eyes, his body tightened as though a bow pulled to the brim, prepared to strike out at any moment. His eyes were filled with deep wariness and hostility, and it seemed as though he would attack Wang Chong the moment he spoke a single wrong word.

‘Master’ was a common term used in the Central Plains to address an alchemist respectfully. That single word Wang Chong greeted him with revealed much about their asymmetrical intelligence.

Six-fingered Zhang’s instinctive reaction was to suspect if he had been caught smuggling pills!

“It is truly hard to approach the alchemist organization!”

Wang Chong’s heart sunk.

Of all of the alchemists, Six-fingered Zhang could already be considered as the easiest target. However, upon hearing the word ‘master’, his face immediately changed. Just like any other alchemist, his guard was up in an instant, making it difficult for anyone to approach him.

“Master, please do not misunderstand. I am Wang Chong, and I don’t have any other intentions. I just hope to obtain a pill from you.”

Wang Chong smiled.

“How do you know that I am an alchemist?”

Ignoring Wang Chong’s words, Six-fingered Zhang was still fixated on the word ‘master’. He was dying of curiosity to know how Wang Chong knew his identity.

“Hehe, my nose is still functioning well, so how can I possibly not identify master?”

Wang Chong smiled gently as he did a slight breathing gesture.

Six-fingered Zhang hurriedly grabbed his sleeves and smelled it forcefully. Naturally, he caught the scent of the concentrated fragrance of herbs. Alchemists often came into contact with cauldrons and pills, so it was impossible for him to avoid this scent.

“I see.”

Relieved, Six-fingered Zhang’s face lightened.

“You don’t have to say anymore, I won’t forge a pill for you.”

With a cold face, Six-fingered Zhang rejected Wang Chong without any hesitation. His wariness laxed upon realizing that Wang Chong didn’t know about his smuggling of pills.

After saying those words, Six-fingered Zhang ignored Wang Chong and walked away.

“Master, please wait a moment. Regardless of whether you are willing to take it or not, I have a present which I would like to gift master.”

“A present? Hmph, what kind of present can a kid like you give me?”

Six-fingered Zhang harrumphed contemptuously.

“Master, you will know once you take a look.”

With a smile, Wang Chong gestured. Shen Hai carried a fine box that was prepared beforehand over.

“Hmph, what an elaborate act…”

Criticizing disdainfully, Six-fingered Zhang opened the box. A bright yellow glow blinded his eyes, and for a moment, he forgot to breathe. He fell into a stupor, unable to utter a single word.

Gold! Furthermore, it was at least two to three thousand taels!

Six-fingered Zhang stared at Wang Chong in shock, as though reevaluating him. This sum wasn’t something that a child could produce casually.

“Master, this is a token of my sincerity. Please accept it.”

Wang Chong smiled. Before Six-fingered Zhang could react, he returned to the carriage with Shen Hai and Meng Long, and before long, they disappeared from the streets.

Six-fingered Zhang was left standing blankly on the street, carrying a box of two to three thousand gold taels.

“What in the world is going on?”

Six-fingered Zhang stared at the back of Wang Chong’s departing carriage. At this moment, his mind was in turmoil. He had never experienced such a situation. Without saying anything or achieving anything, the other party left behind a box of two to three thousand gold taels and left without any hesitation.

“Heh, even though bizarre matters occur every year, it seems to occur exceptionally frequent this year. Since someone is willing to give me gold, there’s no reason for me to not accept it!”

Greed flashed across Six-fingered Zhang’s eyes as he swiftly kept the box Wang Chong gave him. In the end, the reason why he risked his life to smuggle pills was for profits as well.

Since someone gave him money for free, why should he reject it?

“I haven’t been to the gambling den for a while. This much money should be sufficient for me to play around for a bit!”

Six-fingered Zhang stopped a carriage and headed straight for a gambling den.

…

“Young master, since you want to give him money, why don’t you give him a little more?”

At this moment, on the carriage, Shen Hai looked at the young master with a look of doubt. Young master had never hesitated in utilizing money to achieve his goal.

Giving away ten thousand gold taels should be nothing for him!

The previous time, young master paid an additional several ten thousand gold taels to Ablonodan and Arloja to ensure that the Hyderabad ores would fall into his lap. They thought that it was unlike him to be so ‘petty’.

Two to three thousand gold taels didn’t seem like his way of doing things.

“Hehe, while I am willing to give him several ten thousand gold taels, he has to be willing to accept it first! If I were to do that, doesn’t that make it clear that I have my own motives?”

Wang Chong chuckled.

“This! …”

The duo was stunned.

Wang Chong smiled, not saying anything more. All members of the secret alchemist organization were wary and guarded, and Six-fingered Zhang was no exception to the rule. Even though the intelligence Wang Chong possessed granted him an advantage, approaching the organization was still no easy feat.

It was sufficient for Wang Chong to just leave a good impression for the first meeting. Otherwise, he might just scare the other party off.

“Meng Long, have you gotten the information I asked for?”

Wang Chong suddenly asked.

“Yes.”

Meng Long nodded. He took out a scroll from his sleeves, unrolled it, and passed it over.

“There is a total of six gambling dens near this Falling Jade Pavilion. Three of them are small, two of them are average, and the last one is a large one.”

“What is the large gambling den called?”

Wang Chong didn’t take the scroll.

“Great Golden Sky Gambling Den!”

Meng Long said.

“Great Golden Sky Gambling Den…”

Wang Chong frowned. He had some impression of this place, and it seemed to be operated by Goguryeons.

(Koreans)

In his previous life, Wang Chong was extremely curious what kind of person could drive a noble and esteemed alchemist to the point of going against the rules just to bring a wealthy merchant into the organization.

If not for a compelling situation, there’s no reason for Six-fingered Zhang to put himself at such great risk.

However, if the other party was a Goguryeon, it all made sense.

Goguryeons were an extreme bunch. They were they savage, aggressive, and fearless. While Six-fingered Zhang’s identity as an alchemist could intimidate others, it wasn’t as useful against them.

Wang Chong’s social circle in his previous life was large; he knew everyone and he could go everywhere. However, the only exception to the rule was the Goguryeon establishments, be it the taverns, gambling dens, teahouses, brothels…

It wasn’t only because Goguryeons were fierce, aggressive, and lawless. More importantly, they had connections with a fearsome organization in Great Tang, ‘Goguryeon Martial Arts Organization’, otherwise known as ‘Goguryeon Assassin Organization’.

It was common sense not to get involved with Goguryeons, but clearly, Six-fingered Zhang was unaware of this convention.

As an esteemed alchemist of the royal palace and kings’ residences, he would surely pick the most extravagant location. Without even thinking, Wang Chong was sure that Six-fingered Zhang would head to the Great Golden Sky Gambling Den, and unfortunately for him, it happened to be a gambling den owned by Goguryeons.

“Shen Hai and Meng Long. follow him for the next two days. I will have Arloja and Ablonodan back you two up! If he meets with any danger, save him. Regardless of what happens, don’t let him get injured.”

Wang Chong contemplated as he tapped his right forefinger lightly on the window.

“Also, there is another twenty thousand gold taels on the carriage. If anything urgent comes up and you find yourself in a need to use the money, feel free to take it. If it is insufficient, you can get Arloja to bring more over from the residence. There is no upper cap for this matter!”

“Ah!”

Upon hearing that there was no upper cap, Shen Hai and Meng Long were shocked. They knew that it was rare for anyone to catch their young master’s sight, but those who did were all extraordinary.

But even so, the duo didn’t expect Wang Chong to regard that alchemist so highly.

“Yes, young master! We will surely accomplish our mission!”

With a lowered head, the duo said.

“Un, bring your tokens with you. If the need arises, feel free to use it! Alright, go!”

Wang Chong gestured.

Troublesome people seemed to always attract trouble as though a magnet. A compulsive gambler and gambling dens controlled by Goguryeons… Wang Chong could already foresee a potential conflict.

Wang Chong knew that given his cultivation, it was best for him to stay out of the commotion. In any case, Shen Hai, Meng Long, Arloja, and Ablonodan should be more than enough.

As he thought so, Wang Chong left the Falling Jade Pavilion.
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Wang Chong thought the matter with Six-fingered Zhang would take at least a few more days before there would be any progress. However, Wang Chong underestimated the other party’s audacity on the gambling table, as well as his confidence in his identity as an alchemist.

That very night, Six-fingered Zhang was attacked.

His talent in pill forging was extraordinary, but the higher one’s mastery in pill forging, the more boring one’s life was. Six-fingered Zhang seemed to be venting all his boredom on the gambling table, making him much more daring than ever, losing himself.

That very night, Six-fingered Zhang was attacked by the Goguryeons. They used extreme means, brute force, sleeping powder, sleeping pellets, and even slaked lime…

If not for Shen Hai and Meng Long appearing with Arloja and Ablonodan in time, Six-fingered Zhang would have suffered several slashes and a hand of his would have been gone.

The Goguryeons were known for their savagery and brutality in the capital.

But in a sense, Six-fingered Zhang reaped what he sow.

Despite having only two to three thousand gold taels on him, he dared to borrow fifty thousand more gold taels from the loan sharks in Great Golden Sky Gambling Den!

——Wasn’t he being too brazen!

The twenty thousand gold taels he borrowed was supposed to be returned by the third ke of the shen hour. However, Six-fingered Zhang had drunk too much in the gambling den, causing him to forget about this matter. As such, the Goguryeons started to panic.

(1545|shen hour -> 1500-1700|ke refers to 15 minutes)

“Have you paid his gambling debt yet?”

Behind the study table, Wang Chong asked.

“Reporting to young master, following your orders, we paid his debt and left immediately afterward. We minimized contact with him as much as possible.”

Shen Hai and Meng Long answered.

After helping the other party on such a huge matter, even giving out fifty thousand gold taels for free, they were told not to say or demand anything at all. This was something they couldn’t understand.

Even so, this was an order from their young master, so they weren’t in a position to say anything about it.

“Very well. From tomorrow onward, send him two thousand gold taels every day. Other than that, don’t say anything.”

Wang Chong said.

“Alright, young master!”

Shen Hai and Meng Long replied.

If it was anyone else, they would have definitely given up after throwing away fifty thousand gold taels for nothing. However, Wang Chong seemed unbothered by the matter.

The secret alchemist organization held great profits, but the doorway to trade was exceptionally high. Their clients were mainly established figures who had conducted trade with them for dozens of years or even longer.

These clients had undergone the test of time and they could be trusted. However, toward new clients, they were exceptionally careful and wary.

Even in the span of dozens of years, they might not even accept a single new client.

It was precisely because of this wariness and strict selection that the secret alchemist organization was able to remain hidden from the eyes of the royal palace and the kings.

Wang Chong’s greatest priority at this moment was to squeeze into their group and secure himself a steady source of valuable pills. Giving away fifty thousand gold taels and whatever wasn’t important for him.

Six-fingered Zhang was still guarded against him, so it was too early to bring up the matter of joining the secret alchemist organization yet. What Wang Chong needed to do now was to send him a steady supply of gold.

Through this method, he could raise the other party’s impression of him.

One day, when Six-fingered Zhang was no longer guarded toward him, Wang Chong believed that he would come knocking on his own accord.

After settling this matter, Wang Chong continued to practice the Dragon Bone Art.

Days passed and Wang Chong’s martial arts progressed. Even though his root bone didn’t seem to be nearing a breakthrough yet, he could feel it getting more and more compact.

Before long, three days had already flown by.

Wang Chong’s Dragon Bone Art still didn’t meet with much progress, but there seemed to be an unexpected development on Shen Hai and Meng Long’s side.

“Young master, Six-fingered Zhang requests for an audience! This time, he came to us straight and explicitly requested to meet with you!”

Just as Wang Chong was cultivating in the courtyard, Shen Hai and Meng Long suddenly walked over.

“Oh?”

Wang Chong’s eyes lit up. This matter came as a huge surprise to him. Six-fingered Zhang seemed to be more anxious than he thought.

“Invite him in!”

…

Wang Chong met Six-fingered Zhang in the study. Compared to how he was a few days ago, Six-fingered Zhang didn’t seem as distant, arrogant, and unapproachable.

However, Wang Chong sensed bewilderment and unease from him.

“Zhang Zhongshu pays respect to gongzi.”

Six-fingered Zhang bowed stiffly.

Alchemists were respected regardless of where they went, resulting in most of the alchemists acting arrogantly.

However, Zhang Zhongshu couldn’t have expected that the person who ‘harassed’ him at Falling Jade Pavilion would have such a huge background.

Alchemists possessed high standing in society, but they weren’t comparable to the Wang Clan.

“Hehe, master, we meet again.”

Wang Chong smiled. His glance fell on Six-fingered Zhang’s left hand and he saw a deep blade wound extending from his sleeves. Glaring, it seemed to be a wound inflicted on him by the Goguryeons not too long ago.

“Gongzi, you shouldn’t tease me with master or what. If I knew that you were Duke Jiu’s grandson, I wouldn’t have dared to act so rudely back then.”

Six-fingered Zhang said uneasily.

“Hehe, master is being too polite. May I know what matter it is that you wish to ask of me?”

Smiling, Wang Chong looked at Six-fingered Zhang as he waited for him to speak.

“Gongzi is being too polite. I am here to thank gongzi for saving my life and repaying my fifty thousand debt. You have my utmost gratitude.”

“However, if gongzi wishes to obtain a few pills from me, I apologize but I truly can’t do so. Even though repaying you on the spot is beyond me at the moment, if gongzi demands for it, I will find a way to give it all back.”

Lowering his head, Six-fingered Zhang said tensely.

“Hehehe, who said that I want to obtain a few pills from you?”

Wang Chong smiled.

“Is that not the case?”

Six-fingered Zhang abruptly lifted his head in astonishment.

He always thought that the reason why Wang Chong helped him was because he wanted him to forge pills for him. This was also the reason why he felt uneasy. He was an alchemist of the royal palace, and if it were to be known that he forged pills for others outside, he would face harsh punishment.

Thus, he didn’t feel comfortable accepting Wang Chong’s help.

However, it wasn’t easy for him to meet with someone as generous as Wang Chong, who gave fifty thousand gold taels out without saying a single word.

He couldn’t bear to part with this ‘sponsor’, and as such, he came to Wang Clan to meet him!

But it seemed like the truth was far from what he expected.

“Master, ‘thousand generations of pills heritage, ten thousand autumns of blazing cauldron’. I would like to take a look. Can master help me on this matter?”

Wang Chong smiled.

Hua!

The calm Six-fingered Zhang’s face abruptly changed.

“How-how… did you know?”

Six-fingered Zhang stared at Wang Chong in shock. He felt as though the latter had peered into the deepest secret he had locked locked deep within his heart.

‘Thousand generations of pills heritage, ten thousand autumns of blazing cauldron’, this was a couplet in the royal palace where the organization was founded, as well as the code word used among alchemists to identify one another.

The secret alchemist organization was Six-fingered Zhang’s greatest secret.

Never had he expected Wang Chong to know of it.

All along, he had been interacting with Wang Chong with the identity of an ordinary alchemist, and he thought that was what Wang Chong thought of him as well. He couldn’t have imagined that the other party was already aware his other identity.

This made Six-fingered Zhang terrified!

“Master, there is no need to be so frightened. If I wish to divulge this matter, I would have long done so. Why would I wait until now?”

Wang Chong smiled. He lifted the teapot on the study table, poured a cup of fragrant tea, and passed it over to the other party.

No matter how Wang Chong phrased the matter, it was impossible to avoid the backlash from mentioning the secret alchemist organization. Honestly speaking, he thought that Six-fingered Zhang would immediately rush out upon hearing his words, so the situation was already better than he expected

“Since gongzi knows of ‘thousand generations of pills heritage, ten thousand autumns of blazing cauldron’, you should know how dangerous the matter is. Aren’t you afraid of bringing trouble to your clan?”

Taking a deep breath, Six-fingered Zhang lifted his head.

When he first entered, he had an extremely stiff and uneasy expression. However, when Wang Chong mentioned ‘thousand generations of pills heritage, ten thousand autumns of blazing cauldron’, he seemed to have turned into an entirely different person. The unease, stiffness, and fear vanished, and it seemed as though the current him was the real him.

Six-fingered Zhang words left Wang Chong silent.

It had always been a taboo to lay one’s hands on the pills forged by the royal court and the kings’ residences. Forging a connection with these smuggling alchemists definitely wasn’t a good thing.

It might potentially bring the wrath of the royal family and the various kings onto the clan, putting the Wang Clan in dire straits. The risk was too great for just a few pills.

Under normal circumstances, even if he knew of the existence of this secret alchemist organization, he would never have dared to do so. However, Wang Chong knew that a catastrophe was impending.

Everything would be destroyed in this catastrophe. The royal palace, the kings’ residences, his clan… Everything, including those that he cherished, would be reduced to dust.

Before this catastrophe, what Wang Chong had to do was to strengthen his influence so that he could protect his loved ones. At the very least, Wang Chong thought that this weighed much heavier than the risk of his involvement with the secret alchemist organization being exposed.

“I have my own thoughts on this matter so there’s no need for master to worry about it. Master, I ask of you to bring me in.”

Lifting his head, Wang Chong smiled.

It was Six-fingered Zhang’s turn to fall silent.

He wanted to scare Wang Chong off, but the other party was much more determined to join the organization than he expected.

If it was any other occasion, Six-fingered Zhang would never agree to it. In fact, he wouldn’t even consider the matter. However, Wang Chong had helped him before, and on top of that, he knew of their existence as well.

Six-fingered Zhang couldn’t feign ignorance.

However, the rules in the secret alchemist organization were extremely strict, and they didn’t accept outsiders easily. Even if Six-fingered Zhang wanted to bring him in, this wasn’t a matter that he had an absolute say on.
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“I truly don’t understand why gongzi is so persistent on this matter. Given the Wang Clan’s standing, aren’t you taking too big of a risk?”

Six-fingered Zhang took a deep breath. For a person like Wang Chong who knew of their secret, it wasn’t an option to simply let him go, and killing him was out of the question. The only solution was to bring him into the organization.

Even though the secret alchemist organization wasn’t open to strangers, and outsiders were rarely inducted, the situation wasn’t completely hopeless.

“Wang Chong, I don’t have any way for you to join the organization. However, if you only wish to obtain a few pills, there’s an opportunity for you. However, the price will be slightly expensive, so the choice is up to you.”

Six-fingered Zhang sighed.

“What opportunity is it?”

Wang Chong’s eyes lit up, and he spoke almost instantaneously.

At the very least, he didn’t waste so much time and money for nothing, having earned himself a shot at this matter.

“The alchemist organization always has some slots reserved for outsiders. However, these slots aren’t for true collaborators so the holders of these slots won’t be considered as members of our organization, and at the very most, they can only be thought of as external partners.”

“We call these slots ‘Shadows’. The number of Shadows is always fixed but a vacancy has appeared recently. I can find a way to put you in, but the price for the slot of a Shadow is expensive, and very possibly, the price may be beyond your expectations. Are you sure that you want it?”

Six-fingered Zhang asked doubtfully.

“How much does it cost?”

Wang Chong asked.

“Two hundred thousand taels! Gold taels!”

Six-fingered Zhang answered seriously.

At this moment, Wang Chong’s face slightly darkened. He knew that there was a steep threshold to enter the organization but he didn’t expect for it to be that high.

Two hundred thousand gold taels was a huge sum for most powers. Even for some of the prestigious clans, it was a price they were unable to bear.

Even if an alchemist was willing to induct them, most people wouldn’t be able to afford the entrance fee of two hundred thousand gold taels.

If not for Wang Chong earning a huge sum of money off the Hyderabad ores, he would have never been able to utilize the organization.

This was something way beyond the reach of ordinary people.

The threshold of this organization consisting of alchemists from the royal palace and the kings’ residences was so high that most could only look at it from afar.

“… Furthermore, this two hundred thousand gold taels only grants you the right to purchase pills. It won’t make you a member, and if you wish to purchase pills, you will have to fork out more money.”

Six-fingered Zhang said.

“Furthermore, if you were to buy pills as a Shadow, the price will be significantly higher than the market price. Even so, do you wish to go ahead with it?”

The secret alchemist organization had much stricter rules than anyone could have expected. Just like the royal palace, every single pill forged had an initial number, and as such, even Six-fingered Zhang wasn’t able to circumvent the system.

If he was caught trying to play the system, what would await him was a plight worse than death. The powerful influence that these alchemists were connected to was more than sufficient to make him die a thousand times over.

Thus, Six-fingered Zhang didn’t recommend Wang Chong to do so.

“Alright!”

A determined voice sounded in the room.

“What?”

Six-fingered Zhang trembled violently as he stared at Wang Chong in shock.

“I said that I’m fine with it!”

Wang Chong smiled. There wasn’t the slightest hesitation in his expression.

“It’s two hundred thousand! Furthermore, if they find something wrong with your identity, they can strip you of your qualifications anytime they wish. Even so, you wish to go ahead with it?”

Six-fingered Zhang was shocked.

“Of course! Why should I reject the slot?”

Wang Chong smiled.

If it was his previous self, he would have never agreed to paying two hundred thousand gold taels. This was almost like a scam. He was spending an astronomical sum to buy himself an outer seat which could be taken away from him any moment.

However, knowing about the impending catastrophe, Wang Chong knew that no matter how much money he had, it would just become a pile of useless metal that couldn’t even be eaten in the future.

How he could best utilize this ‘metal’ to maximize his profit was what he should be thinking of.

“I will hand you two hundred thousand gold taels tomorrow. Also, Shen Hai and Meng Long will pass you thirty thousand gold taels later for your effort.”

Wang Chong smiled.

Six-fingered Zhang couldn’t say a single word more. Wang Chong’s reaction completely differed from his expectations. He realized that he might have severely underestimated this youngster from the very start.

“Since gongzi has already made up your mind, I won’t say anymore. Give me a few days, I will settle this matter for you. Also, upon becoming a Shadow, you can request for a pill of your choosing. As long as it isn’t too much or too valuable, we will try our best to satisfy you.”

“Have you already thought of what pill you want?”

Six-fingered Zhang asked.

“Tiger Bone Divine Pill!”

“I see. I understand.”

Six-fingered Zhang was stunned for a moment before nodding his head:

“I will inform gongzi once I receive any news on the matter.”

Six-fingered Zhang swiftly left, bringing away two hundred and thirty thousand gold taels along with him.

…

Six-fingered Zhang was much more efficient than Wang Chong had expected. On the night of the second day, Six-fingered Zhang sent a servant to deliver him news:

The two hundred thousand gold taels has been accepted, and Wang Chong is officially acknowledged to be a Shadow!

As a Shadow, he couldn’t contact any alchemist; only the alchemists could contact him. Also, Shadows could only buy a maximum of three pills every month, but they had to meet a quota of purchasing six pills every year or else their qualification as a Shadow would be revoked.

The purpose of this was to limit the pills a Shadow could buy while testing their financial ability. If a Shadow couldn’t even buy six pills in a year, he wouldn’t be a collaborator worth working with.

“I’ve finally succeeded! To think that I spent nearly three hundred thousand gold taels just for this small card!”

Wang Chong stared at the purplish-gold card before him. It was around two fingers wide, and it was exquisitely made. On one side, there was a picture of purple flames accompanied with black shadows.

This was the mark of a ‘Shadow’.

Wang Chong had heard of this mysterious organization in his previous life, but this was his first time coming into contact with it.

Despite paying so much money, he only became an outer member whose qualification could be stripped at any moment.

The threshold and security of the organization were truly frightening!

“At least it wasn’t for nothing!”

Sitting in his study, Wang Chong glanced at a wooden box on the table. A concentrated aroma of a pill drifted from the box.

Different from the Body Tempering Pill and Bone Forging Pill, this pill was extremely fragrant. If one were to take a closer look, one could even see faint purple mist coming out from the box.

Instead of scattering into the surroundings, the mist lingered around the pill.

Even in his previous life, the Tiger Bone Divine Pill was an extremely famous pill. It would be impossible to find it anywhere else other than the royal palace and the kings’ residences.

Peng!

Opening the box, Wang Chong took out a round pill cloaked with a purple aura. Gudong, he swallowed it. In an instant, a strong gale blew in the study, and vaguely, the roar of a tiger could be heard. Then, everything fell silent.

After an unknown period of time, pilipala, the sound of bone creaking could be heard from Wang Chong’s body.

“I’ve finally succeeded!”

Wang Chong abruptly stood up and opened his eyes. A fearsome light emanated from his eyes, and a significantly stronger aura could be felt from his body.

This aura was savage, majestic, and proud, as though a ferocious tiger prowling for its prey.

When one’s root bone reached Tiger Bone, one’s strength and endurance would increase immensely. One wouldn’t run out of strength quickly after a swift burst movement, unlike with Panther Bone.

The chase of a tiger would never stop at just hundred meters. It would continue pursuing its prey ceaselessly.

Even though a Tiger Bone cultivator couldn’t match up with a true ferocious tiger, and there was a huge difference between the resilience of the bones as well, it was still an immense improvement from the Panther Bone.

Wang Chong could feel strength filling his entire body, and without a doubt, it had increased by a substantial amount.

“I can finally start cultivating Might of the Barbaric God!”

Wang Chong exhaled deeply.

It was just the most fundamental Tiger Bone 1-dan but it was sufficient for Wang Chong to start cultivating Might of the Barbaric God.

The sutra for Might of the Barbaric God flashed across Wang Chong’s head and he sat on the floor crossed-legs.

——The first step to cultivating Might of the Barbaric God, kneading energy!

…

Just when Wang Chong was immersed in cultivating Might of the Barbaric God, in the Great Tang royal court, the Consort Taizhen incident was causing a huge uproar. Nearly all of the officials of the Great Tang were roped into the affair.

“No! No matter what, I must stop His Majesty!”

Early in the morning, King Song slammed on his table and abruptly stood up. The Consort Taizhen incident was at a crucial point but contrary to his expectations, there didn’t seem to be much development on the matter in the royal court.

Despite countless memorials from the officials, including several myriad character appeal, had been delivered, His Majesty seemed to be adamant on this affair, refusing to listen to anyone’s advice.

Whenever an official brought up this affair in the royal court, the Sage Emperor’s complexion would immediately turn incredibly awful. The Sage Emperor had displayed astonishing determination in the matter regarding Consort Taizhen.

This was unprecedented.

In the past, even if His Majesty disagreed with the opinions of the officials, he wouldn’t make a stand easily. However, he seemed to be bizarrely adamant on this matter.

“Lu Ting, prepare yourself. Later, during the morning assembly, help me contact the other officials to prepare another petition. No matter what, we have to change His Majesty’s mind!”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

Lu Ting replied calmly, but his eyes reflected worry. The current situation was getting more and more disadvantageous toward King Song, but the person in question seemed to be oblivious to it.

However, the matter regarding Consort Taizhen involved the fundamental responsibility of a subordinate. Even Lu Ting was unable to persuade him on this.

“The imperial edict arrives! ——”

Just when King Song had finished dressing up and was preparing to head for the royal palace for the morning assembly, a change abruptly occurred. Right when he was walking toward the entrance of his residence, a high-pitched voice sounded.

In the blink of an eye, a pale-faced, white-haired, beardless, middle-aged eunuch with an inexplicable feminine aura walked toward him with a golden scroll in his hands.

The middle-aged eunuch glanced at King Song, and there was clear scorn in his eyes.

“Yu-gonggong!”

Upon seeing this eunuch, King Song’s face darkened. He immediately bowed.

“King Song, receive the imperial edict!”

“In place of the heavens, the emperor proclaims: King Song has been too worried about national affairs and overexerted himself so he is specially excused to rest well at home. Thus, there is no need for him to attend today’s morning assembly! End of the edict.”

Hong long!

As though a bolt of lightning had struck his head, King Song’s face turned pale. He stood blankly in front of his residence, unable to speak a single word!
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Hu!

A frenzied wind blew past, and the dark skies and ominous clouds loomed above the capital, as though reflecting King Song’s mood.

‘Rest well at home’, it was just four simple words, but it created a huge fissure between him and the royal court. It wasn’t a command, and it didn’t say that he did anything wrong either. It was a simple letter of ‘friendly’ advice that excluded him from the royal court.

‘The orders of the emperor are absolute’. No matter how much preparations he did in advance, it had all gone to waste.

“To think that…”

King Song clenched his fists and he slowly shut his eyes. A frosty feeling grasped his heart.

He had been in the royal court for twenty years now, and he had forged a deep bond of trust with the emperor. This was the first time King Song was given such an edict. The content of it was simple, and there wasn’t any additional adornment to it.

Cold intentions emanated from the imperial edict, and King Song could feel them clearly. Using such a method, the Sage Emperor had clearly expressed his view.

“King Song, receive the edict!”

Eunuch Yu lifted the edict highly as he glanced at King Song coldly.

“Yes, you’ve been troubled, gonggong!”

King Song received the imperial edict from Eunuch Yu’s hands respectfully.

Holding the imperial edict in his hand, King Song fell into a daze. He sat blankly in the main hall for an entire day.

King Song, receive the edict!”

Eunuch Yu sneered coldly as he passed the edict in his hands over. This was already the second day that King Song received such an edict. There wasn’t even a single change in its contents!

The third day, the fourth day! …

Initially, King Song was still filled with determination. He wanted to contact the various officials and create a storm in the royal court so as to stop the Sage Emperor.

But as the days went by, King Song’s heart grew cold.

“Your Highness, this isn’t good!”

Lu Ting walked from the left to the right of the main hall, worried about the turn of events.

“This is already the fifth day. His Majesty seems to be determined to stop you from going to the morning assembly. Without your presence to hold up the situation in the Bureau of Punishments, royal court, and Bureau of Military Personnel, the situation is getting out of hand.”

“It is fortunate that Lord Wang Gen is still around, so the situation in the royal court is still under control yet. However, there are many matters that requires one’s attention in the Bureau of Punishments and Bureau of Military Personnel every day. Without Your Highness’s presence, it won’t be long before someone takes over your original responsibilities. King Qi is already trying to send people to replace you. If this goes on, King Qi will succeed in slowly excluding from the royal court.”

Even though King Song couldn’t attend the morning assembly, Lu Ting could. However, he was only an academic, and he didn’t wield any influence in the royal court.

Thus, he could only watch on in panic.

“I understand…”

King Song sat at the top of the main hall in a daze. The actual situation was much worse than what Lu Ting had said, King Song was well aware of it. His Majesty was using this method to slowly expel him from the royal court.

Different from the other occasions, King Song could clearly sense his cold and stiff determination.

After being involved in governance for more than two decades, this was the first time King Song was losing influence in the royal court.

“The imperial edict arrives!”

Carrying the imperial edict, Eunuch Yu walked in with wide strides, as he did in the past few days. A contemptuous smirk hung on the corner of his lips.

“In place of the heavens, the emperor proclaims: King Song has been too worried about national affairs and overexerted himself, so he is specially excused to rest well at home. Without my consent, he is not to attend morning assembly! End of the edict.”

Hong long!

The moment Eunuch Yu finished reciting the edict, King Song and Lu Ting’s face paled. This imperial edict seemed no different from those before, but a few additional words were added behind. ‘Without my consent, he is not to attend morning assembly’!

These few simple words changed the entire meaning of the edict.

“How did it turn out like this?”

Shocked, Lu Ting stared at Eunuch Yu with widened eyes.

“I knew it, I knew it! I knew it would turn out like this! …”

King Song’s heart turned completely cold.

‘Without my consent, he is not to attend morning assembly’, these few simple words were the greatest blow to King Song. Even though he didn’t fault King Song, and he didn’t strip him of his nobility as well, these few simple words had effectively expelled King Song from the royal court.

From now onward, without the Sage Emperor’s orders, King Song wasn’t allowed to attend morning assembly, needless to say, participate in the governance of the empire.

“Your Highness, receive the edict!”

With a smirk on his fair face, Eunuch Yu passed over the imperial edict with a single hand.

How audacious was it for a mere eunuch of the royal court to mock a king? If not for the Sage Emperor’s imperial edict, how could he possibly dare to do so?

“Thank you, Yu-gonggong.”

With a pale face, King Song respectfully received the imperial edict from Eunuch Yu.

“Your Highness, pardon me for interfering, but I wish the best for you for the Consort Taizhen incident!”

Leaving behind these words along with a cold sneer, Eunuch Yu turned around and left.

If the master was unhappy, it was impossible for the servant to be happy. Everyone in the royal palace knew that the number one figure opposing to the Sage Emperor and Consort Taizhen coming together was King Song Li Chengqi.

Thus, all of the eunuchs in the royal palaces viewed him as their enemy, and naturally, Eunuch Yu wouldn’t treat King Song amiably either.

After Eunuch Yu left, the main hall descended into a lengthy period of silence.

Looking at the imperial edict in King Song’s hands, everyone’s heart felt heavy.

Soon, everyone would know that the most prestigious ‘Daming Palace’ would become a faraway existence for King Song.

(Daming Palace is where the morning court assembly is held in the palace.)

Unless with the personal consent of the Sage Emperor, he didn’t have the authority to step into the Daming Palace ever again.

Lu Ting looked at King Song in worry.

No one could have imagined that the Consort Taizhen incident would develop to this point. Initially, everyone thought that their greatest opponent was King Qi and the Yao Clan, who supported Consort Taizhen. As long as they could triumph over them in the royal court, they would be able to change the mind of His Majesty.

However, at this moment, everyone realized that from the start to the end, there had only been one ‘opponent’, the Sage Emperor.

King Qi and the Yao Clan were simply obeying imperial orders.

“I couldn’t have expected it, I truly couldn’t have expected it! …”

King Song slumped onto his chair at the top of the main hall, seemingly taken a heavy blow from this matter.

Being excluded from the royal court and losing his influence wasn’t what that got King Song down. What that got King Song down was that the valiant and astute emperor, also known as the wisest emperor in the long history of Great Tang, would actually exclude him from the royal court over a mere woman.

This was what that King Song couldn’t accept.

Even though losing influence in the royal court was unbearable, he still couldn’t turn around to support Consort Taizhen. This was the responsibility of a subordinate, and the emperor’s reputation was at stake. King Song would never support Consort Taizhen!

“… Looks like that lad was right!”

A long sigh suddenly sounded in the hall. King Song heard Lu Ting’s familiar voice.

“Academic Lu, what do you mean?”

King Song lifted his head in surprise.

Lu Ting’s words were abrupt and it came from nowhere. King Song had no idea what the other party was driving at.

“Does His Highness still remember Wang Yan’s third son, Wang Chong?”

Lu Ting shook his head slowly. There was a peculiar tone to his words.

“Of course I do, didn’t I meet him at the Four Quarters Embassy? Why is Academic Lu suddenly bringing him up?”

King Song was surprised. He couldn’t understand why Lu Ting would mention the child at this moment.

“When we left that day, I paid close attention that child’s expressions, and I have a feeling that he knew that we would fail.”

Lu Ting spoke frankly.

“How could that be?”

King Song abruptly stood upright. A look of disbelief appeared on his face.

The royal court was complicated and many factors could influence the result of even a seemingly simple matter. Until the last moment, not even veteran officials like them, who had immersed themselves in politics for more than several decades, could know the result.

How could a teenage child like him be so certain?

Lu Ting simply smiled silently.

Lu Ting liked promoting talented juniors, and the capability that Wang Chong displayed didn’t seem to just stop at the level of ‘talented’.

The attention that Lu Ting paid to Wang Chong was much more than the latter could have ever imagined.

“His Highness, do you remember him asking you about the Consort Taizhen incident? Thinking about it now, it seems that he intended to persuade us, but in the end, perhaps knowing that he wouldn’t succeed, he chose to use another method instead.”

Lu Ting spoke.

King Song was taken aback. A grim expression slowly crept onto his face. If that child was really as Lu Ting described him to be, then he was indeed extraordinary.

Thinking about it now, it did seem like Wang Chong intended to persuade him.

But back then, regardless of whether it was him or Lu Ting, it was impossible for them to truly listen to his words.

“Academic Lu, what do you mean? Do you expect me to turn around and support Consort Taizhen?”

King Song’s face darkened.

“Your Highness, I have no intentions of changing your mind. However, don’t you think that there is a deeper meaning to that child’s words? He seemed to be hinting us to pay King Shou a visit.”

“I have a feeling that he knows something. His Majesty’s attitude toward the Consort Taizhen incident is bizarre, and it is completely different from how he is before. I feel that we should look for King Shou. Perhaps, we might find something unexpected there.”

Lu Ting said.

King Song fell silent. Graveness warped his face.

If it was before, he would have immediately disregarded Lu Ting’s words. However, after so many affairs, especially after receiving five imperial edicts, King Song’s attitude toward this matter changed greatly.

King Song had never thought about the reason behind the bizarre attitude of the Sage Emperor. He had never considered why the latter was willing to go this far for a woman. He also didn’t know much about Consort Taizhen either.

All he knew was that she was King Shou’s wife.

In the past, he wouldn’t have spared this woman an additional glance. But suddenly, King Song felt extremely curious about her.

He wanted to know what kind of lady it was that could induce such a change in the Sage Emperor.

Time slowly passed and the silence in the main hall continued.

Instead of urging him, Lu Ting stood by the side, waiting patiently for King Song’s verdict.

Sigh! ——

After an unknown period of time, a long sigh echoed in the main hall.

“Make preparations. I will go to King Shou Residence to visit Mao-er!”

“Yes, Your Highness!”

Delighted, Lu Ting hurriedly got up and walked outside.

A moment later, King Song left his residence in a carriage, headed for King Shou Residence.
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Even though King Song left early in the morning, he returned extremely late.

“Your Highness, how is it?”

Alighting from the carriage, Lu Ting hurriedly stepped forward to welcome him. In reality, ever since King Song left, he had been waiting at the same spot anxiously for his return.

But for some reason, Lu Ting could sense that King Song’s mind was discomposed. On top of that, he seemed extremely exhausted, as though he had just undergone several large battles.

With a lowered head, King Song didn’t say anything at all. Deep creases sat on his forehead. Despite having followed King Song for so many years, this was the first time Lu Ting was seeing him in such a state.

All of the guards, servants, and maids had already been ordered to evacuate this area long ago.

The matter regarding King Shou was a huge affair. Thus, Lu Ting had told the old butler to ensure that no one was eavesdropping into their conversation.

“I have no way of explaining the matter to you easily. ——Let’s go in first!”

Cautiousness leaked from King Song’s voice. This was the first time Lu Ting saw King Song act so warily.

Lu Ting thought that it was sufficient to send away the guards and maids in the area, but from the looks of it, the matter with King Shou was much graver than he had expected.

Sealing the main hall, experts were stationed in the perimeter of the hall while the old butler stood at the entrance. With such security, even a fly would find it hard to infiltrate the hall.

“Mao-er has spoken!”

After ensuring that there was no outsider, King Song tensed expression visibly loosened:

“Initially, when I asked him about the matter, he kept avoiding the topic. If not for the fact that I had watched him grow up and His Majesty’s imperial edicts, he would have probably kept mum about the matter until the end of time.”

“What did King Shou say?”

Shocked, Lu Ting asked almost instantaneously.

The furrow on King Song’s forehead tightened.

“He didn’t reply my questions directly. He only kept hinting me to not oppose to Consort Taizhen!”

“Ah!”

Lu Ting exclaimed in shock. However, he swiftly recovered and continued asking:

“Could it be that King Shou is unwilling to go against His Majesty’s will?”

King Shou was the victim of the Consort Taizhen incident. The pain of having one’s father steal one’s wife wasn’t something that anyone could understand.

But King Shou was a filial son. It didn’t come as a huge shock for him to advise King Song to not oppose Consort Taizhen.

“That’s not it!”

King Song shook his head grimly, refuting Lu Ting’s conjecture:

“That’s what I thought so too, but the truth isn’t like that. Mao-er didn’t say it directly, but he kept hinting me that the matter isn’t as bad as others put it out to be, and he isn’t as wronged as others thought!”

“Ah!”

Lu Ting gasped. This time, he was truly shocked. The Consort Taizhen incident was clearly an act of the emperor stealing his son’s wife, and this was a fact known by all of the officials.

It was also a well-known fact that King Shou and Consort Taizhen had been together for several years, and they were deeply in love. This was precisely the reason why so many officials were against the Sage Emperor’s decision of inducting Consort Taizhen into the palace.

On this matter, everyone was sided with King Shou!

“What does King Shou mean? Is there some hidden secret to this matter?”

Lu Ting asked in astonishment.

This storm in the royal court had pulled all of the officials in Great Tang into it, and this included even the minor officials and governors.

Many people angrily criticized Consort Taizhen, as well as King Qi and the Yao Clan who supported Consort Taizhen, and they sent innumerable letters to the emperor in hopes that he would reconsider the matter as well. 

However, no one considered King Shou’s view for this matter.

And no one tried to ask King Shou about it either.

Everyone thought that King Shou was the greatest victim of the incident. No matter how heartless one could be, it would be impossible for anyone to disregard the condemnation of the world to ‘rub salt on King Shou’s wound’ and consult him on this matter.

If not for the five imperial edicts which had effectively expelled King Song from the royal court, he would have never considered visiting King Shou.

“I couldn’t have imagined that it would be like that.”

Perplexed, King Song shook his head.

“The Consort Taizhen incident should be extremely straightforward. I even went to Mao-er’s marriage banquet and gave him a pair of jade lions. I really can’t fathom what kind of hidden secrets there was to this matter.”

King Shou’s attitude, as well as his obscure words, seemed to have pulled a layer of mist on this matter.

“Your Highness, can you tell me about your meeting with King Shou in detail?”

Lu Ting suddenly asked.

King Song nodded. Lu Ting was his aide, and if he couldn’t even trust Lu Ting, then there was truly no one he could trust. There were too many strange bits to the matter, and King Song needed to borrow the wisdom of others to make sense of it.

Thus, King Song explained the happenings during the visit in detail. In the midst, Lu Ting would occasionally interject to raise his doubts, and most of them were about King Shou’s expression and attitude while he was speaking.

When King Song was finally done recounting the affair, Lu Ting fell into a long silence.

“Your Highness, we have truly overlooked many details of the Consort Taizhen incident. Even though I don’t know what kind of secret is hidden within, King Shou clearly isn’t as upset as we thought he would be.”

“That’s right!”

King Song nodded. This was also his take on the matter.

“But Your Highness, have you ever thought about this? Since King Shou has said that he isn’t as upset and wronged as outsiders put him out to be, then why doesn’t he step out to clarify the matter? After all, King Shou has always been filial to His Majesty.”

“If he steps out to clarify the matter, His Majesty wouldn’t have to face so much opposition on this matter.”

“This…”

King Song was stunned.

“You mean to say that Mao-er is lying? That’s impossible! I’ve watched him grow up, he wouldn’t do such a thing!”

King Song immediately rejected Lu Ting’s conjecture.

“Your Highness, there are only two possibilities. It is either that King Shou had lied, and nothing he said is the truth, or that King Shou was speaking of the truth, and the reason why he didn’t step out to clarify the matter is because someone stopped him. However——”

Lu Ting took in a deep breath. These were words that he was reluctant to speak of:

“Your Highness, King Shou is a member of the royal family, a king of the empire. Given his noble standing, who could be capable of silencing him?”

“You mean His Majesty!”

King Song’s body trembled and his head tremored. Subconsciously, the thought flashed through his head. Li Mao was conferred the title of King Shou from the Sage Emperor. Even though King Song was his imperial uncle, putting aside his seniority, the both of them were actually of the same standing.

Even he and King Qi would be incapable of silencing him, needless to say the others. There was only one person in the entire Central Plains who was capable of doing so.

That was the Son of Heaven sitting in the royal palace, the one who possessed unparalleled authority in the Central Plains, the Sage Emperor!

But even King Song didn’t dare to harbor such thoughts. If King Shou had revealed the truth, the opposition that His Majesty met with could have been reduced. Yet, why did His Majesty stop him from speaking?

In that instant, the hall fell silent. Neither of them dared to say anything.

“Chaos, it’s all chaos…”

Confusion reflected in King Song’s eyes as he gazed at the ceiling. For the first time, King Song felt as though there was a translucent curtain pulled before his eyes, causing him to be unable to see anything clearly.

“Make some preparations. I want to visit the royal palace!”

Countless thoughts flew across King Song’s head, and in a split moment, King Song made up his mind.

“Your Highness, you wish to meet the Sage Emperor?”

Lu Ting was stunned. He knew that it was impossible for the Sage Emperor to meet him given the current state of affairs.

“No!”

King Song’s reply was beyond Lu Ting’s expectation.

“I want to meet Consort Taizhen!”

…

The sky had already dimmed, but King Song acted far swifter than Lu Ting had imagined. That night, King Song’s carriage was already ready to go.

The gates to the royal palace usually closed upon the onset of night, and today was no different. However, as a member of the royal family, King Song possessed unique privileges. He was allowed to enter the royal palace to meet the emperor even after the gates had closed.

Even though the carriage was ready to go, King Song didn’t set off immediately. He wasn’t intending to visit the royal palace alone.

“Yin Shan pays respect to King Song!”

An elderly figure dressed in a black robe and a straw hat appeared before King Song’s carriage. There was a black veil hanging down from his straw hat, concealing his facial features.

The elder’s body was bent, and his face was slightly tilted toward the ground, as though he was intentionally trying to hide his appearance from everyone except for King Song.

At this time, even Lu Ting, who King Song had always trusted, was shoved to one side.

“Mister Yin Shan, I apologize for troubling you. Back then, my father promised to not bother you for any normal matter, but I’ll have to trouble you to go on a trip with me to the royal palace today.”

The doors to the carriage opened, and King Song stood respectfully by it.

“Hehe, Your Highness, there’s no need for you to be so formal with me. Regardless of whether it is the old King Song or Your Highness, you are both trustworthy men. The previous King Song had only asked for my assistance for a couple of occasions, and it is already six years since you last asked for me.”

“Given that Your Highness has a need for me, how can I remain idle?”

Mister Yin Shan chuckled. His voice was deep and hoarse, and there was an inexplicable eeriness to it.

King Song nodded as he walked to the side. With a lowered head, Mister Yin Shan slid into the carriage silently as though a bundle of shadow.

King Song didn’t know much about ‘Mister Yin Shan’, he only knew that the other party was a talented personnel of his father.

His father was extremely respectful to Mister Yin Shan, to the point that respectful seemed like an understatement. The old King Song had once advised him that unless necessary, do not bother Mister Yin Shan easily.

If not for the five imperial edicts, the fact that the Consort Taizhen incident implicated the entire royal court, and the bizarre words of King Shou…

King Song would have never troubled Mister Yin Shan.

“Let’s set off!”

King Song instructed, and the carriage started to move. The sceneries outside flew by and the rumbling of the carriage sounded, but the interior of the carriage was eerily still and silent. Neither King Song nor Mister Yin Shan spoke a single word.

Right after Mister Yin Shan walked into the carriage, he automatically chose the seat at the corner, melding together with the shadows, as though he had an innate fear of sunlight.

Eeeeyaaa!

Soon, with a loud creaking sound, the gates opened and King Song’s carriage successfully entered the royal palace…


					
							
							

                                                                        Chapter 119: Origin Energy Might 

                                                                                
			

As soon as the carriage drove into the royal palace, the group felt an intangible pressure reminiscent of an indomitable mountain weighing on them. The pressure emanated from the center of the royal palace, spreading out in all directions.

All martial artists, even if one of King Song’s level, would feel a powerful pressure. In the carriage, Mister Yin Shan huddled up tightly in the corner silently.

Despite the proximity between the two, had King Song not known in advance, he wouldn’t have noticed Mister Yin Shan’s presence.

The royal palace was where the strongest experts of the Central Plains were centered, and even the phrase ‘the lair of a dragon, den of a tiger’ was far from sufficient to describe it. Clearly, Mister Yin Shan didn’t wish to attract the attention of these experts.

The interior of the carriage fell even more silent.

Hong long long!

After proceeding ahead for a period of time, the rumbling of another carriage suddenly sounded.

“Is it King Song in front?”

A sharp voice echoed from behind the carriage.

“That’s right!”

“His Majesty has said that he won’t meet anyone today. King Song, I suggest that you should return for now.”

The eunuch’s voice was calm.

“Yes! I understand. Gonggong, you should leave first, I will depart from the royal palace soon.”

After a moment of silence, King Song replied.

Hearing King Song’s words, the eunuch didn’t think much and left straight away. Hong long long, the carriage slowly disappeared into the distance.

“Hurry!”

Listening silently in the carriage, King Song ordered the coach to head to Yuzhen Palace as soon as the rumbling of the other carriage faded into nothingness.

Even kings required a reason to enter the palace, and requesting for an audience with the emperor was the most convenient one.

King Song already knew that he would be rejected, but from the very start, his purpose was something else.

“Mister Yin Shan, we can’t enter too deep or stay too long, or else the attendants of the royal family would be alarmed. I’ll have to trouble mister to take note of this.”

King Song said.

To King Song, Mister Yin Shan was an enigma. The only thing he knew about him was that he was blessed with several abilities from birth. Physiognomy, longevity divination, as well as an ability that had disappeared from the world for a very long time:

Aura peering!

Legend has it that humans would emanate different ‘aura’ from the top of their head. An emperor would exude the aura of an emperor; a minister would exude the aura of a minister; a youngster would exude the aura of liveliness; an elderly would exude the aura of decline…

These auras were invisible to the eyes of normal humans, and only seers who possessed the ability of aura peering could see them.

Mister Yin Shan was unique in the sense that he could determine one’s physiognomy just by peering into one’s aura.

The carriage rumbled on and soon, from the carriage windows, a crystal-like palace illuminated by innumerable lamps could be seen in the distance.

“Mister Yin Shan, in front of us is Yuzhen…”

Just as King Song was about to tell Mister Yin Shan that it was Yuzhen Palace right in front, he was interrupted.

“I’m done! Your Highness, we can leave now.”

From the corner of the carriage, Mister Yin Shan’s faint voice sounded. 

Hearing the barely audible words, King Song was taken aback.

He wanted to tell Mister Yin Shan to hurry up since they didn’t have much time, but it seemed that Mister Yin Shan’s efficiency in aura peering was much faster than he had expected.

Just by lifting the curtain veil slightly, Mister Yin Shan was already done with it.

“Yes, mister!”

Recovering from his shock, King Song quickly replied.

Hong long long!

Soon, the carriage left the royal palace as quietly as it came, alarming no one at all.

Moving along the streets of Chang’an, the carriage stopped only after it was a long distance away from the royal palace.

(Chang’an is the capital of the Great Tang)

“Mister Yin Shan, did you manage to see anything?”

King Song glanced grimly but expectantly at Mister Yin Shan, who was still seated in the corner.

“No!”

As though a bird who had just recovered from a fright, Mister Yin Shan abruptly slackened his body and sat upright. However, despite his movements, his presence still felt as elusive as a shadow.

“… I couldn’t see anything from her aura. Having entered the royal palace, she is protected by the Son of Heaven. The purple aura of the Son of Heaven hinders me from seeing anything. However, there’s one thing that I managed to peer into.”

“What is it?”

King Song’s face tightened.

“The person who Your Highness asked me to take a look at is Consort Taizhen? And she was married to King Shou for a few years?”

Mister Yin Shan lifted his head and stared at King Song with a deep and profound gaze.

“That’s right!”

King Song couldn’t understand what Mister Yin Shan was driving at.

“Then why did I see the aura of a virgin?”

“What!! How is that possible?”

King Song was taken aback. His first reaction was that Mister Yin Shan must be mistaken. After all, Consort Taizhen and King Shou were married for a few years, so how could she still be a virgin?

“Mister, could it be possible that you’ve seen wrongly?”

King Song spoke almost instantaneously. However, as soon as those words escaped from his mouth, he realized that he had misspoken. Mister Yin Shan was skilled in aura peering, and it was impossible for him to be mistaken.

Besides, he had already said that Consort Taizhen was protected by the purple aura of the Son of Heaven. Even if Mister Yin Shan was unable to recognize Consort Taizhen, it was impossible for him to mistake the purple aura of the Son of Heaven.

“Hehe, Your Highness, do you understand now?”

Mister Yin Shan chuckled before clasping his fist.

“Your Highness has instructed me to peer into the aura of Consort Taizhen, and I have accomplished the matter asked of me. Destiny cannot be defied, so I hope the best for Your Highness!”

There seemed to be another meaning hidden in Mister Yin Shan’s final words. After which, as though a shadow, he slid out of the carriage and disappeared without a trace, just like how he appeared.

King Song stretched out his hand, only to retract it eventually. Mister Yin Shan had already done all that was asked of him.

King Song couldn’t have expected that ‘Consort Taizhen’ was still a virgin. No matter how ridiculous the notion was, he knew that it was impossible for Mister Yin Shan to lie.

“What in the world is going on?”

King Song’s heart was in chaos.

“Return to the residence, summon Academic Lu!”

…

In the main hall of King Song Residence, King Song, Lu Ting, and the old butler were gathered together, but not a single person spoke.

“Your Highness, could King Shou be…”

“Impossible!”

Lu Ting was intending to say that King Shou was ‘unable to rise’, but before he could finish his words, King Song had already interjected.

“Mao-er was no longer a virgin by the time he was fourteen! Quite a few people in the King Shou Residence are aware of this matter.

“Then, could it be that His Majesty intentionally placed her with King Shou to hide her from the crowd?”

Lu Ting asked again.

The Sage Emperor had taken Li Mao’s wife for himself, but the latter didn’t seem to mind at all. On top of that, despite two years of marriage, Consort Taizhen was still a virgin. Lu Ting truly couldn’t think of any other explanation as to this bizarre turn of events.

“His Majesty is the most powerful person in the Great Tang. If he likes a woman, who would dare to oppose him? Would he need King Shou to hide her from others?”

King Song refuted the claim.

“This…”

Lu Ting was stumped as well.

If the emperor favored a lady, he could just induct her into the royal court openly. There was no need for him to use King Shou to conceal the matter. There wasn’t a single lady in the royal palace who would dare to touch a lady favored by the emperor.

“Furthermore, there’s also another doubt. It has been many days since Consort Taizhen entered Yuzhen Palace, and I heard that His Majesty has paid her several visits, even staying overnight on numerous occasions. Since His Majesty favors her so much so as to demote King Song for her, how could Consort Taizhen still be a virgin?”

The old butler also spoke up.

If King Shou being ‘unable to raise’ was a plausible hypothesis, then the matter of Consort Taizhen being a virgin was completely inconceivable. Given how the Sage Emperor had a massive back palace, it was clear that he wasn’t one to practice abstinence.

Consort Taizhen still being a virgin despite a month in the palace was something illogical.

In the hall, the trio’s eyebrows were deeply knitted together.

“Your Highness, I think that we should consult a person on this matter.”

Lu Ting suddenly chuckled.

“Who?”

King Song asked.

“Wang Chong!”

Lu Ting smiled.

Upon hearing those words, King Song and the old butler’s body jolted. Indeed! Thinking of it, the entire matter originated from Wang Chong’s words.

If not for him, King Song would have never visited King Shou and realize that Consort Taizhen was still a virgin. If there was someone who could answer their doubts, that person had to be Wang Chong.

“Seems like I have underestimated him at the Four Quarters Embassy.”

Recalling the matter back then, King Song sighed deeply.

“Lu Ting, I’ll have to trouble you to make a trip to the Wang Family Residence and invite Wang Chong over! We have no choice but to discuss this matter with him.”

Lu Ting smiled, clasped his fist, and left.

…

In the courtyard of the Wang Family Residence, a person was seated. White and dense mist congregated from the surroundings and shrouded the body of that person.

Oblivious to the ruckus in the royal court, Wang Chong was currently immersed in his cultivation of Might of the Barbaric God.

From the surroundings, endless Origin Energy gathered and seeped into Wang Chong’s body. It streamed an entire round through his entire body through his meridians before settling in his dantian, turning into a sliver of Origin Energy with bowstring-like qualities.

This was ‘Might’!

What Might of the Barbaric God cultivated wasn’t Origin Energy, but layer and layer of Might! The greater the ‘Might’, the greater one’s burst power. This was what that made it different from normal cultivation techniques.

“The sixth layer!”

After a period of time, Wang Chong finally succeeded in gathering the ‘Might’ in his body into his dantian in the shape of a sphere. Gladdened, he heaved a sigh of relief.

The 1-dan of Might of the Barbaric God mainly consisted of the cultivation of one’s Might. However, before reaching ninth layer, what one was cultivating wasn’t the complete Might of the Barbaric God but the fundamental ‘Origin Energy Might’.

Wang Chong spent several days cultivating day and night before he managed to cultivate the Origin Energy Might to the sixth layer, the level corresponding to his current cultivation realm.

“I should try out the strength of the Origin Energy Might!”

Wang Chong fixated his gaze on a certain point on the fake hill before him.

Peng!

All of a sudden, Wang Chong’s fist shot out. This fist was more than twofold faster than Wang Chong’s usual fists. Upon being struck, the fake hill suddenly burst apart. Smoke rose from the fake hill as it collapsed into a pile of dust.

“Hehe, not bad!”

Seeing the fake hill being reduced into dust before him, Wang Chong smiled.

An ordinary cultivator was only capable of crushing a fake hill into fragments, but a fist augmented by the Might of the Barbaric God could reduce a fake hill into dust.

This was the greatest difference between the Might of the Barbaric God and other techniques!

“Not only so, my strength has also increased by a fair amount!”

Walking over to a fake hill that weighed slightly more than 400 jin not too far away, he slid his palm at the bottom of the fake hill and with a burst of strength, hong long long, this fake hill, which weight should be beyond the strength of an Origin Energy Tier 6 cultivator, was lifted up.

(~200kg)

Propping it up with a single hand, Wang Chong was even able to spin it for a moment before slowly placing it back.

“Young master, Academic Lu Ting is here! ——”

Just when Wang Chong was testing out his strength, Shen Hai and Meng Long suddenly ran in.
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“He’s finally here. He came earlier than I expected!”

Hearing Shen Hai and Meng Long’s report, Wang Chong’s eyes lit up. A gleam flashed through his eyes as he calmed his cultivation and walked out of the courtyard.

Even though Lu Ting didn’t state the matter he was here for, Wang Chong knew it was definitely regarding the Consort Taizhen incident. He hadn’t paid much attention to the royal court, but he knew from the rumors that the Sage Emperor had prevented King Song from attending the morning assembly for several days already.

Wang Chong thought that it would at least take a dozen more days before King Song would wake up, so he was caught by surprise by the other party’s arrival.

Wang Chong met Lu Ting in the lounge of the Wang Family Residence.

Lu Ting was seated by the tea table. Holding a porcelain teacup in his hand, he seemed to have waited for quite awhile. Upon seeing Wang Chong, his eyes immediately glowed in agitation.

The fifteen-year-old Wang Chong was dressed in a grayish training slacks fastened casually by a piece of fabric at his waist. Accompanied with his pitch black hair, crescent brows, and bright eyes, he looked dashing.

Lu Ting had never noticed in the past, but Wang Chong seemed to exude composure and confidence that was absent in those of his age.

Everything that he did seemed to have a motive behind it. Regardless of whether it was the incident at the Vast Crane Pavilion or the words he left them at the Four Quarters Embassy, his deeds had already made it impossible for one to view him as an ordinary child.

In fact, there were times when Lu Ting unwittingly thought of him as a fellow peer.

This was something completely unimaginable to the Lu Ting of the past.

“Lu Ting greets gongzi!”

Lu Ting abruptly stood up and bowed deeply.

“Lord Lu, there’s no need for formalities. I am unworthy of your bow!”

Wang Chong smiled.

Wang Chong found Lu Ting an extremely interesting person. He thought that he had hidden his deeds at the Vast Crane Pavilion well, but it seemed that the other party had already seen through his ploy right from the very start.

Wang Chong even dared to bet that Lu Ting had played a huge role in convincing King Song on the Consort Taizhen incident.

“Hehe, gongzi is indeed a formidable person. To think that you would be able to guess the matter regarding the Consort Taizhen incident accurately! You are definitely worthy of this bow!”

Lu Ting couldn’t help but chuckle.

It was just a moment ago that he thought Wang Chong was mature like an adult when Wang Chong asked the obvious, as though a child.

“What do you mean? I don’t recall saying anything?”

Wang Chong feigned ignorance.

“Hehe! At Four Quarters Embassy, wasn’t gongzi trying to persuade King Song to not oppose Consort Taizhen?”

Arching his back, Lu Ting went along with Wang Chong and asked.

“Lord Lu, you must have remembered wrongly. I don’t recall persuading King Song before. I only advised King Song to visit King Shou so that they could rekindle their relationship.”

The smile on Wang Chong’s face deepened.

“Gongzi, please don’t jest with me. I admit that the matter then was my fault, alright? If you have any opinions, feel free to speak. I will do my best to advise King Song! …”

With a bitter smile, Lu Ting admitted defeat.

“Hahaha! …”

Wang Chong suddenly started laughing.

Lu Ting couldn’t help but burst into laughter as well.

It was best not to expose some matters. Back in the Four Quarters Embassy, Lu Ting had shared the same thoughts as King Song even though he didn’t voice it out. The both of them thought that Wang Chong was lacking the principles that a subordinate should possess, and this had caused rift in their mutual trust.

Without mutual trust to serve as the foundation of their relationship, it would be impossible for them to work together. Thus, Wang Chong intentionally feigned ignorance to get Lu Ting to admit defeat.

Only after resolving this issue and getting past this rift could they continue to work together.

“Lord Lu, I will take your words for it then.”

Pointing a finger at Lu Ting, Wang Chong smiled.

“Of course, I mean my words. Chong gongzi has already proven yourself with your capability, so how can I dare to say anything else?”

Lu Ting said.

This wasn’t mere pleasantry but honest words from Lu Ting. Neither the matter at the Vast Crane Pavilion nor the Consort Taizhen incident were ordinary trifling matters.

Lu Ting admitted that even though Wang Chong was young, his insight and wisdom toward these matters far surpassed even him.

Yao Guang Yi suffering a setback from him served as the best evidence of his capability.

“Chong gongzi, due to the Consort Taizhen incident, the Sage Emperor ordered for King Song to stay out of the morning assembly and rest at his residence instead. This is a huge matter. Gongzi, please follow me to the King Song Residence, His Highness is waiting for you.”

Lu Ting said earnestly.

“I’ll be troubling Lord Lu then.”

Seeing Lu Ting’s grim expression, Wang Chong immediately nodded.

Thus, the two of them entered the carriage and left for King Song Residence.

Some time later, Wang Chong met King Song in the main hall of the King Song Residence. King Song, Lu Ting, the old butler, and Wang Chong, these four were the only ones in the main hall.

Other than them, there were no one else.

The doors to the main hall were tightly shut, and experts were stationed throughout the entire residence, be it the corners or the roofs. Even though this was Wang Chong’s first time at King Song Residence, he could clearly sense a heavy atmosphere looming in the area.

“Chong gongzi, can you tell us now?”

In the hall, everyone’s eyes were gathered on Wang Chong, The matter between King Shou and Consort Taizhen had plagued King Song’s mind for quite awhile, and he couldn’t wait any longer.

In King Song’s view, if there was a person that knew of the secrets hidden within the matter, that person had to be Wang Chong.

If not for Wang Chong’s reminder, King Song wouldn’t have thought of visiting King Shou, and he wouldn’t have found out that Consort Taizhen, despite being wedded, was a virgin!

When King Song met Wang Chong in the Four Quarters Embassy back then, he even chastised the other party for being unprincipled. But now, he didn’t dare to harbor such thoughts anymore.

“Does Your Highness think that I know of the truth?”

Just when everyone was waiting expectantly for Wang Chong’s reply, Wang Chong’s reply left everyone astonished.

“You don’t know?”

King Song was shocked. The reason why he invited Wang Chong over was because he was certain that Wang Chong carried the key to their doubts. He didn’t expect Wang Chong to say that he didn’t know anything either.

“Your Highness is overestimating Wang Chong. I would like to know the truth as well, but I truly don’t know much about the matter.”

Shaking his head, Wang Chong smiled bitterly.

Be it in his previous life or his current life, the Consort Taizhen incident was a mystery to Wang Chong. In fact, on the road here, when he learned from Lu Ting that Consort Taizhen was a virgin, he was even more astonished than the latter.

While he knew that Consort Taizhen and King Shou had no offsprings, he couldn’t have imagined that Consort Taizhen was still a virgin.

Given the overwhelming odds against the matter, how could Wang Chong not be surprised?

King Song expected an answer from Wang Chong, but Wang Chong didn’t know any better than him either.

“Chong gongzi, this isn’t what you said earlier. If you don’t know the insides of the matter, why would you advise His Highness to meet King Shou?”

Lu Ting frowned as well.

In a panic to bring Wang Chong to King Song, he didn’t ask about the matter along the way. On the other hand, it was Wang Chong who kept asking him about the matter concerning King Shou and Consort Taizhen.

“Your Highness and Lord Lu are mistaken.”

Without hiding anything, Wang Chong revealed the details of his glimpse of King Shou. Naturally, he left out the part regarding encountering this incident in his previous life.

“That is to say, you only suspected the matter because you saw King Shou?”

King Song couldn’t hide the disappointment in his eyes. The greater the expectation, the greater the disappointment. He thought that Wang Chong would know the answer, and he felt a little let down upon realizing that it wasn’t the case.

“Hehe, I believe that this isn’t the matter that Your Highness should be worrying about.”

Wang Chong glanced at King Song and smiled.

“Is the truth really important? I would like to ask that regardless of what the truth is, has Your Highness considered your next course of action?”

Hearing those words, King Song and Lu Ting’s face immediately turned grim. Graveness also crept onto the old butler’s impassive face.

“Your Highness, regardless of what the truth is, there are only two possibilities. The first possibility is that His Majesty has taken King Shou’s wife for his own, violating the teachings of the past sages. If that is the case, then nothing more has to be said.”

“The second possibility is that there’s a hidden story to the matter, and the truth isn’t like what others assumed. If that is the case, then has Your Highness thought of how your next course of action?”

Wang Chong faced King Song’s gaze with composure.

These words were brazen, and if it was in the past, Wang Chong would have never dared to say such words. 

But that was then.

This time, King Song was the one who invited him over.

And the impacts of the Consort Taizhen incident were huge. King Song, big uncle, and the Wang Clan would be affected by the outcome of this incident, Wang Chong couldn’t simply ignore it.

Wang Chong knew that there wasn’t much time left for King Song.

“Wang Chong, how can you talk to King Song like that?”

Lu Ting berated.

“It’s alright!”

King Song shook his head as he fell into deep contemplation. If Wang Chong had dared to speak to him like that in the past, he would definitely fly into a rage.

But the situation was different now. The five imperial edicts had awoken him, and he was calmer than ever.

“Wang Chong, what do you intend to say?”

King Song sighed deeply. His figure suddenly seemed extremely weary.

“Your Highness, it is just a matter of time before the Consort Taizhen incident is concluded. There isn’t much time left for Your Highness!”

Wang Chong sighed before speaking with a much gentler tone. 

It was a little bizarre for a fifteen-year-old child to speaking such words.

However, neither King Song nor Lu Ting nor the old butler found anything off about this situation. They seemed to have accepted Wang Chong’s attitude unknowingly.

“… Your Highness, Your Majesty has already made a clear stand on the matter. Your Highness and my big uncle have led the officials to oppose to His Majesty and Consort Taizhen, and in order to protect Consort Taizhen, His Majesty even went to the extent of issuing five imperial edicts to evict Your Highness from the royal court. Since that was the case with Your Highness, then has Your Highness thought about what would happen to the other officials? When this matter comes to an end, what do you think Consort Taizhen would do?”

“If Consort Taizhen were to become the queen, what does Your Highness think she would do to those who opposed to her back then?”

Wang Chong’s tone was casual, but to the others, it felt as though a huge bomb had fallen into the main hall.

“You mean that the other officials will be implicated by the matter as well?”

King Song’s face finally distorted. All along, he had been hesitating over his next course of action, whether he should continue opposing to Consort Taizhen and His Majesty or not.

Wang Chong’s words caused his heart to run cold.

He was too concerned over the Consort Taizhen incident that he neglected the potential impact that this matter would have on the royal court and the other officials.

“Impossible! His Majesty will never do that. That’s half of the officials of the royal court!”

King Song’s face was ghastly pale.

“Does Your Highness really think so?”

Wang Chong sighed deeply. If King Song didn’t change his attitude toward this matter, then the events would surely go down this route.

No one could understand why the Sage Emperor was so protective toward a woman, but this was a fact. Consort Taizhen’s place in the Sage Emperor’s heart was much greater than many people imagined.

The reason for that was destined to be a mystery that no outsiders would ever learn of.

The main hall fell silent. King Song’s eyes were closed, and cold sweat was seeping from his forehead.

Lu Ting wasn’t any better either!

Lu Ting was staring at Wang Chong as though he had seen a ghost. This young man’s insight toward important matters had far surpassed his imagination.

While he and King Song were still busy uncovering the secrets behind the Consort Taizhen incident, Wang Chong was already thinking about the consequences of the matter.

At this time, Lu Ting couldn’t help but feel glad that he had noticed Wang Chong at the Vast Crane Pavilion and that he had invited Wang Chong over.

Otherwise, who knows when they would wake up from this.

Just by thinking about how half of the officials of the royal court would be implicated by the matter, Lu Ting couldn’t help but shudder in fear.

In an instant, the hall fell completely silent. Only the sound of agitated breathing could be heard.

Seeing this sight, Wang Chong nodded slightly. Given that King Song and the others could realize the severity of this matter, Wang Chong’s effort at the Four Quarters Embassy wasn’t in vain.

“… Has Your Highness thought about the consequences when half of the court officials are demoted or exiled, and King Qi and the Yao Clan start taking charge of the royal court?”

“Old Master Yao is concerned about his reputation, so the Yao Clan might not do anything extreme, but what about King Qi? Given King Qi’s personality and his way of doing things, does Your Highness think that King Qi would give up this kind of opportunity? If the decision making of the royal court and the military were to fall into the hands of the Yao Clan and King Qi, who valued their personal interest above that of others, what does Your Highness think will happen to Great Tang?”

Wang Chong advised earnestly.

At this moment, Wang Chong finally spoke all of the words he had bottled up inside. 

Back then, in the Four Quarters Embassy, there were many words that Wang Chong didn’t say and couldn’t say either. However, the weight of these words was different, especially after King Song had received five imperial edicts.

King Song’s complexion gradually grew more and more awful. The old butler and Lu Ting didn’t look any better either. They had never considered the matter from Wang Chong’s perspective.

“Then, what do you think that I should do?”

King Song finally raised his head and stared at Wang Chong. King Song no longer dared to underestimate him because of his youth or his outer appearance.

At this moment, King Song had already thought of Wang Chong as a young strategist, an extremely important one at that.

“Hehe, that is a choice Your Highness will have to make. Private affairs or national affairs, which one does Your Highness value more?”

Wang Chong smiled, knowing that King Song’s determination was already wavering.

“You are saying that we should neglect the teachings of the past sages, and the responsibility of a subordinate?”

King Song refuted.

“Then, the honor of a subordinate or Great Tang’s national affair, which one does Your Highness deem more important?”

Wang Chong replied fearlessly.

“Ah!”

King Song sighed deeply, and a deep feeling of defeat welled up in him. He knew what he had to do!

“Actually, Your Highness shouldn’t blame yourself for this matter. In this matter, King Shou wasn’t hurt, Consort Taizhen wasn’t hurt, and His Majesty wasn’t hurt. Isn’t this sufficient? If it is a matter regarding the welfare of the nation, then the interests of an individual should be shelved aside. As long as it is beneficial for Great Tang, why should Your Highness be concerned with the loss of honor?”

Wang Chong consoled.

In truth, Wang Chong felt deep respect for King Song. If it was any other person placed in King Song’s situation, he would have already given up long ago. Only a person as upright as King Song would be tortured by this matter.

“If it is a matter regarding the welfare of the nation, then the interests of an individual should be shelved aside! Well said! Well said!”

King Song sighed deeply, and he regained a little of his previous imposing self.

“But even if I want to do anything now, it’s already too late!”
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King Song sighed deeply.

Spilled water couldn’t be taken back. The current circumstances had already evolved beyond his means. The five imperial edicts of the Sage Emperor had already expelled him from the political scene.

On top of that, he was the leader behind the officials opposing to Consort Taizhen. His Majesty and Consort Taizhen would surely pin the blame on him.

Regardless of what he did, it was already impossible to reverse the situation.

The entire hall was silent, and the atmosphere was heavy. Everyone here knew very well what kind of plight King Song plight was in.

‘The emperor never speaks lightly’, even if King Song were to change his attitude now, it would be extremely difficult for him to return back to where he used to be in the royal court.

King Qi and the Yao Clan had already won.

“Right now, I fear for the other subordinates in the royal court. I just hope that His Majesty won’t demote and exile them because of this matter.”

King Song’s tone was filled with worry.

“Your Highness, do you have any way to meet the Sage Emperor? Given his trust in you, there might still be grounds for reconciliation.”

The old butler, who had been silent all along, suddenly spoke up.

“It’s impossible. His Majesty is currently at the peak of his rage. We have all underestimated His Majesty’s determination on this matter. Right now, it’s impossible for me to meet His Majesty. Furthermore, King Qi and the Yao Clan would think of all kinds of means to deprive me of the opportunity as well.”

King Song said.

Helplessness flashed across the depths of the old butler’s eyes. Even though he possessed unparalleled cultivation, he was helpless in this kind of royal court politics.

“Furthermore, if I were to suddenly change my attitude, how would the other officials view me? How would His Majesty view me? How would the entire royal court view me? Even if I were to support His Majesty now, the situation might not be as good as what you all think it out to be!”

King Song sighed.

Lu Ting couldn’t find any words to say as well. An arrow fired couldn’t be taken back, this was the situation King Song was in. No matter what he did, he had no choice but to take responsibility for this entire matter.

Right now, even Lu Ting was at a loss.

Treading the royal court was similar to treading around quicksand; a single mistake would leave one sinking until one hit rock bottom! Even if King Song could see that half of the officials in the royal court would be implicated, and that King Qi and the Yao Clan would gain power in the royal court, there was nothing that he could do.

“Is there really no solution to this matter?”

Lu Ting spoke indignantly.

“Actually, on this matter… Your Highness doesn’t necessarily have to express your approval for Consort Taizhen!”

After a long moment of silence, just when everyone felt lost, Wang Chong’s voice suddenly sounded. His voice was clear and confident, and it felt as though it was parting the gloomy clouds to bring them the sun.

The trio’s attention was piqued, and they immediately turned to look at Wang Chong.

“Wang Chong, you have an idea in mind?”

King Song asked.

“Chong gongzi, there’s no need to hold back before King Song. Feel free to speak your mind!”

Lu Ting encouraged.

“Hehe, Your Highness, not opposing is already equivalent to supporting.”

Wang Chong said. It was often the bystanders who managed to assess the situation clearly. This world didn’t just consist of two colors, black and white.

“But even so, that is far from sufficient!”

Lu Ting hesitated for a moment before replying.

“Hehe, Lord Lu, are you still unable to understand? The reason why His Majesty is angry isn’t because of King Song’s opposition, but because King Song’s opposition had put him in a difficult position by becoming the main force opposing to Consort Taizhen’s induction into the royal palace.”

“If Consort Taizhen is able to be successfully inducted into the palace, if the voices of opposition were to become softer… Do you all think that His Majesty will still be bothered about those opposing voices?”

Wang Chong smiled.

Everyone’s eyes abruptly lit up. King Song was also surprised by Wang Chong’s words. He suddenly realized that his greatest mistake on the Consort Taizhen incident was to not summon Wang Chong in to discuss this matter with him earlier.

This child’s insights seemed to be very different from the others. He was always able to notice things that others weren’t able to.

If it was just that, King Song wouldn’t have valued him so highly. But the thing was that when he contemplated over the other party’s words, he would find his words to be surprisingly logical and rational, and he often felt enlightened by them even.

“Continue!”

King Song suddenly felt spirited, and he looked at Wang Chong expectantly. He was growing more and more curious about this offspring of the Wang Clan.

“Yes, Your Highness!”

Wang Chong bowed and continued. His composure seemed to be contagious, and the others couldn’t help but flow along with his thoughts.

“Your Highness possesses immense influence in the royal court, and a single word of yours was capable of rallying many officials. This is also the main reason why His Majesty is displeased with you. However, if Your Highness were to suddenly change your attitude and fall silent instead, the officials in the royal court would surely be bewildered. At that moment, Your Highness just has to say that there’s a deeper story to the Consort Taizhen incident, and given Your Highness’s influence, it would surely cause a huge uproar in the royal court.”

“With hesitance, the opposition of the others wouldn’t be able to be as intense and fervent as it was. As long as half of those opposing to Consort Taizhen hesitates, then Consort Taizhen would surely be able to be inducted into the palace.”

“As long as the voices of opposition in the royal court quietens, the obstruction His Majesty faced in the matter wouldn’t be as great. If so, it is highly likely that he wouldn’t pursue the matter anymore. Even if someone were to continue objecting to Consort Taizhen, he could just disregard it. In this way, the honor of the subordinates would be upheld, and at the same time, none of the officials in the royal court would be harmed as well.”

Wang Chong said.

In the hall, King Song and the old butler glanced at one another, astonished by Wang Chong’s words.

The matters of the royal court were complicated, and a single misstep could result in one’s fall into the abyss. As such, King Song thought that Wang Chong would be foreign to the affairs of the royal court.

However, Wang Chong’s words didn’t seem like one that had come from a child, but from a veteran who had immersed himself in the royal court for dozens of years. Furthermore, Wang Chong’s plan had taken all aspects into consideration. King Song couldn’t help but admit that this was the best course of action at the moment.

“This child is truly surprising!”

If King Song hadn’t heard Wang Chong say these words personally, he would have never believed that a fifteen-year-old child was capable of coming up with such a detailed plan.

In the past, when King Song heard from the Wang Clan that Yao Guang Yi’s setback was Wang Chong’s merit, he thought that the Wang Clan was intentionally exaggerating the matter to promote their offspring.

But now, King Song could confidently declare that a true genius had appeared in the Wang Clan.

The impression that Wang Chong gave him was much deeper and striking than that of his elder brothers.

These thoughts flashed through King Song’s mind. Swiftly recovering from his astonishment, King Song turned to Lu Ting.

“Lord Lu, what do you think of this matter?”

“Your Highness, pardon my frankness, but I think that this is the best plan we can come up with at the moment.”

After contemplating for a moment, Lu Ting continued with a grim tone.

“However, it’s a pity that even if we manage to protect all of the officials, it will be difficult for Your Highness to make a comeback to the royal court. At the very least, it would be impossible within half a year, and by then, King Qi and the Yao Clan would already be done taking over the Bureau of Military Personnel and Bureau of Punishments.”

The Bureau of Military Personnel and Bureau of Punishments were the two most important and powerful organizations in the royal court. Of the two, the importance of the Bureau of Military Personnel to King Song couldn’t be emphasized any further. The reason why King Song possessed great say and influence in the royal court was due to his immense prestige in the military.

If the Bureau of Military Personnel were to fall into the hands of King Qi, King Song would have lost even if all of the officials in the royal court were protected. Furthermore, given King Qi’s personality, he wouldn’t stop right after gaining authority over the military.

He would definitely try to replace all of King Song’s men with those of his own in the shortest time possible.

‘Military, an important aspect of a nation, should be properly governed’. Once the Bureau of Military Personnel falls into the hands of a person like King Qi, the empire would truly be in dire straits.

“I am reluctant to give up as well but it is clear which consequences is lighter. We can only do it this way!”

Facing the sky, King Song sighed deeply. In truth, he felt indignant to give up just like that.

Looking at the duo, Wang Chong fell silent. He had already done far beyond his responsibility for the Consort Taizhen incident, and there was no need for him to interfere any further. However, after a moment of hesitation, he still said it.

“Your Highness, actually it isn’t necessarily King Qi’s victory. King Qi might not necessarily gain authority over the Bureau of Military Personnel.”

Wang Chong’s words caused King Song’s body to shudder violently.

He had been trying his hardest to maintain his composure, but Wang Chong’s words broke his final line of defense.

“How?”

King Song asked anxiously.

“It isn’t like there is no way to minimize the adverse consequences of this matter to the bare minimum. The key to this issue is a single person. As long as this person agrees to it, everything can be resolved easily.”

Wang Chong said.

“Who is it?”

King Song, the old butler, and Lu Ting asked almost simultaneously. The five imperial edicts already showed a lot about the Sage Emperor’s determination on this matter. The trio found it hard to believe that Wang Chong had a solution to bring King Song back to his former prestige despite the overwhelming circumstances.

“Consort Taizhen!”

With a bright smile, Wang Chong uttered a name.

“Everything depends on Consort Taizhen. The one who started it all should be the one to resolve it all. If Your Highness wishes to return to the royal court, Your Highness will have to gain Consort Taizhen’s help.”

The entire room fell silent. The trio’s eyes slowly widened, and it seemed as though they were looking at a lunatic.

Madness!

This was complete madness!

If not for Wang Chong’s previous performance, the trio would have immediately shouted out those words! Consort Taizhen’s greatest opposition came from King Song, and the two of them were mortal enemies.

If she could, she would have killed King Song at this very moment. How could she possibly help her own enemy!

To think that Wang Chong wanted Consort Taizhen to speak up for King Song… This was daydreaming! Even the most insane lunatic wouldn’t dare to utter such words.

“Hahaha…”

Seeing everyone’s gazes of disbelief, Wang Chong laughed heartily. He couldn’t help but feel a sense of accomplishment.

At this very moment, in the entire Central Plains, there was only one person who could change Consort Taizhen’s attitude toward King Song.

And that person was him, Wang Chong!
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                                                                                “Wang Chong, if you really are able to do what you just said, I will concede to you!”
“It would already a great blessing if Consort Taizhen doesn’t hate us, how could she possibly help us?”
“Hehe, Wang Chong, if you’re able to do it, I will promise you anything you want. Regardless of what it is, as long as it is within my means, I will definitely fulfill your wish!”
…
The trio stared at Wang Chong in disbelief. It was clear to them that this matter was completely out of question. How could Wang Chong even think of getting one’s enemy to speak up for one? King Song had seen all kinds of people in the royal court; there were many people who begged their enemies for forgiveness, but to beg one’s enemy to help one on top of it… He hadn’t seen such a matter before.
Even the Yao Clan, which was famous for their ploys, wouldn’t dare to say such words.
To say such immature words, Wang Chong was indeed still too young.
“Hehe!”
Wang Chong smiled. He could clearly see the expression of the trio, and without a doubt, they didn’t think well of this matter. Even Lu Ting, who bore the most goodwill and trust toward him, thought that this matter was impossible to be realized.
Wang Chong didn’t bother trying to change their mind. In the end, actions speak louder than words.
“Hehe, Your Highness, there’s nothing in the world that can be guaranteed so I can’t assure you that I will succeed. However, if Your Highness doesn’t mind, I can give it a try. Just that, I will require Your Highness’s full assistance for this matter.”
Wang Chong said.
“No problem! Feel free to do as you like. If you have anything you need, feel free to tell me or Lord Lu, I will devote all of my resources to assisting you!”
King Song smiled casually. Clearly, he didn’t believe Wang Chong would succeed, and that was also the reason why he didn’t feel any burden allowing Wang Chong to do as he pleased on this matter.
“Thank you, Your Highness.”
Wang Chong bowed. He really couldn’t hold back on this matter. If he wanted to achieve his goals, King Song’s help was necessary.
Leaving King Song’s residence, Wang Chong sat in his carriage, deep in contemplation. Even though he had confidently promised King Song on this matter, he knew that it would be, by no means, easy.
Spilled water couldn’t be taken back, and words were the same. Given how intense King Song’s opposition was from before, it was impossible to induce Consort Taizhen to feel any goodwill and change her attitude toward him all of the sudden!
But there was nothing that could be said for sure in this world.
Seated in the carriage, Wang Chong’s thoughts flew around the place. He recalled several matters he heard on Consort Taizhen.
In this era, everyone was filled with contempt for Consort Taizhen. They slandered and insulted her, and as such, the understanding of the populace of her only stopped at ‘a mere woman’, ‘a disaster to the country and populace’, and such derogatory terms.
No one knew of the truth.
Only Wang Chong knew that this woman wasn’t someone that descriptions like ‘Princess Consort Shou’ or ‘a mere woman’ could encompass.
Regardless of which time-space continuum it was, this woman was well-known for her beauty. Despite the several millennium of history of the Central Plains, she still managed to leave a mark in history through her beauty. This goes to show how breathtaking her appearance was!
However, at this moment, no one except Wang Chong knew of this matter.
Other than her beauty, Wang Chong also knew that Consort Taizhen fancied unique poems on romance and happiness, and this ‘fancy’ had already far surpassed ordinary levels.
As such, Consort Taizhen held exceptional admiration for talented poets.
In the future, Consort Taizhen would often summon reputable poets, listen to their poem recitations and couplets, promote them, and bestow them great wealth.
And to poets who were living in difficulty, Consort Taizhen would often grant them a sizeable sum.
Thus, Consort Taizhen’s name had always been excellent among the poets in Great Tang.
Consort Taizhen’s love for poems and its verses had already far surpassed the understanding of others.
When she saw good poem verses, she would bring them everywhere she went, not wanting to part with it at any moment, even going to the extent of embracing them to her sleep.
What that filled the few most exquisitely ornated chests in her room was not gold or jewelry but the poem verses that she loved.
Just like any other ladies, Consort Taizhen also had her ‘weak spot’.
She loved talented poets, and if those talented poets were to praise her, she would immediately fly to cloud nine and reward them generously.
As this world focused more on the pursuit of martial arts, the poems in this world weren’t as advanced. In his previous life, when Wang Chong heard that Consort Taizhen favored poems, he came up with a few ideas but he wasn’t able to find a chance to execute them.
“If I can bring out that poem, there is a high chance that this matter may be settled!”
A thought flashed through Wang Chong’s mind as he recalled a poem.
This world differed from the Great Tang that Wang Chong knew of in many ways. For example, Li Bai and Du Fu didn’t exist.
(Very famous poets)
There were still many well-acclaimed poem verses and famous poets in this world, but their standards were far below the level Wang Chong knew of.
At the very least, the poem verses that Wang Chong knew of was more than sufficient for him to stand above all of the poets in this world.
“Alright, I will choose that poem! I will know whether it’ll work or not once I give it a try!”
There was nothing such as a guaranteed affair in this world. However, Wang Chong thought that there was an extremely high possibility that this poem could change Consort Taizhen’s impression of King Song and alleviate their relationship.
Returning to the residence, he immediately lifted his brush and wrote the 《Song of Purity and Peace》 neatly down.
Wang Chong was able to come up with many wise strategies, but it had to be said that his words were truly subpar. Despite his effort, his words were squiggly and barely acceptable. On this aspect, Wang Chong did resemble his identity as a son of a general.
However, even though his words were subpar, there was nothing to criticize about the verses and content of the poem.
“This is about it!”
Looking at the content he had written on the xuan paper, Wang Chong heaved a huge sigh of relief. Just writing these few words were sufficient for him to break out in sweat. Using a brush and swinging a sword were truly two different notions.
Peng!
Looking at his own creation, Wang Chong nodded. Then, he grabbed the seal by the side and stamped the ‘Li Chenqi Seal’ grandly on it.
This was King Song’s seal.
Wang Chong had asked Lu Ting for it before leaving King Song Residence, and King Song had generously passed it over to him.
Blowing on it, Wang Chong waited for the ink to dry before placing it in a large envelope. Then, after writing a few words on the envelope, he stamped King Song’s seal on it once more.
“Meng Long!”
“Your servant is here!”
By the door, Meng Long answered before entering the room respectfully.
“Deliver this envelope to the royal palace and have them hand it over to Consort Taizhen. As for this seal, return it to Lord Lu.”
Wang Chong gestured to the envelope and seal on the table.
The Sage Emperor had built the Yuzhen Palace specially for Consort Taizhen to live in. It would be impossible for an ordinary person to send a letter over but Wang Chong knew that. given King Song’s identity, the seal on the envelope should be sufficient to ensure that it would be delivered safely into Consort Taizhen’s hands.
“This envelope will determine whether she will help King Song or not!”
Wang Chong thought.
After handing the envelope and seal over, Wang Chong exhaled deeply. Now that he was done with King Song’s matter, Wang Chong turned his attention back to his cultivation.
He had cultivated Might of the Barbaric God 1-dan to ‘Origin Energy Might Sixth Layer’, which corresponded to his cultivation realm. If Wang Chong wished to advance the technique any further, he would have to reach Origin Energy Tier 7 first.
In other words, it was impossible for him to train the Might of the Barbaric God any further at the moment.
However, the good thing was that the successful cultivation of the Might of the Barbaric God induced Origin Energy to flow into Wang Chong’s body constantly, thus significantly increasing his rate of cultivation. 
“If I wish to reach higher realms, I can’t stay here!”
Wang Chong thought as he looked out of the window. Beyond the capital, he could vaguely see a few mountains.
The density of Origin Energy was much greater in the mountain forests than in a city. If Wang Chong wanted to bring his cultivation to higher realms and bring out the full strength of Might of the Barbaric God, he had to leave the capital and enter the mountain forests.
“… However, I can’t be too anxious about this matter. I’ll have to make preparations first.”
Wang Chong lightly tapped his right forefinger on the table. Subconsciously, he remembered that Eastern Islands assassin.
Spectre Steps accompanied with outstanding assassination techniques made that female assassin a difficult enemy to fend off. If not for Wang Chong holding her back with ploys, he would have died back then.
Given the tight security in the capital at the moment, it was natural that the lady wouldn’t dare to assault him. However, if he were to leave the capital and enter the complicated terrains of the mountain forests, it would be an entirely different matter.
That terrain was highly advantageous to an assassin.
Shen Hai, Meng Long, Arloja, and Ablonodan might not necessarily be able to protect him, and they themselves might even die under her assault.
If so, Wang Chong’s heart would ache.
“Only by sharpening one’s axe can one effectively cut down trees. To solve this matter, I’ll have to look for a powerful bodyguard!”
Grabbing his forehead, Wang Chong felt a pang of headache.
His mother and little sister were living in the Wang Family Residence so he couldn’t bring the guards in the residence along with him. Thus, he could only try to find some way to hire some powerful experts outside.
Rummaging through his memories, Wang Chong tried to recall if there were any reliable experts around.
“Got it!”
Suddenly, a thought flashed through Wang Chong’s mind and he recalled something. The most convenient way to find an expert bodyguard in the shortest time possible would be through hiring mercenaries.
Wang Chong knew of a mercenary who possessed incredible martial arts. However, he had an eccentric temper and his pricing was ridiculous. On top of that, he had an unkempt appearance and tattered clothes. Thus, no one bothered with him.
Only a few years later, due to a coincidence, did everyone find out that he was actually such a formidable expert.
But by then, he was already recruited by a king of the imperial family as a personal bodyguard.
However, at this timing, he had probably just appeared in the capital. Given his eccentric temper and ridiculous pricing, no one other than Wang Chong would notice him.
“Hahaha… This will be it!”
Wang Chong made up his mind.
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The Great Tang was a nation of martial arts. At the very least, it wasn’t that ordinary human civilization that Wang Chong lived in before transcending over to this world.

It was precisely because it was a nation that promoted martial arts that there were many martial artists for hire. These martial artists came in different prices, strengths, and employment forms. Some of them preferred to take on singular missions while some of them wanted to be paid by duration. On top of those, there were also some who imposed all kinds of bizarre conditions on their employment.

These mercenaries came from differing backgrounds, and they had many different reasons for becoming a mercenary. Some of them simply wanted to earn money while others had impure aims.

It wasn’t completely unheard of for mercenaries to kill their employer to steal his fortune.

The responsibility was on the employers to investigate the background of a mercenary carefully before deciding whether to hire him or not.

“This is it!”

At the southwest of the capital, near the city walls, Wang Chong lifted his head and saw an ordinary, short, and small teahouse.

There were only four words on the plaque of the teahouse.

“Home of the Adventurers!”

The paint of the plaque was slightly peeling off, and there seemed to be several years of history to it.

“Young master, is this the location?”

“This place looks so rundown!”

Shen Hai and Meng Long frowned in bewilderment. Even though it was a teahouse, there were very few people walking in and out. Furthermore, the location was extremely remote.

Such teahouses usually had very few customers and suffered huge losses.

“Don’t worry, we’re at the right location.”

Wang Chong smiled confidently.

If this was just an ordinary teahouse, it would surely suffer huge losses. But it wasn’t. There wasn’t a single mercenary gathering point in Great Tang that was in a bustling location. Rather, the more remote the location was, the better it was.

And the ‘Home of the Adventurers’ was one of the many gathering points in the capital.

Beckoning Shen Hai and Meng Long along, Wang Chong walked into the teahouse. Even though it looked dirty and old from the outside, the interior was actually quite clean.

Wang Chong realized that there wasn’t a speck of dust to be seen on the neatly painted wooden steps just as he was walking in. Entering the teahouse, he noticed that the floor inside was also quite clean. Even though it wasn’t extravagant, it wasn’t as shabby as how it looked from the outside either. At the very least, it was passable as an average teahouse.

There were quite a few tables in the teahouse, and many martial artists, dressed all kinds of different clothes and carrying varying dispositions, were sitting, lying, resting, or drinking by these tables.

Upon walking in, Wang Chong realized that there was quite a handful of people here to employ mercenaries. Most of them were dressed like rich merchants so Wang Chong’s appearance didn’t cause much of a stir.

“Manager, whose hiring price is the highest here?”

Without wasting any time, Wang Chong walked straight up to the counter and asked the plump manager.

“There, do you see that person dressed in blue silk? His fees are charged on a per mission basis and he demands at least three hundred gold taels from every mission. The pugilist world gave him the nickname Bloodied Sword in awe of his ferocious swordsmanship! He is a True Martial Realm 1-dan expert, and at his level, he is more than sufficient to serve as a guard in the kings’ residences!”

Behind the counter, the manager glanced at Wang Chong and pointed to the neatly-dressed, cold-faced middle-aged man.

Shen Hai and Meng Long immediately grew agitated. If they could obtain the help of a True Martial Realm expert, the security of the Wang Family Residence would surely be beefed up significantly.

However, Wang Chong wasn’t satisfied.

“Three hundred gold taels? Is there any higher priced mercenary?”

Wang Chong frowned.

The price of three hundred gold taels was representative of the middle-aged man’s incredible strength, but what Wang Chong was looking for wasn’t a person of his level.

According to his impression, that person wasn’t someone who would settle for just three hundred gold taels.

“Higher priced?”

The chubby manager sneered coldly as he measured Wang Chong.

“I see, you all are just feigning ignorance to cause me trouble. Fine! The person you are looking for is at the corner of the second floor! Don’t worry, you won’t mistake him for anyone else.”

After which, the manager placed his hands in his sleeves, turned his head over, and ignored Wang Chong.

Smiling, Wang Chong thanked him before walking up the wooden stairs.

Upon reaching the second floor, Wang Chong finally understood why the manager said that he wouldn’t mistake him for anyone else. In the vast area of the second floor, there was a clear boundary. On one side were the other mercenaries and on the other was a gray-robed martial artist.

This gray-robed martial artist seemed to be around thirty-four and he had a shaggy beard. The gray robe he wore was slightly tattered, making him look very different from the decently dressed martial artists in the room.

Even so, his hiring price wasn’t low at all.

Before him, there was a half chi long board, and a few eye-catching numbers were written on it.

(33.3cm)

5000!

Upon seeing this price, Wang Chong finally understood why no one was willing to sit with him. His hiring price was really so high that no one was willing to befriend him.

His price was more than ten times higher than that of the others, and even wealthy merchants would think twice before employing him.

“He’s the one!”

Upon seeing the wooden board, Wang Chong smiled. This person had just appeared in the teahouse not too long ago so his price was still at five thousand gold taels.

Wang Chong knew that after a period of time, it wouldn’t be just at five thousand gold taels.

“Shen Hai, bring me the finest wine here over.”

Wang Chong said.

“Yes, young master.”

Shen Hai answered and quickly walked away. On the other hand, Wang Chong began walking over to the gray-robed martial artist.

“Do you see the board on the table? If you aren’t sincere in employing me, don’t disturb me. If you wish to eat or drink, head to the tables over there. I don’t welcome you here.”

The gray-robed martial artist spoke with an extremely deep tone. There seemed to be a distant edge to his voice, as though he was a lone wolf who didn’t fit in with the crowd. As he uttered those sharp words, he didn’t even spare a single glance toward Wang Chong. Rather, he poured himself a cup of the several copper coins worth inferior wine before him and gulped it down.

“I am here to look for you.”

Wang Chong smiled. He lifted his head and glanced sideway. Understanding Wang Chong’s gesture, Shen Hai hurried forward and slammed a Green Pine Wine, which was worth several gold taels, on the table.

Shen Hai opened the mud seal and a fragrance reminiscent of pine trees diffused from the wine. It was a light refreshing scent which revitalized one’s spirit, making one feel as though one had teleported from a bustling city into the tranquil mountains.

“This is my gift to you. Due to this shabby location, this is the best alcohol we can get you at the moment!”

Wang Chong smiled.

He said these words with utmost sincerity.

Wang Chong would never be stingy to those who possessed true capability. Even though the Hyderabad contract was only worth ninety thousand gold taels, Wang Chong still gave Ablonodan and Arloja a sum far exceeding a hundred thousand. The Shadow slot for the secret alchemist organization cost a hefty two hundred thousand gold taels, but Wang Chong still paid the fee without much hesitation.

As long as it was something useful to him or someone capable, Wang Chong would be generous.

Six to seven gold taels for a vat of alcohol was expensive, but Wang Chong didn’t think that the person before him was worth just this price.

He thought that offering him such wine was doing him injustice.

Upon seeing the Green Pine Wine on the table, the gray-robed middle-aged man’s eyes suddenly became clear. Even though his face was still cold, he didn’t seem as distant as before.

“I will put it out first, my hiring price isn’t low!”

“Five thousand gold taels?”

“Every month!”

The gray-robed middle-aged man replied.

“I understand.”

Wang Chong smiled. 

Five thousand gold taels every month meant an annual salary of sixty thousand gold taels! Even wealthy merchants would be unable to accept such a price.

On top of that, prestigious clans had their own group of martial artists as well. Instead of hiring an outsider, they could invest the money to groom their own people instead.

However, Wang Chong didn’t mind.

Five thousand gold taels a month might be a hefty price for others, but it wasn’t anything much for Wang Chong, Instead of money, what Wang Chong required now was the protection of a true expert!

Behind the table, the gray-robed middle-aged man finally gazed at Wang Chong seriously. In his days at this teahouse, most of the people simply mocked him or kept a distance away from him.

Wang Chong was the only one who came here with the earnest intention to hire him.

“I will say first now, I have conditions for my employment.”

“Speak.”

“Firstly, you have to pay my hiring fee in advance. I don’t accept delayed payments.”

“Fine by me.”

Wang Chong nodded.

“Secondly, I won’t listen to your orders. After employing me, I will only be in charge of your safety. I won’t bother myself with anything else.”

“I’m alright with that.”

Wang Chong nodded again.

“Thirdly, I refuse to be restrained. After my employment, I will go wherever I want and you are not to stop me. As long as I ensure your safety, whether I appear before you or not is my problem.”

“Alright.”

Wang Chong nodded yet again. However, Shen Hai and Meng Long’s face darkened after hearing the other party’s conditions.

“Lastly, if I wish to leave, I can leave anytime I please!”

The gray-robed man spoke of his final condition.

“You must be joking! Can that even be called an employment?”

“Five thousand gold taels for a month, and you expect to be able to appear whenever you please and go wherever you wish? How can there be such good terms in the world?”

Before Wang Chong could reply, Shen Hai and Meng Long couldn’t hold themselves back anymore. This wasn’t hiring a mercenary anymore, this was no different from bringing an old ancestor to wait upon!

To come up with so many ridiculous conditions yet charge such a hefty price, did this fellow think that others were fools?

The gray-robed middle-aged man didn’t react to Shen Hai and Meng Long’s outburst. He simply tilted his head to look at Wang Chong.

“Young master, you can’t! Can you even call that an employment? What if something happens? Wouldn’t young master’s money go to waste then?”

Shen Hai strongly rejected to the matter. After he said those words, thunderous laughter roared behind him.

“Now you know!”

“Why do you think we refused to sit with him?”

“That bastard thinks of himself as some high and mighty existence! He’s just an arrogant and inept fool!”

“You finally understand the situation right? Seems like you have wasted your time!”

…

When Wang Chong and the others entered, the crowd had already noticed them, and they expected such a sight to occur as well.

“We have quite a few experts here as well. Why don’t you come here and we can talk about it?”

There were also a few who tried their best to promote themselves to Wang Chong.

“Alright.”

Just when everyone was laughing, Wang Chong finally spoke. That single word of his seemed to possess immeasurable magic.

In an instant, the entire room abruptly turned silent. Everyone stared at Wang Chong with a dumbfounded expression.

Even the gray-robed man, who was calm all this while, expressed a hint of surprise at Wang Chong’s words.
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Knowing how harsh his conditions were, the gray-robed middle-aged man didn’t carry too much hope for the youngster before him.

He didn’t expect that this young man would agree to his conditions.

“Madness! What in the world is this fellow thinking? How can he agree to such terms?”

Does he have too much money?”

“Even so, he shouldn’t waste money on trash like him!”

“Furthermore, does he even know that fellow’s background?”

…

The mercenaries behind Wang Chong and the others found this sight inconceivable. A hundred gold taels was sufficient for one to hire an expert, yet this youngster chose to spend five thousand gold taels on this unreliable man.

More importantly, he didn’t even know the other party’s background!

Such actions were totally incomprehensible!

“So, what is your decision?”

Wang Chong smiled. Throughout the entire conversation, his face remained composed, as though the requests of the other party were insignificant.

The gray-robed middle-aged man stared at Wang Chong in astonishment. For the first time, he found himself unable to see through the young man before him.

Just when Wang Chong was waiting for the other party’s reply, a voice suddenly sounded.

“If you wish to take this much money, you need the capability for it. Young master, I’ll test him for you! ——”

A sonic boom burst in the air, and a powerful fist shot out from beside Wang Chong. Carrying rampaging wind alongside it, it flew straight for the gray-robed middle-aged man.

There was even vague white ripples in the surroundings of the fist. This was a mark of an Origin Energy Tier 9 expert, ‘Ripple Rings’.

“Shen Hai, don’t! ——”

Wang Chong’s face changed and he immediately moved to stop Shen Hai, but it was already too late. A cold harrumph sounded by his ear, and at the next moment, Shen Hai fist abruptly came to a stop several cun before the gray-robed middle-aged man, as if it had struck a wall.

(~10cm)

“Hmph! Arrogant fool! ——”

In the blink of an eye, a composed but slightly displeased voice sounded in everyone’s ears. In the next moment, a powerful aura burst forth as though a storm from the seemingly unimpressive gray-robed middle-aged man.

Hong long!

An earth-shattering explosion sounded, and massive winds generated within the teahouse, causing everyone’s robes to flutter wildly. At the center of this ravaging wind, Shen Hai was knocked back like a rubber ball by a sudden burst of strength. Boom, he knocked into the wall on the other end of the room.

“Deal!”

The wind slowly died down, and as though a sharp sword drawn from a sheathe, the gray-robed middle-aged man slowly stood up from his seat. At the opposite end, around ten zhang away, Shen Hai slowly stood up as well. Surprisingly, he was completely unharmed.

In this instant, everyone seemed to have went dumb. Standing beside Wang Chong, Meng Long stared at the sight with a dumbfounded expression.

Even though ‘Home of the Adventurers’ was a teahouse for hiring martial artists, it was one of the lower tiered ones.

No one could have imagined that such an incredible expert would be hidden within the teahouse. The other mercenaries who had been with him for several months were even more so astonished.

“Given how he is able to exert his internal energy, that person must be at least a True Martial Realm expert. Furthermore, judging from how casual his movements were, that wasn’t the true extent of his strength. He is much stronger than he looks.”

“Furthermore, given how he is able to knock Shen Hai so far without injuring him, his control over his strength has reached the level of a true master. This person must be at least of True Martial Realm 6-dan!”

…

Looking at the gray-robed middle-aged man before him, such thoughts flew past Wang Chong’s mind. As the Great Marshal of the Central Plains in his previous life, his eye of such stuff was top-notch. However, due to his limited cultivation, he wasn’t able to accurately peer into the other party’s strength.

“Deal!”

As such thoughts flashed across his mind, Wang Chong swiftly stretched out his hand and shook the gray-robed middle-aged man’s hand.

After paying five thousand gold taels, Wang Chong learned that the name of the gray-robed man was ‘Li Zhuxin’. As for his history, Li Zhuxin refused to speak a single word on it.

After receiving the five thousand gold taels, just like what Li Zhuxin said, he immediately disappeared.

Shen Hai and Meng Long felt dismal upon this sight, but Wang Chong paid it no heed.

Wang Chong didn’t know much about Li Zhuxin, but he knew that he was a trustworthy person. He would definitely accomplish the tasks that he gave his word for.

If he wasn’t even able to do that, a king of the Great Tang wouldn’t have kept him by his side as a personal bodyguard.

“I can finally cultivate Might of the Barbaric God at ease now.”

Standing beside the carriage outside the Home of the Adventurers, Wang Chong heaved a sigh of relief. With an expert of Li Zhuxin’s caliber beside him, Wang Chong had found himself another layer of protection.

He could finally train in the mountain forest at ease to raise his cultivation.

Jya!

With a bellow, the carriage started galloping toward the distance. However, instead of returning to the Wang Clan, it was headed to the mountains beyond the city gates.

…

Just when Wang Chong headed to the mountain forest every day to cultivate, a huge storm was brewing in the Great Tang royal palace.

“Your Highness, King Song has sent a letter! ——”

A hoarse voice sounded, and soon, an old nanny whose face was even more crumpled than the skin of an aged orange appeared with an envelope in her hands. She walked into the beautifully-furnished and grand Yuzhen Palace.

“What?!”

In the red tent, a crisp smack sounded. The infuriated voice of Consort Taizhen sounded from within.

“Li Chengqi, you are going too far! Don’t you think that you have humiliated me enough? To think that slandering me in the royal court with the other officials wasn’t enough, you even had to send letters to criticize me. How in the world have I offended you for you to have to insult me like that!”

If there was a single person she hated among the entire royal court, it had to be King Song Li Chengqi. If not for him, she would have already been with the Sage Emperor.

It was because of this Li Chengqi that she was brought to the center of the vortex, criticized by the entire royal court. How could she not feel hatred toward him?

Given the deep prejudice Li Chengqi held toward her, it was clear that this envelope was filled with insults toward her.

“Your Highness, what should we do with this envelope?”

“Do I even have to tell you what to do? Burn it!”

Consort Taizhen uttered coldly.

“Yes, your humble servant will have it settled now!”

Coldness welled up in the body of the old nanny as she hurriedly lowered her head and left. 

In the vast and radiant side palace of the Yuzhen Palace, a teenage palace maid was currently kneeling on the floor, lighting a fire. On a table beside her was a pile of beautiful clothes.

Before long, blazing flames crackled in the room.

In the royal court, the old clothes of the consorts and concubines couldn’t be thrown away. They had to be burnt so as to prevent anyone from defiling them.

And the place where it was done was called the Clothes Incineration Section.

“Take this envelope. Her Highness has ordered to have it incinerated.”

The old nanny threw King Song’s envelope on the side of the table, and before the palace maid could react, the old nanny had already left. There were many matters to attend in the royal palace, and it was more than sufficient to leave these young palace maids to deal with the minor matters.

Experienced old nannies like her had more important matters to manage.

The young palace maid stared at the back of the departing old nanny blankly. After a moment of silence, she picked up the envelope on the table and opened it. She had a habit of looking at the exquisite possessions in the royal palace before incinerating it.

However, upon seeing the content of the letter, the young palace maid was stunned.

…

Consort Taizhen felt that the atmosphere in Yuzhen Palace had been bizarre recently.

Whenever those young palace maids delivered clothes to her, they would always secretly examine her from outside the tent. It was the same for those who sent pastries as well; even though she was already done eating, they would be staring at her with those empty plates on their hands. This peculiarity seemed to be contagious, and before long, even the older nannies were acting in the same way as well.

In Consort Taizhen’s palace, one could occasionally hear someone reciting something about clouds or flowers.

Initially, she didn’t think much of it. However, in the next few days, not only did the bizarre atmosphere not disappear, it became even more severe.

Eventually, even the Chamberlains of Imperial Insignia stationed at the corners of the tent started to act peculiarly as well.

“What is going on?”

Eventually, when a palace maid accidentally dropped the plate of pastries while secretly peeking at her, Consort Taizhen couldn’t take it any longer.

“Your Highness, please forgive me! Your Highness, please forgive me!”

The palace maid kneeled the floor as she begged with a trembling body. No matter how ignorant she was, she knew that it was a grievous crime to drop the pastries His Majesty sent to Her Highness.

“Xiao Yue, what’s wrong with you recently? Why do you seem so distracted? What are you up to?”

Consort Taizhen’s voice sounded from the tent.

“Your Highness, I’m sorry. Your humble servant only happened to hear a poem praising Your Highness’s beauty so I couldn’t help but take a peek at Your Highness.”

Kneeling on the floor, the palace maid answered fearfully.

“A poem praising me?”

Consort Taizhen was stunned. Her anger abruptly vanished.

“Indeed, I’m not the only one. Xiao Ying, Xiao Mei, and the others were talking about it as well. Everyone has been saying how ravishing Your Highness must be for someone to write such a beautiful poem. That’s the reason why I couldn’t help but peek at you.”

Knowing that she had committed a grievous crime, the palace maid quickly said everything that she knew.

“Bring Xiao Ying, Xiao Mei, and the others here!”

This time, Consort Taizhen was truly intrigued.

In just a moment, everyone in the Yuzhen Palace had been summoned over. The palace maids, old nannies, and even the eunuchs were brought over. A huge crowd kneeled outside the tent.

All of them said that they couldn’t help but peek at her because they thought that she was beautiful. This made Consort Taizhen even more curious.

However, something even more bizarre happened when Consort Taizhen asked about the poem. Even though everyone said that the poem was beautiful, no one remembered the entire content of that poem. Everyone only knew bits and pieces of it.

Someone said ‘the cloud toward the rain’, some said ‘the cloud reminiscent of the flowers’, some said ‘the spring wind blew strongly’, while some said ‘the dews were pretty’. All in all, no one recalled the content of the poem.

For every single verse, there seemed to be many different versions.

This left Consort Taizhen even more perplexed. But one thing she could confirm was that there was indeed such a poem, otherwise it wouldn’t have caused such a huge uproar in Yuzhen Palace.

“Tell me who did you all hear this poem from?”

Eventually, Consort Taizhen thought of a method to trace down the origin of the poem.

“Xiao Ying!”

“Xiao Mei!”

“Xiao Yue!”

…

Tracing all the way down, the poem came from someone that no one could have imagined.

“I heard it from Xiao Zhu of the Clothes Incineration Section!”

When Xiao Zhu of the Clothes Incineration Section was brought over, she immediately kneeled to the floor trembling. Consort Taizhen received an answer that she could have never imagined.

“Your Highness, please forgive me! I saw this poem from the letter King Song sent!”

“King Song?!”

Consort Taizhen was dumbfounded.
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Consort Taizhen couldn’t believe that King Song was involved in this matter.

“You mean the letter that I got you to burn?”

Consort Taizhen said with a deep voice, but there wasn’t any trace of anger in her tone.

“Your Highness, please forgive me. Your humble servant couldn’t bear to burn it…”

“Bring it over!”

Curiosity had overwhelmed everything else in her mind, leaving her no spare thoughts to blame this palace maid for keeping King Song’s letter privately.

At the same time, Consort Taizhen was bewildered. She was certain that the letter King Song had sent her was filled with insults. Why would there be a poem in it? How could one scold another with a poem?

Furthermore, if it was truly a poem to scold her, putting aside the young palace maids, the older nannies should at least know better.

Such thoughts caused her curiosity to intensify further.

Soon, the maid returned with the envelope and it looked exactly how it was before, just that the wax sealing it was gone.

“Open the envelope and read the contents!”

From the tent, Consort Taizhen instructed with an impassive tone.

It was under the arrangements of the Sage Emperor and a seer that Consort Taizhen had to live in the red tent in Yuzhen Palace. No one was allowed to approach the tent, and even the palace maids had to lower their heads when delivering clothes, food, and waiting on her.

According to the words of that seer, this was the only way that Consort Taizhen would be able to survive this ordeal safely.

“Yes, Your Highness!”

Xiao Zhu of the Clothes Incineration Section trembled in fear. Forcefully suppressing her fright, she took out the letter within. In an instant, all of the palace maids, guards, and even the austere old nannies unknowingly turned their gazes toward the letter.

They had more or less heard bits and pieces of the verses of this poem, but none of them had the privilege of listening to the complete poem. The only thing that they knew about the poem was that it was extremely beautiful.

“Read it!”

Consort Taizhen ordered with a sliver of anger to her tone. King Song had once sent a letter to criticize her, and she didn’t think that he was up to any good this time either. She was intrigued as to what King Song was trying to do by stirring such chaos in her Yuzhen Palace.

“Yes!”

Xiao Zhu of the Clothes Incineration Section answered. Then, taking a deep breath, her aura abruptly changed visibly to the senses of the others.

A moment ago, Xiao Zhu was still trembling with fear, but at this moment, as she held the ‘poem’ in her hands, she suddenly calmed down. The sunlight shone on her pretty face, and warmth that penetrated deep into one’s soul could be seen in her eyes, as though she was looking at her lover.

“Song of Purity and Peace!”

Xiao Zhu recited the name of the poem. Her voice was extremely crisp and gentle, and it possessed a quality that moved one’s heart, sending a surge of warmth into one’s soul.

“This is a Yuefu poem.”

(Lyrical poem)

Consort Taizhen was stunned. She didn’t think that it was actually a poem.

“So it’s called Song of Purity and Peace.”

A commotion also broke out among the palace maids. This was their first time hearing of the name of the poem. They had discussed the poem and spread it around themselves previously, but in deference to Consort Taizhen, they did it secretly. As such, none of them actually knew the name of the poem.

There weren’t many among the servants who were literate, and their comprehension in poetry wasn’t deep either. Thus, they were unable to tell the meaning of Song of Purity and Peace; all they could tell was that it sounded indescribably refreshing and elegant.

“Continue!”

Consort Taizhen was perplexed. No matter how she looked like it, the name of the poem didn’t seem like an insult.

“Clouds, one thinks of her clothes; flowers, one thinks of her countenance!”

Xiao Zhu’s voice became even gentler, and her light voice softly wafted across Yuzhen Palace. As though possessing incredible magic, all of the maids suddenly fell silent.

All of them stared in a daze at Xiao Zhu of the Clothes Incineration Section and the letter in her hands, as though they had lost their souls.

“Clouds, one thinks of her clothes; flowers, one thinks of her countenance! So that’s it! …”

This was the first time they were listening to the original content of the poem.

Within the red tent, Consort Taizhen was also stunned. It wasn’t what ‘the cloud toward the rain’ or ‘the cloud reminiscent of the flowers’, but ‘Clouds, one thinks of her clothes; flowers, one thinks of her countenance’.

In an instant, Consort Taizhen felt as though somewhere in the depths of her heart had melted. 

Her aptitude toward poetry was far beyond these palace maids, allowing her to sense the elegance and refinement within the poem, as well as a faint feeling of… laziness!

Somehow, she could see a figure stroking his beard, lying on a field of flowers beneath the night of a full moon. Staring at the elegant clouds, accompanied by alluring flowers, his mind was filled with remembrance for the beautiful lady in his heart.

Even though no one knew how that woman in his heart would look like, she had to be incredibly beautiful to have the elegance of the clouds and allurement of the flowers.

Consort Taizhen was taken aback.

Even though these palace maids had no talent in the field of poetry, there was one thing they were right about. The verses of this poem were extremely beautiful, surpassing all of the other verses she had heard in the past.

“…the spring wind sweeps dew from her balustrade, splendid and dense.”

Xiao Zhu recited the next line. In this instant, the entire Yuzhen Palace fell completely silent. Even the Chamberlains of Imperial Insignia stationed at the corners of the tent grew agitated upon hearing those words.

Clouds, one thinks of her clothes; flowers, one thinks of her countenance; the spring wind sweeps dew from her balustrade, splendid and dense. How beautiful…”

Dazed, the palace maids were unable to speak a single word. This was their first time listening to the content of the original poem, and it was much more beautiful than they had imagined.

“If not seen at the peak of the Jade Mountain…”

The third line was recited, and the breathing in the tent hastened.

“…then she will be encountered under the moon on the gemstone terrace!”

When the final line was read out, the entire Yuzhen Palace fell silent.

The spring breeze blows across the fence, granting me a peek at that lady’s beauty. How can there be such a beautiful woman in the mortal world?

Have I accidentally stepped into the heavens? Otherwise, she must be a fairy who descended from the gemstone terrace, right?

…

The recitation of the poem caused a bizarre atmosphere to overwhelm the entire Yuzhen Palace. Everyone fell in a trance due to the beauty of the poem. For a very long time, they were immersed in their imaginations, unable to speak a single word.

Even the austere nannies had peculiar gentleness on their face. This poem had brought them the memories of their youth.

They were already full of wrinkles and silver hair, but who hasn’t been young before? And who hasn’t fallen for another before?

They were cold-hearted nannies in the eyes of others, austere and emotionless. Even so, they were able to sense the beautiful artistic conception in the poem.

Silence!

Absolute silence!

Seated in the red tent, Consort Taizhen felt as though her entire heart had melted.

…

It took a very long time before everyone managed to awaken from the beauty of the Song of Purity and Peace. All of them secretly glanced at Consort Taizhen within the red tent.

Even though they were illiterate and they couldn’t appreciate the depth of the verses, they could tell that this elegant and alluring poem was a compliment toward a lady.

Since King Song had sent this letter to Consort Taizhen, then without a doubt, the fairy-like beauty within the poem had to refer to Consort Taizhen.

This was also the reason why everyone had been peeking at Consort Taizhen these days.

Consort Taizhen had already entered the palace for quite a period of time, but due to the Sage Emperor’s commands, very few people had seen her true appearance.

There were many concubines and princesses in the royal palace, and they had thought that no matter how beautiful Consort Taizhen was, she would only be at the same level as the other ladies.

But after hearing the poem, ripples started spreading across everyone’s hearts.

A lady who could be praised like that couldn’t possibly be ordinary. She must be an extraordinarily ravishing person, a fairy in the gemstone terrace, just as described in the poem.

“Is there nothing else?”

The voice in the red tent suddenly asked. There was a slight trace of melancholy in her tone.

“There’s nothing else.”

Xiao Zhu replied respectfully.

The entire tent was silent. Sitting blankly on a chair, Consort Taizhen couldn’t help but feel forlorn within.

There had never been a person who had praised her beauty to such an extent!

Just like how one’s eyes couldn’t possibly see one’s face, even though Consort Taizhen knew that she was beautiful from young, she had never known how beautiful she was.

No one had ever described her with such beautiful words!

No one hated to hear compliments on their appearance, and Consort Taizhen was no exception.

“Am I really that beautiful?”

Consort Taizhen suddenly felt unconfident. The lady described in the poem was simply too beautiful, and for an instant, Consort Taizhen suddenly lost her confidence. Was the lady in the letter really her?

Is she really that beautiful?

“Bring me the letter!”

Consort Taizhen ordered.

“Yes, Your Highness.”

Bending her back, Xiao Zhu respectfully passed King Song’s letter to the entrance of the tent with a lowered head. Consort Taizhen walked over and grabbed the letter.

‘Song of Purity and Peace ‘1’’

With a look, Consort Taizhen’s face immediately warped.

“Xiao Zhu, why didn’t you tell that this is only one of the poems!”

“Ah!”

Hearing those words, Xiao Zhu immediately kneeled onto the floor. With a quivering voice, she fearfully uttered:

“Your Highness, please forgive me. Your humble servant doesn’t know that the ‘1’ has to be read out.”

On the top of the letter, Consort Taizhen saw the number ‘1’ beside the title.

That was to say this poem was only the first one. In other words, there might be a Song of Purity and Peace 2 and Song of Purity and Peace 3!

“Are there any other poems in the envelope?”

Consort Taizhen asked.

“There is none! Reporting to Your Highness, your humble servant has only seen this poem in the envelope!”

Xiao Zhu’s body trembled violently. Hiding a consort’s letter was not a small matter.

“Forget it! I doubt that you would dare to do so anyway. You all may leave now!”

Consort Taizhen sighed and waved her hands.

“Yes, Your Highness!”

With a lowered head, everyone hurriedly left. However, before they walked away, they couldn’t help but sneak a final peek toward the red tent.

Is the consort… really that beautiful?

Yuzhen Palace fell silent.

“Clouds, one thinks of her clothes; flowers, one thinks of her countenance.”

“The spring wind sweeps dew from her balustrade, splendid and dense.”

“If not seen at the peak of the Jade Mountain.”

“Then she will be encountered under the moon on the gemstone terrace.”

“Beautiful, this is really beautiful…”

In the red tent, a dazed look appeared in Consort Taizhen’s eyes as she muttered to herself. She tightly hugged King Song’s letter into her embrace.

This poem had melted her heart.

Without a doubt, Consort Taizhen possessed bone-permeating hatred for King Song. This king of the royal family had slandered her from time to time and led the officials to send in petitions in opposition to her and the Sage Emperor from coming together.

Given his actions, nothing Consort Taizhen did to him in the future could be considered as overboard. But for some reason, reading this letter and the poem on it, Consort Taizhen’s grudge seemed to be slowly fading away. For some reason, she found himself unable to hate him anymore.

How could she hate someone who praised her like that, someone who thought of her in such a way?

Just that, a sliver of doubt still remained in her depths of Consort Taizhen’s heart.

Given how strongly King Song opposed to her in the past, why would he send this letter to praise her now?

What in the world was he up to?

Thinking about this, Consort Taizhen fell into confusion.
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That night, Consort Taizhen lost sleep.

Lying inside the tent, Consort Taizhen rolled around her bed, and all that filled her mind was the ‘Song of Purity and Peace’. Never had she seen any poem that could strike the depth of a woman’s soul and move a woman’s heart in such a manner.

Even those illiterate old nannies could sense the extreme beauty of the poem.

Holding the letter tightly, Consort Taizhen suddenly understood why the palace maid of the Clothes Incineration Section would be so daring as to secretly keep this letter and poem despite the risk of decapitation.

It wasn’t because she was brave or ignorant, but because she couldn’t bear to incinerate it despite knowing the risks involved.

What that Consort Taizhen was unable to wipe from her mind was that this Song of Purity and Peace was labeled as the first. There might be a second one and a third one…

The first song was already so beautiful, so how would the second one and third one be like?

Thus, Consort Taizhen was unable to sleep.

…

While Consort Taizhen’s heart was in chaos over the ‘Song of Peace and Purity’, at the same time, another storm was brewing in the royal court.

King Song had been banned from the royal court for consecutive days under the orders to the Sage Emperor in the name of resting at home. This matter had angered the officials, and their opposition grew even more intense.

The fight between the supporters and opposers intensified.

At this moment, an official raised the idea of working together with King Song to gather the names of over ten thousand officials throughout the Great Tang Empire for a petition to stop the Sage Emperor.

However, at this crucial moment, the unthinkable happened. The most fervent opposer to the ‘Consort Taizhen incident’, as well as the de facto leader of the crowd, King Song, suddenly chose to remain silent.

This abrupt change caught everyone off guard. Given King Song’s personality, no one thought that he was scared.

Some of those who were familiar with King Song paid him a visit, and from him, they heard an astonishing news.

Initially, King Song was adamant on preventing Consort Taizhen from entering the palace. But recently, King Song stumbled on some new information. Even though his words were vague, the meaning of his words were clear:

There was a hidden story to the Consort Taizhen incident. It was very likely that the truth wasn’t as everyone thought it out to be.

In an instant, everyone was shocked.

Everyone knew King Song’s personality; he wouldn’t lie over such matters. Furthermore, given his identity as a king of Great Tang, there was no need for him to lie either.

This was precisely the reason why King Song’s silence had shocked the entire royal court. No one knew what the hidden story was, but this single action of his caused a huge wave among the officials.

Initially, everyone was determined. Even if they were sentenced to death, they had to stop Consort Taizhen from being inducted at all costs so as to prevent this blemish from leaving a mark on Great Tang’s history.

But at this moment, the officials hesitated.

And this hesitation was more than enough than reverse the entire situation.

The slightest hesitation in one’s heart would cause one to be unable to oppose as fervently as they did before. All of the sudden, the voices opposing to Consort Taizhen on the royal court was reduced by more than half.

No one could have expected such an abrupt twist in the situation! …

…

Yuzhen Palace.

“Hahaha, this calls for a celebration! Seems like your wedding is around the corner! …”

Dressed in a white robe, Yang Zhao walked toward a red tent with a memorial in his hand. A bright red glow was on his face, and he couldn’t help but laugh heartily at the current situation.

“Our greatest enemy, King Song Li Chengqi, has suddenly changed overnight! Not only did he not oppose to us, he even started speaking up for us!”

Yang Zhao laughed delightfully. This was the happiest news he had heard in the past few days.

“What!”

In the red tent, Consort Taizhen abruptly stood up and walked to the edge of the tent. She was also surprised by this sudden change.

Without hiding anything at all, Yang Zhao spoke of everything that happened in the royal court.

“Little sister, you really couldn’t have imagined it. Without King Song, all of those opposing us are unable to raise a storm anymore. Now, the future before us is bright!”

Excited, Yang Zhao gestured wildly.

“Hmph, what future before us is bright? Isn’t this obviously King Song’s attempt at reconciliation after experiencing His Majesty’s determination first-hand in this matter?”

Consort Taizhen contemplated for a moment before harrumphing coldly.

King Song had offended the Sage Emperor, and as a result, the latter sent five imperial edicts to him. Consort Taizhen knew of this matter, and in her view, King Song was obviously trying to make peace with them after realizing that he was in a bad position.

“Hehe, you can’t really put it that way. Even though he had been demoted, his influence still remains. If he were to make a stand, many officials will still stand by him, and that will be detrimental to our situation. His silence is the best news to us.”

Yang Zhao said.

Consort Taizhen harrumphed, but she had to admit that her Cousin Yang Zhao was right on this matter.

The Sage Emperor could ignore the officials and adamantly induct her in as his consort, but being criticized by the entire royal court wasn’t a pleasant affair. If she could enter the court safely and silently, that would be for the best.

After all, if she wanted to climb higher in the royal palace, she couldn’t disregard the opinions of the officials.

“Hm? Little sister, what’s that you are holding?”

Through the veil of the tent, Yang Zhao suddenly noticed that Consort Taizhen was holding something in her hands. From what his sharp eyes caught, it seemed to be a letter.

“Un?”

Yang Zhao’s heart skipped a beat and he immediately realized that something was amiss. In the capital, his cousin had no kin other than him. Who would write a letter to her?

“Little sister, can I take a look?”

Stretching a hand in, Yang Zhao asked.

Consort Taizhen hesitated for a moment. Knowing that her Cousin Yang Zhao was the type of person who would persist until he achieved his aim, she reluctantly handed over the ‘Song of Purity and Peace ‘1’’ over.

“It’s a poem?”

Yang Zhao was stunned. He had considered all possibilities, but never in his dreams did he expect for it to be a poem.

“Un.”

Consort Taizhen nodded.

“Return it to me after you’re done. Don’t crumple it!”

Taken aback by Consort Taizhen’s words, a sliver of astonishment flashed across Yang Zhao’s eyes. Glancing at the paper, he started browsing through the contents. 

Yang Zhao didn’t possess any aptitude toward poetry, and he would much rather be rolling dices at the gambling den instead. Even so, despite his laziness and lack of education, he could tell that this poem was a masterpiece.

“Good poem! This is indeed a good poem. Even an oaf like me can tell that this is a poem complimenting a lady. Who wrote this?”

Yang Zhao commented perfunctory as he casually asked.

“King Song Li Chengqi!”

“What?!”

As though a bolt of lightning had struck Yuzhen Palace, Yang Zhao’s eyes widened and his lower jaws nearly fell to the ground.

“King Song? Li Chengqi? How is this possible! ——”

Yang Zhao stared at his younger cousin with a look of disbelief. This news was truly unimaginable for him, and he felt as though a giant mountain had crashed into him.

“Do I need to lie about this? This letter was sent a few days ago!”

Consort Taizhen replied coldly.

“Ah?”

Yang Zhao was unable to understand this matter. A few days ago? But why didn’t he hear about this matter?

“But why would he send this letter? What is he up to?”

Calming down, Yang Zhao asked in confusion.

“Hmph, I was also perplexed over this, but after hearing your words, I think I can guess roughly guess his intentions. Just like what I said before, Li Chengqi is scared. He is intentionally expressing his goodwill to fawn on us.”

Consort Taizhen replied coldly. Remembering all of the injustice, insults, and criticisms she had suffered, she still felt deep resentment toward King Song.

“I didn’t know that it was King Song who sent this over before, but wouldn’t it be bad to keep this?”

Yang Zhao read through the letter once more and a deep furrow appeared between his eyebrows.

“Even though I don’t understand poetry, I can sense nostalgia from the poem. Little sister, it will be bad if this letter falls into the hands of the Sage Emperor. Why would King Song send you such a poem?”

“Big brother, you’re thinking too much into the matter. Look at the words on it, do you think that handwriting belongs to King Song?”

Consort Taizhen smiled coldly. Indeed, if this poem came from King Song, it would be a huge scandal.

However, Consort Taizhen was certain that this wasn’t King Song’s handwriting.

“I see, so this isn’t King Song’s handwriting.”

Looking at the letter once more, Yang Zhao smiled awkwardly. He had already noticed earlier that even though the poem was well-written, the words were squiggly. In fact, it wasn’t wrong to say that they were awful.

However, he had just arrived at the capital and the royal court was something new to him. As such, he thought that the handwriting of the Great Tang kings were like that.

“Hmph, even though it isn’t written by King Song, his seal is on it. At the very least, he has browsed through the letter, so it can represent his intentions as well. Thus, there is no mistake that he is expressing his goodwill through this method.”

Consort Taizhen rationalized.

If it was in the past, it would be impossible for her to understand politics and governance. Such things were simply too far away from her. However, the criticisms and insults from others, as well as the slanderous remarks from the officials of the royal court, had become a tonic which helped her to grow swiftly.

Even though she wasn’t skilled in politics yet, she was no longer the pure and ignorant lady she once was.

“Little sister, if King Song is expressing his goodwill, then… this is actually good news for us.”

Yang Zhao spoke slowly and carefully.

He could sense that his cousin was dissatisfied with King Song, and he could understand it as well. However, Yang Zhao had a different view from her. Having grown up in gambling dens, Yang Zhao was already an expert in interpersonal relationship.

Li Chengqi was a king of Great Tang, and he possessed immense authority. Even though His Majesty had demoted him for the moment, his standing as king was still there.

The two siblings had just arrived at the royal court and they didn’t have any backing. Even though King Qi and the Yao Clan were supporting them, based on Yang Zhao’s investigation, the reputation of the two wasn’t good. It was very likely that they were only helping them out of political convenience.

Thus, if they could receive the backing of a Great Tang king like King Song Li Chengqi, then the plight of the two siblings in the royal court would improve significantly.

Who is the one who earned the most money in the gambling den? The banker!

Why?

Because regardless of who the banker is gambling with, he will be able to win the money of everyone else!

In Yang Zhao’s perspective, King Qi and the Yao Clan were too dangerous. By pulling King Song onto their boat, they would be able to strike a balance between the both of them. This would also be the ideal situation for the two siblings.

“Hmph, I have suffered so much because of him, and I was almost killed by him on numerous occasions. I really can’t accept letting him off just like that.”

Consort Taizhen was reluctant to let this matter go.

“Little sister, what do you intend to do then?”

Yang Zhao asked carefully.

“Big brother, help me write a letter saying that I have received his letter, and ask him ‘Lord, why has modesty replaced your arrogance?”

Consort Taizhen said contemptuously. If she didn’t vent her anger through insulting Li Chengqi back, she would never be able to let this matter go.

Hu!

After hearing Consort Taizhen’s words, Yang Zhao heaved a sigh of relief. At the very least, given how his cousin was willing to send King Song a letter, this meant that she wasn’t prepared to turn against King Song completely yet. There was still hope for reconciliation.

“Alright!”

Yang Zhao answered. Then, he left to settle the matter as Consort Taizhen instructed.
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In the King Song Residence, Lu Ting, the old butler, and Wang Chong were gathered together. Surprisingly, King Song wasn’t present.

Wang Chong had instructed Lu Ting in advance that if Consort Taizhen were to send any letter, he had to intercept it before anyone else and inform him. On top of that, King Song must not find out about it.

“Chong gongzi, what did you write to Consort Taizhen?”

Seeing the letter Consort Taizhen sent, Lu Ting and the old butler stared at one another.

“Why would the letter write ‘Lord, why has modesty replaced your arrogance’?”

The only content on this letter was this short sentence, which was filled with unembellished mockery. It wasn’t bizarre that Consort Taizhen would send such a letter to ridicule King Song.

Given King Song’s vehement opposition against her before, it wouldn’t be surprising even if Consort Taizhen were to send several pages worth of criticisms to berate him. 

After so many matters had occurred, the relationship between the two couldn’t be any worse. It wouldn’t be wrong to say that they were archenemies.

Just the fact that Consort Taizhen was willing to write back was already beyond the expectations of the duo.

Without a doubt, Wang Chong’s strategy was working. They were curious to know what kind of method he used to reconcile the relationship between Consort Taizhen and King Song.

“Hehe, I didn’t do anything. All I did was to send Consort Taizhen a poem.”

Wang Chong chuckled, making use of this timely opportune to showcase the temper of a youngster. He didn’t want Lu Ting and the old butler to think that he was too mature.

“Poem?”

Lu Ting and the old butler stared at one another in confusion. They couldn’t understand what kind of poem Wang Chong could have written to wield such effects.

Unknowingly, even the old butler began to trust Wang Chong completely.

Even so, to send a poem to one’s enemy? This was something that no one could have thought of.

“However, why can’t His Highness know of this matter?”

The old butler asked doubtfully.

Wang Chong had said in advance to not let King Song learn of this matter. But at the same time, he wasn’t particularly stern about the matter either. The old butler found it hard to keep up with Wang Chong’s thoughts.

“You all have seen Consort Taizhen’s letter as well. If it is possible not to trouble King Song, it’s best to do so to lighten King Song’s burden. Thus, I decided to offer my services to accomplish this matter for him. After all, it is only normal for us to help him when he requires it, isn’t it?”

Wang Chong laughed heartily.

Hearing Wang Chong’s words, the old butler chuckled as well. For some reason, he suddenly felt a surge of goodwill for this child.

“We’ll do as you said then.”

The old butler had a skeptical personality, and he tended to distance himself from others. He didn’t even hold much trust for Wang Chong’s father, who was a close alliance mate of King Song.

But for some reason, he wasn’t able to raise any hostility against Wang Chong, and he found himself incapable of doubting him either.

This was just the feeling that Wang Chong gave him.

“Lord Lu, I’ll be depending on you.”

Wang Chong glanced at Lu Ting.

“I really don’t understand how you found out that I am able to imitate King Song’s handwriting.”

Lu Ting smiled bitterly as he stared at Wang Chong as though the other party was a wily old fox.

He was extremely close with King Song, and there was more than a decade to their relationship. After so many years of fellowship, especially given the fact that Lu Ting had assisted King Song on many affairs by the side, he unwittingly learned to imitate King Song’s handwriting.

Very few people knew about this, but somehow, Wang Chong learned of this matter.

“Lord Lu, please.”

Wang Chong simply smiled as he urged Lu Ting. Lu Ting wasn’t just capable of imitating King Song’s handwriting. Wang Chong knew that this Academic Lu was incredibly talented, and he held astounding aptitude in imitating the handwriting of others.

As long as he saw three different works of a person, he would be able to imitate that person’s handwriting to seventy percent semblance. If he were to put in more effort into the matter, then even the person in question would be unable to differentiate his handwriting from Lu Ting’s.

Without a doubt, the number one calligraphy impersonator in Great Tang was this person, but it was a pity that Lord Lu was also known for keeping a low profile.

Lu Ting shook his head, but he still placed the paper neatly on the table, ground the ink slab, and raising his brush.

Even though he was still joking casually a moment ago, as soon as he picked up his brush, both his and the old butler’s face immediately turned grave. It was just a simple letter, but the most important matter that swept over the entire royal court as though a hurricane was at stake.

Whether King Song would be able to come back to power and lead the royal court; whether King Qi and the Yao Clan would be stopped from laying their demonic claws on the Bureau of Military Personnel and Bureau of Punishments; whether the fracture between King Song, Sage Emperor and Consort Taizhen could be repaired; the effects of this incident on the officials of the royal court…

All of these were dependent on this simple letter.

The duo knew that it was already amazing for this seemingly irresolvable conflict to be fixed to this point.

And this was all Wang Chong’s credit.

On this matter, they had no other ideas so they could only pin their hopes on Wang Chong. Making Consort Taizhen to speak up for King Song was nothing more than a daydream under the current situation, and they wouldn’t have dared to harbor such thoughts.

‘A newborn calf doesn’t fear the tiger’. Only Wang Chong, an inexperienced youngster, could think out of the box and come up with such an inconceivable idea.

“Chong gongzi, what should we do next?”

Lu Ting turned around and looked at Wang Chong.

To think that a great academic of the royal court would actually consult a child who was much younger than him. This sounded unbelievable, but it was happening at this very instant.

He might not have noticed himself, but in the depths of his heart, he had already trusted and relied deeply on this ‘child’.

‘Lord, why had modesty replaced your arrogance?’. These were Consort Taizhen’s words.

They didn’t know what Wang Chong had written to Consort Taizhen, but without a doubt, it was definitely words of flattery. However, Consort Taizhen’s letter wasn’t easy to reply to either.

In the previous dynasties, the appearance of this phrase usually symbolized a stark ridicule to the other party, and it was a sign that negotiations were going to break down.

It was difficult to offer a proper reply to these words.

It was difficult to change Consort Taizhen’s opinion and attitude toward King Song.

This wasn’t an easy matter at all.

However, Wang Chong didn’t seem to be as perplexed as everyone thought he would be. Rather, it felt as though he had already expected Consort Taizhen’s reply and prepared an answer in advance.

Walking over to Lu Ting, Wang Chong whispered.

“AH?!!”

Hearing Wang Chong’s words, Lu Ting stared at him, dumbfounded.

“Surely this isn’t a good idea?”

“What’s bad about that? In any case, it isn’t really King Song who is writing the letter, so surely it doesn’t matter?”

Wang Chong laughed heartily. Lu Ting had always been jumping between him and King Song, and this was a rare chance to get back at him.

“Lord Lu, I need to practice my martial arts, so I’ll leave the rest to you.”

After saying those words, Wang Chong left with a delightful chuckle.

Lu Ting was left with a long face in his wake.

“Lord Lu, what did that child say?”

The old butler asked curiously.

“Sigh, I finally know why that child called me here without informing King Song.”

Lu Ting smiled bitterly as he repeated Wang Chong’s words to the old butler.

After hearing those words, the old butler also burst out laughing. Not only did he not side with Lu Ting, he even spoke in Wang Chong’s defense.

“That child is right, it isn’t appropriate for His Highness to deal with this matter. Academic Lu, you should shoulder some of His Highness’s burden. We will be depending on you on this matter.”

Flinging his sleeves, the old butler left as well, leaving behind Lu Ting alone in the cold main hall.

Lu Ting smiled bitterly.

Silence loomed in the main hall, and after a moment of contemplation, Lu Ting eventually decided to go along with Wang Chong’s plan. Imitating King Song’s handwriting, he wrote a letter.

“Send this letter to Yuzhen Palace.”

…

“To Your Highness:

Your Highness’s beauty is as ravishing as a fairy and as astonishing as a deity, a rare and perfect occurrence in the world. Chengqi’s previous abruptness was due to my unawareness of Your Highness’s elegance, so I plead for your forgiveness.

His Majesty is a legendary emperor while Your Highness is a legendary beauty; such a perfect duo is rarely seen in history. Chengqi believes that given His Majesty’s legendary feats, only Your Highness is worthy of standing beside him.”

“Chengqi’s only wish is for Your Highness to use your talents to assist His Majesty. Only when the dragon and phoenix calls in unison will prosperity be brought to the world.”

“Chengqi had offended Your Highness in the past, and even if Your Highness assigns blame, Chengqi has nothing to say. Chengqi’s only wish is for Your Highness and His Majesty to last to a ripe old age together in the royal palace!”

“With respect, King Song Li Chengqi.”

Reading through the letter King Song sent in Yuzhen Palace, Consort Taizhen was dumbstruck. Even though the previous letter she sent was short, it was dripping with mockery.

Consort Taizhen thought that King Song would surely fly into a rage. She didn’t think that he would reply with such a letter.

“Little sister, what did King Song write?”

Outside the tent, Yang Zhao saw the letter in the flabbergasted Consort Taizhen’s hand, and he felt as though a cat was clawing at his heart. Ever since Her Highness had received the letter, she had been sitting blankly at the same spot, not moving or saying anything.

Yang Zhao was dying to know what King Song had written for his cousin to fall into such a state.

“Take a look for yourself!”

With a jerk on her hands, Consort Taizhen passed King Song’s letter over.

“This, this…”

After reading King Song’s letter, Yang Zhao was dumbfounded.

“Is this really written by King Song?”

“It is!”

Consort Taizhen replied deeply. She recognized King Song’s handwriting, and without a doubt, this letter was written by King Song Li Chengqi.

She wasn’t surprised by her Cousin Yang Zhao’s surprise. Even she herself was astonished after reading through the letter. If the poem before was a compliment, then this letter from King Song was stark flattery.

Upon this letter, Consort Taizhen couldn’t help but wonder if the sudden change in the royal court had occurred due to her appearance.

It was precisely due to the earnest tone of this letter that Consort Taizhen had no choice but to doubt this.

Furthermore, the notion that she had changed the attitude of the entire royal court through her beauty could be considered as a huge compliment for her. After all, men were different from women.

Praising a woman’s beauty was the greatest compliment one could offer. No woman didn’t take pride in her appearance, and Consort Taizhen was no different.

She carried many dissatisfactions with King Song Li Chengqi, but at this moment, she found herself unable to hate the other party anymore.

‘One doesn’t slap a smiling person’. Toward a person who praised her, how could Consort Taizhen continue hating him?

“However, speaking the truth, his words aren’t excessive at all.”

After a moment, Yang Zhao calmed down. Even though there was a clear tone of flattery in King Song’s letter, Yang Zhao didn’t think that King Song’s words were exaggerated.

Her cousin had been a ravishing beauty from young, and it slowly matured along with her age as though a bottle of marvelous wine. Even the other members of the Yang Clan couldn’t help but be moved by her appearance.

But ever since the mysterious seer came knocking on their door, all of the Yang Clan members knew that cousin had ‘the life of a phoenix, the disposition of a royalty’.

Everyone guarded her well, not allowing her to come into contact with outsiders.

Thus, probably even cousin herself didn’t know about her beauty.

Back then, when he last saw her, she was only twelve to thirteen. But even so, she was already ravishing. After marrying into the King Shou Residence, Yang Zhao had never seen her again. In fact, he didn’t even know what his cousin looked like at this moment.

The tent was like a huge wall, and even Yang Zhao didn’t have the fortune to see her!
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“However, what does King Song mean by this? The handwritings of the two letters he sent are completely different!”

Instead of pursuing this matter, Yang Zhao suddenly recalled the previous letter. Back then, he didn’t notice anything peculiar, but taking a look at this letter now, it was clear that the handwritings of the two letters were completely different.

The handwriting of the previous letter was squiggly and awful, to the point that Yang Zhao thought that he could write better than the other party, while this one was forceful, strong, and elegant. It was clear that both letters were written by different people.

“Furthermore, why would the letter with the poem have King Song’s seal? What in the world is King Song up to? On top of that, the poem is extremely inappropriate. Isn’t he afraid that His Majesty might misunderstand him?”

Yang Zhao was unable to comprehend the matter.

“We’ll have to ask him to know.”

Even though Consort Taizhen spoke calmly, the slight quiver in her tone revealed her true emotions. In truth, King Song’s reply wasn’t important to her at all.

There was only one thing she was concerned with. Who was the one who wrote the ‘Song of Purity and Peace’? And was there a second and third poem to it?

…

The second letter Consort Taizhen sent managed to reach King Song this time around. King Song, Lu Ting, and the old butler circled around a golden-plated wooden table, on which, Consort Taizhen’s letter was placed.

What that came along with this letter was the ‘Song of Purity and Peace’ that Wang Chong wrote with squiggly handwriting..

Consort Taizhen’s reply and Wang Chong’s ‘Song of Purity and Peace’ had been placed on the table for more than two hours, during which, the trio had read through them over and over again, but even so, they couldn’t help but feel amazed each time.

“Good poem, this is indeed a good poem! To think that Wang Yan, despite being a border general, is able to bring up a son with such flair in poetry. This is truly an eye-opener!”

Lu Ting was the first to break the silence. Staring at the poem on the table, he offered his generous praise. This poem was simple and carefree, beautiful but not excessive. If disseminated in the Central Plains, it would be a masterpiece that everyone was filled with praises for.

Even Lu Ting couldn’t help but admit that this poem could leave most of the talented academics in the royal court kneeling in defeat. At the very least, he, Lu Ting, was incapable matching such flair.

But for some reason, when Lu Ting said those words, there was an interesting look on his face.

“It’s indeed a good poem!”

Beside him, King Song nodded as well. There was also an equally interesting look on his face.

He didn’t know that Wang Chong had used his name to write Consort Taizhen a nostalgic, complimentary, and even slightly flirtatious poem.

Embarrassed, he didn’t know he should react to this matter before Lu Ting and the old butler.

King Song had always operated upright and openly. He had never done such a matter before.

Even though this poem praising Consort Taizhen wasn’t written by him but by Wang Chong, his seal was clearly imprinted on it. As such, he couldn’t claim to be completely unaware of the matter.

“It is fortunate that Chong gongzi is wise enough to write this letter with a squiggly handwriting, making it clear that it isn’t Your Highness’s handwriting with a single glance. This way, it will clear you of all suspicion and prevent misunderstandings.”

Eventually, it was Lu Ting who managed to see through Wang Chong’s thoughts.

“This letter must never come from Your Highness’s hand. If it falls into the wrong hands, countless rumors will fly about. However, Chong gongzi is different. He is only fifteen and he is much younger than Consort Taizhen. It is normal and understandable for him to harbor crushes at such an age. Even if something were to happen in the future, no one would be able to say anything about it. At most, they could only attribute it to the passion of youth!”

“Chong gongzi had truly considered all aspects of the matter well!”

Eventually, Lu Ting couldn’t help but comment in amazement. There were some things that one wouldn’t understand until the very end.

Wang Chong had borrowed King Song’s seal and written a letter to Consort Taizhen on King Song’s behalf. Back then, they were curious about what he was up to.

But looking at it at this moment, that youngster was indeed bright and meticulous. Everything he did, he took King Song’s welfare into consideration.

It could be said that this child had already done his all for the friendship between the Song and Wang Clan!

“This child has truly worked hard. Your Highness, I think that of the two generations of offsprings in the Wang Clan, this child is worth grooming!”

The old butler also spoke up.

The old butler rarely spoke for anyone, but when he did, his words carried a lot of weight. Hearing the old butler’s words, even King Song was slightly taken aback.

Most of the time, the old butler was warning him to ‘be careful’ or ‘don’t trust this person easily’.

This was the first time he was hearing the old butler recommending someone to him. Not to mention, the person he was recommending was only a fifteen-year-old child.

Clearly, the old butler had an extremely favorable impression of the Wang Clan’s third son.

“There’s no hurry for this matter. Isn’t the royal court discussing the matter regarding the Three Great Training Camps? I heard that there is intense competition for the slots of the first batch. When the time comes, take my token and slot that child into the namelist.”

King Song smiled.

“Yes.”

The old butler nodded in acknowledgement.

The Three Great Training Camps was a matter initiated by His Majesty, and it was unprecedented project in the empire. It had attracted the attention of nearly all young scions and nobles in the empire.

However, due to the limited slots, the competition over it wasn’t as simple as King Song described it as. However, with King Song’s token, it wasn’t difficult to accomplish this matter.

“Academic Lu, what do you think that we should do regarding the matter of Consort Taizhen?”

King Song turned his head to look at Lu Ting.

“Hehe, Your Highness, there’s no need for you to feel conflicted over this matter. Since Wang Chong didn’t attempt to hide this letter from Your Highness, he surely has a plan for it. Your Highness should just tell Consort Taizhen the truth. This way, you can cleanse yourself of suspicion and prevent scandals from arising.”

Lu Ting said.

It was fine for Wang Chong to write the ‘Song of Purity and Peace’, but it would be a huge problem if King Song was thought to be the one writing it.

Wang Chong was still young, and no one would blame him for admiring beauties. But if it was King Song, the censors of the royal court would surely bombard with impeachments. Thus, he had to tear off the bud of this potential problem before it bloomed.

This was clearly Wang Chong’s intentions as well.

“Then… Let’s do as you’ve said then.”

King Song nodded. He was impressed over this matter.

Consort Taizhen had sent a total of two letters, the first one was blatant mockery toward him while the second was a question. The blame in her tone had reduced significantly. Without a doubt, Wang Chong’s strategy was working!

As long as Consort Taizhen’s rage wasn’t directed toward him and the other officials in the royal court, King Qi and the Yao Clan wouldn’t be able to use Consort Taizhen to dominate the royal court.

The impact of this matter would be minimized then.

…

King Song’s reply soon reached Yuzhen Palace, and Consort Taizhen finally found out who the author of the ‘Song of Purity and Peace’ was.

“Wang Chong?”

Inside the tent, Consort Taizhen frowned deeply as she saw the name on the letter. She had never seen this name before.

She muttered those words unintentionally, but it caused unintended consequences.

Actually, Yang Zhao wasn’t curious to know who the author of the ‘Song of Purity and Peace’ was at all. His only interest laid in the dices of the gambling den, and he was only humoring this cousin of his.

However, upon hearing the name ‘Wang Chong’, Yang Zhao’s heart beat furiously.

“Little sister, what did you just say?”

Yang Zhao’s body shuddered upon hearing that name, and he anxiously asked.

“Wang Chong!”

“Which Wang Chong?”

“According to the letter, he is an offspring of the Wang Clan, the son of Border General Wang Yan.”

Weng!

Yang Zhao’s heart jolted, and he widened his eyes in shock. He truly didn’t expect to hear this name all of the sudden, and it had caught him completely off guard.

“Why, you know him?”

Sensing something, Consort Taizhen immediately asked.

“If you’re talking about the youngest son of the famous general, Wang Yan, then I really do know him!”

Yang Zhao nodded seriously. This matter felt indescribably bizarre to him. Somehow, he remembered the youngster who sold his sword at Bluebottle Pavilion, the youngster whom he stopped in the middle of the road, and the youngster who gave him a thousand gold taels without hesitation.

Yang Zhao didn’t expect that he would hear his name here..

“How is that possible?”

Yang Zhao abruptly widened his eyes. This matter had truly shocked him. That child was only fourteen to fifteen-year-old, and on top of forging the world’s number one sword, he was still capable of coming up with such an incredible poem?

More importantly, why would he be writing for King Song?

Could he be highly regarded by King Song?

For an instant, Yang Zhao found himself bewildered by many questions, and the entire matter suddenly felt eerie to him.

“What in the world is going on?”

Consort Taizhen was even more surprised than Yang Zhao.

Since her cousin didn’t deny it, this meant that he knew him. But… how was that possible? Her cousin hadn’t been in the capital for a long time, so it was much too coincidental for him to know the person who had written the poem to her.

“Little sister, do you remember the fool who lent me a thousand gold taels that I told you about previously?”

Yang Zhao dived straight into the point.

“I remember, what about it?”

“That fool’s name is Wang Chong!”

Yang Zhao said.

“Ah!”

Consort Taizhen was dumbstruck.

“You mean to say that the person who wrote me that poem is only a fifteen-year-old child?”

“Un, that is if he is indeed the offspring of the Wang Clan.”

With a lowered head, Yang Zhao answered seriously.

“How is that possible?!!”

Consort Taizhen was utterly shocked.

She found it unbelievable that the person who wrote the exceptionally beautiful ‘Song of Purity and Peace’, praised her as though she was a deity while vaguely revealed his admiration for her would just be a fifteen-year-old youngster.

But recalling the squiggly handwriting and the nostalgia hidden within the words, in the depths of Consort Taizhen’s heart, she started to believe that it was the truth.

If the person who had written the Song of Peace and Purity was only a fifteen-year-old child, then surely his squiggly handwriting would be understandable?

More importantly, if that poem was written by King Song, it would be a huge scandal for both her and King Song. However, if it was written by a fifteen-year-old child who had managed to catch a glimpse of her, then this matter would be nothing much.

But there was one thing that Consort Taizhen couldn’t understand. She had been living in the depths of Yuzhen Palace all this while, how could that child possibly know of her appearance?

All kinds of thoughts flashed through her head, and for the first time, Consort Taizhen felt extremely interested in this enigmatic ‘Wang Chong’.

What kind of youngster was he to willingly throw away a thousand gold taels casually?

What kind of youngster was he to be capable of writing such a straightforward poem to express his admiration?

More importantly, he was only a fifteen-year-old child!

…

Consort Taizhen suddenly felt a strong desire to meet this child!
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Putting the matter regarding Consort Taizhen aside, after ‘directing’ the reply of the first letter, Wang Chong led Shen Hai and Meng Long out of the city,

“Young master, where are we going?”

The lush forest was filled with thorns, and the bushes reached the height of one’s chest, making it extremely inconvenient to walk around. Despite following closely behind Wang Chong, Shen Hai and Meng Long had already been cut by thorns several times.

They were already a far distance from the capital, deep in the wilderness, and the various bushes, tall grass, and towering trees made the terrain extremely hard to tread on.

Initially, when they heard that the young master was going to cultivate here to absorb Origin Energy, they were rather excited. But in the past few days, they realized that it wasn’t the case.

From the very first day they reached the mountain, their young master had been wandering around the area.

“Don’t worry, you’ll know once we reach our destination.”

Wang Chong answered as he slashed at the vegetation obstructing him. Even though he was ‘wandering’ the mountain with the duo, he didn’t neglect his training at all.

‘Might of the Barbaric God’ differed greatly from other cultivation techniques. As long as one reached the minimum requirement of the second layer of the Origin Energy Might 1-dan, one would be able to absorb Origin Energy from the surroundings even when one wasn’t meditating.

The only drawback was that it wasn’t as effective as meditating, but in any case, it was still an overwhelming advantage.

Wang Chong could clearly feel an invigorating sensation on his skin as he walked around the mountain forest.

“The mountain forest is filled with greenery, it is indeed much more efficient cultivating here than in the city.”

Wang Chong thought.

One could cultivate ‘Might of the Barbaric God’ regardless of whether one was walking or sitting. It wasn’t without reason that this cultivation technique was the top recommended technique in the military in his previous life.

Wang Chong’s mastery was still lacking. As a result, his rate of cultivation when walking was around sixty percent of that if he were to meditate. Along with the rise in his mastery and cultivation, the rate would increase.

Once he reached the highest level, it would be possible to cultivate even when sleeping.

This was something that other cultivation techniques could never hope to achieve.

“I wonder if I can find that spirit vein! …”

Proceeding forward on the thorny path, a thought flashed through Wang Chong’s mind.

Wang Chong was looking for a spirit vein; it was also the reason why he was wandering around the mountain with Shen Hai and Meng Long. There was a spirit vein hidden beyond the walls capital that not many people who knew of it, but Wang Chong happened to be one of them.

Spirit veins were rich in Origin Energy, and if one were to cultivate in such an area, one’s progress would be several times faster than anywhere else. No one knew how spirit veins were formed, and the only thing that was known was that its formation was probably related to the geography of earth in the immemorial era.

There were very few spirit veins in the surroundings of the capital, and most of them were already occupied by others. However, the one that Wang Chong sought was slightly different from the others.

It was much stronger than the other spirit veins.

Due to several unique reasons, it was impossible to sense this spirit vein from its surface. As such, it was left unnoticed. It was only many years later, when foreign steel cavalries stepped into the capital, was this spirit vein exposed.

When that spirit vein burst forth from the underground as though an erupting volcano, many were shocked. But by then, the spirit vein was already crippled.

As soon as the thought of entering the mountain forest to cultivate Might of the Barbaric God appeared in Wang Chong’s mind, he subconsciously recalled this wasted gigantic spirit vein in his previous life.

The unique geographical terrain around the capital trapped the spiritual energy hidden within, and no one, except for Wang Chong, had noticed this concealed spirit vein yet…

“Don’t stop, let’s continue on. I’ll open up the path so you two should check the surroundings for poisonous snakes.”

Wang Chong knew that the greatest threat one faced in the mountain forest was poisonous snakes. Even if one was a martial artist, a single bite from those poisonous snakes possessing lethal poison was sufficient to send a person to his grave.

It wasn’t without a reason that this spirit vein wasn’t noticed, and these lethal venomous snakes was one of them.

Wang Chong vaguely remembered that the number of snakes around the spirit vein was much greater than anywhere else, and their venom was much more potent as well.

Handing over the mission of warding off the poisonous snakes to Shen Hai and Meng Long, Wang Chong focused his attention on looking for the spirit vein.

‘Might of the Barbaric God’ was extremely sensitive to disturbances in the Origin Energy in the air. For the last few days, the reason why Wang Chong was wandering around the mountain was to feel the differing concentration in the Origin Energy in the surroundings via Might of the Barbaric God to roughly determine the location of the spirit vein.

Wang Chong had already scoured the south, east, and west. Thus, only one direction was left.

“We’re almost there!”

After a period of time, Wang Chong’s eyes suddenly lit up. Having successfully scoured the surrounding regions, Wang Chong gained a rough idea of the shape and terrain of this mountain range, thus allowing him to confirm the rough location of the spirit vein.

“Let’s go, that way!”

Wang Chong suddenly turned around, pointed toward one direction, and started paving a path.

The area which Wang Chong confirmed was in the midst of the various mountains. In there, trees that embraced one another in pairs grew, and the area didn’t look like a place where a spirit vein would be.

But Wang Chong felt a vague but definite familiar disturbance in the air. He remembered that it was the disturbance generated by a spirit vein.

He knew very well that this spirit vein was unique. Even if one were to find it, one wouldn’t be able to tell that one was standing right above the spirit vein.

Only when one walked to the closest mountain peak would one be able to sense the concentrated Origin Energy.

Wang Chong led Shen Hai and Meng Long to scour around the surrounding peaks, and about an hour later——

Weng!

When Wang Chong led Shen Hai and Meng Long up yet another mountain peak, he suddenly caught a familiar ‘scent’ in the surroundings.

This disturbance was dozens of time stronger than what he felt at the foot of the mountain.

“Hahaha, I’ve found it!”

Wang Chong was extremely delighted.

“Shen Hai and Meng Long, clear this region. I want to build a training field here. From now on, I’ll be cultivating here.”

Shen Hai and Meng Long glanced at each other in bewilderment. They couldn’t understand why the young master was so excited.

Other than the Origin Energy here being slightly denser than the other regions, they couldn’t feel anything else. Was this what their young master was looking for?

The both of them were perplexed.

But even so, they wouldn’t disobey Wang Chong’s orders.

“Yes, young master!”

Drawing their swords, they began clearing the thorns and trees in the surroundings, creating an empty training field for Wang Chong at the peak of the mountain.

“By the time this training field is cleared, you two will understand why I chose this location.”

Staring at the back of the duo, Wang Chong smiled.

Perhaps it was because of the unique greenery, or due to a special substance in the soil, the spiritual energy in the spirit vein was clogged up. Thus, one could only sense less than a single percent of it.

Shen Hai and Meng Long might carry doubts toward Wang Chong’s decision at this moment, but by the time they shaved a layer of soil off the surface of the mountain peak, they wouldn’t be thinking so.

Several hours later, a simple mountaintop ‘mini training field’ had been cleared, and seated in the center of this training field was Wang Chong, who was in the midst of cultivating Might of the Barbaric God. Overwhelming Origin Energy far greater than that of the other parts of the mountain forest gushed in from beneath his feet and his surroundings.

Both his Might of the Barbaric God and Dragon Bone Art would surely improve swiftly if he were to cultivate here.

“If I recall correctly, this place isn’t bought by anyone yet!”

As Wang Chong cultivated, he thought over this matter silently.

At this moment, no one should have discovered this spirit vein which took him eight to nine days to locate and reach. 

But Wang Chong knew that if he were to frequent this place, it wouldn’t be long before someone noticed this place.

——This was how the world worked. If you didn’t notice this location, nothing would happen. But if you did, many people would come swarming here, hoping to get a slice of the pie.

The first step to find this precious spirit vein was a success, and the next one should be to secure the location. Given the importance of the second step, Wang Chong had to give it more thoughts.

“Shen Hai, if I recall correctly, this should be considered as a part of the barren mountains and it isn’t bought yet. Do you still remember where we are? Later on, make a trip to the Court of Judicial Review and buy down this location along with the surrounding mountain range.”

Wang Chong suddenly said.

“Ah!”

Hearing Wang Chong’s words, Shen Hai and Meng Long were taken aback.

In Great Tang empire, it was possible for one to purchase barren mountains. In fact, if one wished to, one could buy all of the barren mountains in the empire.

But of course, you had to have the money for it first.

Buying a mountain had always been expensive, needless to say, an entire mountain range. It was one thing if what one wanted to buy was a mine with a huge deposit of top quality ores, but if the mountain was barren, then it would mean a huge loss.

The fees of buying a mountain range were so great than even the typical affluent clan wouldn’t dare to dump money into it freely.

“Young master, this mountain range isn’t small. It will be a huge sum if you were to buy the entire area!”

“Indeed, young master! It would cost a minimum of eighty thousand gold taels to do so! Furthermore, it’s only a thirty year lease.”

Shen Hai and Meng Long tried to persuade him otherwise.

In their view, there was nothing of value in this mountain range and it wasn’t worth this sum of money. On top of that, the empire had imposed a time limit on one’s ownership after purchase. 

If it was a mine, one should dig it out as soon as possible. How much one could dig out was one’s matter, and even if one were to end up making a loss, one couldn’t blame anyone for it. Thirty years later, one would have to purchase this land once again, and what’s worse was that it was likely that the price would have inflated then.

“Young master, is there an ore deposit below?”

Shen Hai asked carefully. After much contemplation, this was the only reason he could think of.

“Hehehe, this isn’t it.”

Wang Chong shook his head. He pointed a finger at the ground and smiled.

“It’s something even more valuable than an ore deposit!”

If Wang Chong wanted to grasp his destiny and change the fate of Great Tang and the world, he had to build up his own influence.

This was the reason why Wang Chong entrusted his little uncle, Wang Mi, to look for several formidable Imperial Army instructors for him.

This was an extremely vague plan that he hadn’t built on yet, but just a moment ago, Wang Chong suddenly realized where he should station his own ‘training base’ at.

By the time little uncle brought those Imperial Army instructors over, the land above this spirit vein would serve as an ideal training base. With this spirit vein, all he had to do afterward was to recruit a bunch of loyal and reliable people, and in the shortest time possible, he would be able to produce batch after batch of experts.

Batch after batch of loyal subordinates that he would be able to utilize.

——Just like the army he commanded in his previous life!

This would be his future ‘training base’!
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Shen Hai swiftly left.

In the distance, towering mountains veiled with a mysterious mist could be seen, and the area was extremely tranquil.

Wang Chong took a very brief glance before closing his eyes. Seated on the top of the tallest mountain peak in the region, he started cultivating 《Might of the Barbaric God》.

Given the high concentration of Origin Energy here as compared to anywhere else in the forest, Wang Chong knew that he would be able to reach Origin Energy Tier 7 swiftly.

Time slowly passed. Wang Chong swiftly pushed aside the affairs of the royal court to the back of his mind and focused on his cultivation. Meditating motionlessly in the depths of the forest, with each passing day, his cultivation would advance and his strength would reach greater heights.

The degree of strength growth for Might of the Barbaric God was much greater than the other martial arts. On top of that, the rate which it allowed martial artists to absorb Origin Energy from the surroundings at was something that even top-notch techniques such as 《Ferocious Elephant Technique》 couldn’t compare up to.

Might of the Barbaric God wasn’t proclaimed as the number one fundamental martial art during the catastrophe back in his previous life for no reason. The effects of Might of the Barbaric God grew exponentially stronger the further one advanced in the technique.

Meng Long stood guard in the area to protect Wang Chong from any possible assailants. Out of boredom, he would often turn his attention to Wang Chong, and the latter’s progress shocked him. The cultivation of a martial artist should be gradual and slow, but Wang Chong’s improvement was visible to the eye! This was something completely inconceivable!

Despite his years of being in the military, Meng Long had never seen such a sight!

“What kind of martial art is the young master cultivating? It’s incredibly powerful!”

Meng Long muttered in shock.

He could feel Wang Chong growing visibly stronger every single day. Despite being a veteran martial artist, he had never seen such a formidable martial art before.

Despite his shock, Meng Long didn’t raise his doubts. He had already seen too many inconceivable things while accompanying Wang Chong.

He believed that there was an explanation for everything, and he thought that this martial art was likely to be a bestowment from Duke Jiu.

Only a figure like ‘Duke Jiu’ would possess this kind of incredible martial art.

Oblivious to Meng Long’s thoughts, Wang Chong was completely immersed into his training. The effectiveness of the spirit vein was far greater than he had expected.

He was able to gather Origin Energy three times faster on top of this spirit vein than his usual training. Bit by bit, Origin Energy accumulated within his body. Through his painstaking effort, it had already gathered to around the size of a pinky finger. 

Wang Chong could sense that he was approaching Origin Energy Tier 7. 

Once he reached that level, Origin Energy would spill out from his core into his bones, meridians, skin, blood, and flesh. His muscles would grow stronger, tougher, and gain explosive strength. At the same time, his body would become more slender and proportionate.

The Origin Energy within one’s body would also grow denser!

Unknowingly, several more days had passed.

Boom!

Suddenly, Wang Chong’s body jolted and along with ‘kachacha‘ crisp sounds, Wang Chong’s Origin Energy finally reached Tier 7.

At the same time, a seemingly impossible sight appeared. Along with Wang Chong’s breakthrough in his cultivation, his body, reminiscent of spring bamboo shoots after a rain, grew taller by several centimeters.

From the very start, Wang Chong’s physique belonged to the tall and thin type, and after the rise in his height, his figure grew even more slender and proportionate.

“Origin Energy Tier 7! Young master, you have reached Origin Energy Tier 7!”

A delighted voice sounded beside him. Upon seeing Wang Chong’s sudden ‘growth spurt’, Meng Long yelled excitedly.

Opening his eyes, the first thing Wang Chong saw was Meng Long’s thrilled face.

Upon reaching Origin Energy Tier 7, one would experience and obvious growth in height. This was the most visible sign of reaching this cultivation realm, and as someone who had undergone the same process as well, Meng Long couldn’t be any more familiar with it.

“Un.”

With a smile, Wang Chong nodded and stood up. In an instant, the difference in his physique became even more apparent. 

Initially, Wang Chong physique looked no different than those of his age. However, after the sudden surge in his height, he seemed more like a sixteen to seventeen-year-old youngster, alike to the person he played off in the Bluebottle Pavilion.

“Not bad, not bad!”

Meng Long measured Wang Chong from head to toe with interest. The current Wang Chong felt significantly stronger than before, and the gap between the two of them was no longer as great as before.

“Young master, if the old master were to know that you have such incredible progress, he will surely be delighted.” 

As Meng Long said so, he suddenly sent a punch toward Wang Chong.

Peng!

In a flash, Wang Chong lifted his right fist to receive Meng Long’s attack. The two forces collided, and an incredible strength surged from Meng Long’s arms.

The immense force knocked Wang Chong back, but Wang Chong simply did a flip in the air and landed straight downward.

“Thousand Jin Descension! Young master, looks like you have really reached Origin Energy Tier 7!”

Meng Long’s eyes flashed in astonishment.

‘Thousand Jin Descension’ was a technique that martial artists would learn upon reaching Origin Energy Tier 7. At this level, a martial artist would have opened up many meridians in his body, allowing him to easily channel his Origin Energy at his legs, thus adjusting his center of gravity, allowing him to vertically down from the sky at rapid speed.

This ‘Thousand Jin Descension’ may seem like nothing much, but in an actual battle, it enabled one to change the trajectory of one’s movement swiftly, allowing one to dodge lethal attacks.

It wasn’t a big deal to be capable of executing ‘Thousand Jin Descension’. What was surprising was Wang Chong’s proficiency in using the ‘Thousand Jin Descension’ despite having just reached Origin Energy Tier 7.

Even old veterans wouldn’t be able to utilize it as skillfully as he did.

“Young master, catch another one of my blows!”

Meng Long was getting more and more surprised by Wang Chong’s feats. Without any hesitation, he pushed against the ground and dashed forward toward Wang Chong, as though a cannonball. At the same time, he gathered his strength in his right fist in preparation to execute the standard military fist technique, ‘Destructive Wolf’.

“Meng Long, I won’t go easy on you if you continue on like this!”

Wang Chong chuckled.

Wang Chong knew that Meng Long was trying him out, but he chose not to back down at all. His dantian jolted, and waves of strength gushed toward his arm.

Boom!

The collision of their fists generated a powerful wind, which ravaged the surroundings. While Wang Chong was knocked back by Meng Long’s immense strength, Meng Long was also forced to stagger backward. A numbing sensation slowly crept into Meng Long’s arm, and he was alarmed.

Wang Chong’s fist also wielded unimaginable force beyond the means of an average Origin Energy Tier 7 martial artist.

“Too powerful! If he were to continue progressing at such a rate, young master’s future would surely be unlimited!”

Even though Meng Long’s arm was aching from the clash with Wang Chong, he was still delighted by the results. The higher the cultivation of the young master, the brighter the future of the Wang Clan.

If the old master learned of this, he would surely be overjoyed.

(This old master refers to Wang Yan)

The young master was no longer the rebellious and profligate scion he was!

“Let’s stop here… You’re too powerful, it doesn’t seem like you’re a Origin Energy Tier 7 martial artist at all!”

Meng Long shook his head as he surrendered.

He was only testing out Wang Chong’s skills. If they were to continue on, they would truly be facing each other at full strength. Given his cultivation as an Origin Energy Tier 9 pinnacle expert, there was no point even if he were to win against Wang Chong.

“Hehe, this is good as well. It just happens that I don’t have any strength left as well.”

Leaning against a towering tree, Wang Chong chuckled. The technique he cultivated, Might of the Barbaric God, had granted him strength far surpassing that of an Origin Energy Tier 7 expert.

If Meng Long thought that his strength was still lacking because he had just achieved a breakthrough, and that he could subdue him easily, he couldn’t be any more wrong.

“…However, it is a pity that Herculean Punch saps too much of my stamina!”

Wang Chong lamented.

Herculean Punch was powerful. With it, Wang Chong could even withstand several blows from an Origin Energy Tier 9 expert like Meng Long face on. However, he had to pay an equivalent price for it as well—his energy.

Leaning against a tree, Wang Chong rested for a moment before he recovered a little bit of energy.

Right after reaching Origin Energy Tier 7, Wang Chong’s first thought was how he could further augment his strength.

“Since I’ve reached Origin Energy Tier 7, maybe I will be able to cultivate that sword art now!”

Wang Chong suddenly remembered a sword art.

One’s cultivation was always the core of all martial arts. Only when one’s cultivation was raised could one pursue techniques of a higher level.

The first thing that popped into Wang Chong’s mind was a sword art.

Wielding a sword was an advantage in itself. On top of that, after obtaining Hyderabad ores and  forging Wootz steel swords, sword arts had become one of the top choices for Wang Chong.

More importantly, different from Herculean Punch, despite being powerful, destructive, and sharp, sword arts didn’t consume as much stamina as Herculean Punch.

A sword art subconsciously appeared in Wang Chong’s mind.

“Single Character Consecutive Slash!”

After his reincarnation, Wang Chong had organized his path of development, and based on what he had evaluated, the best technique for him to learn after learning Herculean Punch was the ‘Single Character Consecutive Slash’.

This technique was simple, efficient, destructive, and highly offensive! It was the technique which could bring out the greatest of Wang Chong’s current strength.

This powerful sword art was centered around relentless, swift, and precise attacks to force one’s opponent up a corner.

As long as one managed to gain the initiative, one would be able to suppress one’s opponent through unceasing offensive attacks until one subdued and killed him.

However, its overwhelming power also made it a difficult technique to cultivate. The 《Single Character Consecutive Slash》 had a high prerequisite on one’s strength.

At the minimum, one had to be at Origin Energy Tier 7 to cultivate this technique.

“This sword art will be it!”

Wang Chong swiftly made up his mind.

Different from the Herculean Punch, the Single Character Consecutive Slash was a technique that Wang Chong comprehended and created after undergoing innumerable bloodshed and war in the latter part of his life.

This Single Character Consecutive Slash was the compilation of the strengths of innumerable sword arts, the product of Wang Chong’s immense effort in the pursuit of perfection!

Wang Chong didn’t create many martial arts, and Single Character Consecutive Slash was one of them. Traces of the techniques in Wang Chong’s previous world could be seen in the Single Character Consecutive Slash. 

Back when Wang Chong was in the military, he ordered all commanders, from the section commanders to the platoon commanders, all the way up to the officers, to learn this technique.

The moment the Single Character Consecutive Slash was activated, all targets within a straight line would be destroyed by its might. Attacks would come raining down on all opponents until every single one of them fell.

During the catastrophe, uncountable enemies had died under the Single Character Consecutive Slash, and it eventually went on to become the feared ultimate art of the battlefield.
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The Single Character Consecutive Slash was a technique singlehandedly created by Wang Chong.

The ideology behind its creation, the meridians required for the technique, the flow of energy… Wang Chong had every single detail behind the technique in his grasp. Thus, Wang Chong was capable of mastering it much faster than any other skills.

Leaning against the tree, Wang Chong drove the Origin Energy within his body and started to open up a new pathway for the flow of energy in his body.

The opening up of new ‘pathways’ wasn’t easy, but Wang Chong was experienced in this aspect. Others might have to experiment for hundreds or even up to a thousand times before they could get the correct location, but Wang Chong, having absolute knowledge of this technique, would be able to accomplish it easily.

Most likely, it would only take him two to three times!

This was the benefit of creating one’s own skills!

Even so, creating a technique was far more difficult than one could have imagined, perhaps even outweighing its benefits.

Weng!

A light buzz vaguely sounded from Wang Chong’s body, and soon, he entered a state of imperturbability.

“Young master has become a martial arts fanatic. If old master were to see it, he would definitely be unable to believe his eyes.”

Meng Long was taken aback by Wang Chong’s dedication, but he eventually shook it off with a smile and walked a distance away to keep a lookout for enemies.

Slowly, the mountain peak reverted back to its usual calmness.

After an unknown period of time, Wang Chong’s body jolted. He was almost done opening up the pathway for Single Character Consecutive Slash, and just as he was about to give it the final push, he suddenly heard a slight rustling sound.

“Someone is here!”

Opening his eyes, Wang Chong glanced downward the mountain. The footsteps slowly grew louder. The other party didn’t seem to be hiding his presence at all.

Then, from between the lush trees, Wang Chong heard a familiar voice.

“Indeed, it is Shen Hai!”

Wang Chong smiled.

Shen Hai had gone down alone, but he didn’t return alone. He brought several guards from the Wang Clan, as well as a few powerfully built workers along. They were carrying tools with them, and it seemed that they were here to conduct the primary construction of Wang Chong’s ‘training base’.

“Hehehe, young master, I’m done with the matter regarding the mountain range. Now, this entire region belongs to us. On top of that, I have brought a few people over. We can build a few houses in this region…”

In a good mood, Shen Hai shouted to Wang Chong and the others as he climbed up the slope.

“Haha, you’ve worked hard.”

Wang Chong smiled. On top of the tools, Wang Chong saw that they had brought fire-making equipment and rations over.

“Hm?”

As Shen Hai approached Wang Chong, he suddenly realized that something was different about the other party.

“Young master, you seem a little different from before?”

“Indeed!”

Wang Chong chuckled. When Shen Hai had descended from the mountain, Wang Chong was still at Origin Energy Tier 6. Given that he had advanced a realm, it was natural that he would feel different. On top of that, his physique had changed visibly as well. Just as he was about to tell Shen Hai about it, Wang Chong’s face suddenly warped. A strong sense of danger was nudging on his heart.

“Be careful! ——”

Wang Chong’s warning shot through the air as though a sudden bolt of lightning. Lifting his head, he suddenly glanced at the forest to the right of Shen Hai.

At the same time, Shen Hai and Meng Long also noticed that something was amiss. Turning their heads over, their faces changed.

“It’s that female assassin!”

“Young master, be careful! ——”

The both of them were astonished. No one could have expected that she would follow them all the way up here. Remorseful, Shen Hai’s complexion turned extremely awful.

No matter how slow he was, given how deeply hidden this location was, it was clear that the female assassin had followed him here.

Yet, for the past few days, he didn’t notice a single trace at all.

“Protect gongzi!”

Shen Hai, Meng Long, and the other guards of the Wang Clan bellowed. Without a second thought, they charged furiously toward the forest.

“Scram, none of you are a match for her!”

Wang Chong yelled anxiously.

If Arloja and Ablonodan were here, they might still be able to stop her. However, without a doubt, it was impossible for these guards to ward off the Eastern Islands female assassin on their own.

“Hmph, at least you have some self-awareness!”

A light and refreshing harrumph echoed. It shouldn’t have been anything much, but to Wang Chong’s ears, it sounded like the voice of the death god. Sou! The leaves shook, and a black shadow shot out from the lush greenery from the right side of the forest. Her movements were swift and light as though her phantom. Furthermore, her steps were erratic, making it completely impossible to predict her movements at all.

Wang Chong wasn’t wrong when he said that this terrain was advantageous to her. Executing Spectre Steps here had made her movements much harder to read than on flat ground.

Peng peng peng!

With a flash of the shadow, the three guards that Shen Hai brought over were sent flying. One-to-one, none of them were a match for her.

Sou!

With a slight sway of her body, that Eastern Islands assassin easily avoided Shen Hai and Meng Long’s assault and charged straight at Wang Chong.

From the start of the battle to this moment, not even a single breath had passed. Wang Chong’s hair stood at ends, and a strong feeling of death loomed over his heart.

Weng!

Without any hesitation, Wang Chong immediately executed the Single Character Consecutive Slash. However, instead of directing it toward the Eastern Islands female assassin, he used the movement and momentum of the technique to flee.

Having crossed blows with her, Wang Chong knew that this Eastern Islands female assassin was a True Martial Realm expert. Even if they were to put their strength together to challenge her, they would only end in defeat.

“Li Zhuxin, are you just going to watch by the side? ——”

Feeling the piercing sword intent from the figure tailing closely behind him, Wang Chong roared loudly into the vast mountains.

As though responding to Wang Chong’s voice, a calm but deep voice sounded.

“Lady, you should stop now!”

Boom!

A powerful might suddenly burst forth at a distance several zhang behind Wang Chong. Boom! An earth-shattering explosion sounded and powerful winds ravaged through the forest, causing countless trees to bow down in fear. A sword stabbed onto the ground right before the feet of the Eastern Islands female assassin, and as though an invisible barrier of wind had formed, an immense might sent her flying more than a dozen zhang away.

(~10 meters| ~30 meters)

“Li Zhuxin! ——”

Shen Hai and Meng Long was shocked to see the figure who appeared as though a phantom behind Wang Chong. This person wasn’t anyone other than the middle-aged gray-robed man whom Wang Chong employed at the ‘Home of the Adventurers’ for five thousand gold taels.

Li Zhuxin’s employment price was ridiculously expensive, and on top of that, he had ludicrous conditions to go with it, such as being allowed to leave whenever he pleased.

After accepting the first sum of money, he immediately left.

This left Shen Hai and Meng Long, the two loyal guards of the Wang Clan, extremely dissatisfied. This was no longer employing an expert, this was more like bringing in an old ancestor home to raise.

Thus, they adamantly rejected to Wang Chong’s decision, but they weren’t able to win against their young master’s obstinacy.

The duo couldn’t have expected that Li Zhuxin would be hidden here after disappearing for so many days. This was especially so for Meng Long. He had been by Wang Chong’s side for the last few days, but during this period of time, he didn’t notice Li Zhuxin’s presence at all.

Boom!

Just as Shen Hai was busy thinking about the matter, another furious wind swept across the mountain forest, making it difficult for one to even open their eyes. The Eastern Islands female assassin had attempted to use Spectre Steps to maneuver around the complicated terrain of the mountain forest so as to get past Li Zhuxin and head straight for Wang Chong, but she was intercepted yet again by the other party.

A furious battle soon ignited between the duo.

Looking at Li Zhuxin, Shen Hai was astonished. The strength that Li Zhuxin was displaying at this moment far surpassed what he had shown them at the Home of the Adventurers.

“Young master has indeed found himself a powerful guard! To think that I thought he had left!”

Shen Hai uttered in shock.

At this moment, he realized how correct young master’s decision was. Five thousand gold taels was a huge sum of money, but it was nothing compared to their lives.

Young master’s eye for people was much more formidable than his!

“Scatter! All of you, get away!”

Suddenly, Shen Hai realized something and hurriedly asked the group to back off. Both Li Zhuxin and the female assassin were True Martial Realm experts, and their cultivation was far beyond theirs.

The wind that the force of their blows whipped up felt like knives on their faces.

A battle of this level wasn’t something these ordinary workers could withstand.

The crowd backed away in a fluster.

Shen Hai and Meng Long didn’t dare to get too near either. They hurriedly retreated with the other guards. A battle among True Martial Realm experts wasn’t something they could interfere in either.

“Young master, be careful! Hurry over here!”

As Shen Hai and Meng Long guided the guards and workers away, they bellowed for Wang Chong to come over as well.

“Un.”

Wang Chong answered, but he didn’t move at all. Given the Eastern Island female assassin’s level of strength, accompanied with her Spectre Steps and powerful assassination techniques, it didn’t matter to her whether she was facing an individual or a group.

She had already proven this at the very start of the battle.

Instead, Wang Chong focused his gaze on the battle between the two True Martial Realm experts. The powerful gust of wind blew up the tree leaves on the ground, and they fluttered in the surroundings.

Previously, in order to open up a ‘training ground in the forest, Wang Chong had the others dig up a layer of soil. The shock wave from their battle caused the layer of soil to fly around the place. Along with the dense branches and leaves in the air, even Wang Chong couldn’t clearly see the situation of the battle.

However, given his discernment ability and experience he had gained in his previous life, Wang Chong was still able to vaguely see a thing or two.

“There’s something weird about that woman! …”

Wang Chong squinted his eyes. He couldn’t see the figure of the two, but he could sense a slight chaos in the aura of the Eastern Islands female assassin.

On top of that, she seemed slightly weaker than she was before.

“Could the weakness of the Spectre Steps be acting up already?”

Wang Chong thought.

The Spectre Steps was an incomplete cultivation technique. The higher one’s mastery in the technique, the greater the flaw of the technique grew. Eventually, one’s cultivation might even go berserk, resulting in an implosion.

Often, this was the method martial arts organizations used to control their subordinates.

However, given Wang Chong’s understanding of the Spectre Steps, there should be some time before the symptoms act up.

On top of that, the Eastern Islands female assassin seemed to be internally injured as well, just that the latter was trying to hold it in.

“This is truly weird. I don’t recall Arloja and the others injuring her.”

Wang Chong was perplexed.

“Lady, isn’t it already time to stop?”

Despite the strong wind, Li Zhuxin’s voice could still be clearly heard. In contrast to the Eastern Islands female assassin, Li Zhuxin’s figure was much easier to catch.

His aura felt as though a towering mountain, and regardless of what kind of methods the Eastern Islands female assassin used, he stood indomitable, preventing her from advancing even a single step toward Wang Chong.
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“Li Zhuxin, take her down!”

A glint flashed across Wang Chong’s eyes as he said.

Wang Chong had noticed it swiftly, but he was still a step too slow. Sou! The female assassin made use of the momentum from her slash against Li Zhuxin’s sword to bolt backward swiftly.

Without turning back, she executed the Spectre Steps and dashed into the forest.

“Do you think you can escape!”

Without any hesitation, Li Zhuxin chased her.

“Wait a moment! …”

Wang Chong lifted his hand in an attempt to stop Li Zhuxin, but before he could utter a word, the other party had already charged in the direction of the Eastern Islands female assassin.

By the time he finished spouting those words, the duo had disappeared without a trace. All that was left was the rustling wind which lingered at the mountaintop and the floating tree leaves.

“Fast! …”

Wang Chong slowly retracted his outstretched hand.

While the Eastern Islands female assassin was fast, Li Zhuxin wasn’t slow either. They had both cultivated speed-type secret arts, albeit the two being of different nature.

Their disappearance caused a sudden moment of silence in the forest.

“Young master, what do we do now?”

Meng Long instinctively turned to ask Wang Chong. Li Zhuxin hadn’t taken down the female assassin yet, and this meant that they were still in danger.

“Young master, I’m sorry. It was due to my negligence that brought her here.”

Shen Hai apologized remorsefully with a lowered head.

Excited, all of his attention was focused on scaling the mountain to deliver the good news to the young master. He couldn’t have even imagined that the Eastern Islands female assassin was tailing him.

Wang Chong waved his hands nonchalantly.

“This isn’t your fault. The female assassin hasn’t completed her mission, and even if not for you, she would have surely found some other ways to get here. Unless we choose to never leave the mountain to enter the city, it is just a matter of time before she gets on our trail. The reason why I employed Li Zhuxin from the Home of the Adventurers is in preparation for such a situation.”

“Besides, this isn’t the time to be talking about this.”

“What we have to do now is to consider our next course of action.”

A contemplative look appeared on Wang Chong’s face as he said these words.

Li Zhuxin had left too quickly, leaving behind a huge breach in Wang Chong’s defense. Even though the Eastern Islands female assassin wasn’t a match for Li Zhuxin, in this mountain forest terrain, her Spectre Steps granted her a huge advantage over the latter.

Thus, it was unlikely that Li Zhuxin would be able to take her down.

“Young master, why don’t we leave for now? This place isn’t safe.”

Meng Long suddenly said.

That female assassin’s presence had truly left him horrified. Without Arloja, Ablonodan, and Tuoba Guiyuan, none of them was a match for that lady.

In this terrain, she didn’t even have to cross blows with them. With a slight side step, she would be able to circumvent their defense easily. In terms of nimbleness, ten Shen Hai and Meng Long wouldn’t be a match for her.

“No!”

Wang Chong rejected his suggestion immediately.

“We are too far away from the official path. Without a day or two, it is impossible for us to escape from the mountain forest. Given the time and distance taken to do so, we’ll just be giving her plenty of opportunities to assassinate us. Since that is the case, we will be in a better position here.”

“Furthermore, if we were to leave, what about them?”

Wang Chong pointed at the workers whom Shen Hai brought along. The situation a moment ago had scared them, and they were all trembling in fear.

Seeing the situation, Shen Hai and Meng Long frowned.

Wang Chong was right. If they were to bring them along, it would only slow the group down. On the other hand, if they chose not to bring them along, given their lack of knowledge of the surroundings and the beast pack in the forest, they would be in grave danger.

Furthermore, they had limited rations. Once they finish the rations or got lost in the forest, they would be goners. Leaving them here was no different from killing them outright.

If Madam were to find out about this matter, she would be infuriated.

But taking them along wasn’t an option either.

“Let’s stay here for now!”

Wang Chong said after a moment of contemplation.

“Li Zhuxin has already gone to chase her. If he can’t find her, he should return here. If we stay here, he might be able to find us on time. At this moment, this is our best bet.”

There was something else that Wang Chong didn’t say.

The matter with the Eastern Islands female assassin mustn’t be allowed to get away, so Wang Chong had to remain here as a bait.

What that stood beneath his feet was an extremely precious spirit vein. Countless prestigious clans would be willing to shed blood and die for it.

Unless he decided to abandon this spirit vein, he had to find a way to settle her.

“Her Spectre Steps allows her to maneuver around obstacles easily. Shen Hai and Meng Long, cut off the trees in the surroundings. By cutting down these trees, the effectiveness of her Spectre Steps will be reduced.”

Wang Chong said.

“Yes, young master.”

Shen Hai and Meng Long nodded. This was the best that they could do at this moment. They weren’t a match for the Eastern Islands female assassin, but clearing away the trees wasn’t a problem.

As long as all of them gathered together on a flat ground, they should be able to fend her off for quite awhile.

“Come, get up. Listen to young master’s orders and clear away the trees here.”

Shen Hai and Meng Long hurriedly instructed the crowd.

This time, with a clear threat on their lives, the group worked diligently. Creating tools on the spot, they immediately launched into action.

While the crowd was busy cutting down trees to prevent the Eastern Islands female assassin from making use of the terrain against them, Wang Chong wasn’t idling about.

“I should scan the surroundings.”

Wang Chong thought.

Wang Chong knew that just cutting down the trees wasn’t sufficient to stop the female assassin. He had to think of another idea. Leaving the top of the mountain, Wang Chong began examining the area carefully.

Upon catching sight of a slope, Wang Chong’s eyes suddenly lit up.

“Indeed, there’s that!”

He saw a short plant with a small purple flower on the slope. Stretching his hand, Wang Chong grabbed several round fruits from it and crushed them. Then, holding them in his hands, he returned back to the top of the mountain.

Hua!

Not long after Wang Chong reached the mountaintop, a slight rustling sound echoed in the air.

“Mister Li is back, Mister Li is back!”

“Li Zhuxin! Li Zhuxin! This is great!”

…

The group cheered. Even Shen Hai and Meng Long heaved a long sigh of relief as their tensed heart finally loosened. As long as Li Zhuxin was here, they would be safe.

Having witnessed Li Zhuxin’s powerful strength, the crowd held absolute trust in him.

“Mister Li, have you caught that lady yet?”

Delighted, Shen Hai rushed forward.

“Wait a moment!”

Of the entire crowd, only Wang Chong frowned. He felt that something was amiss.

“Hehehe…”

The soft chuckle of a lady sounded but there was an indescribable eeriness to it.

“It’s a pity but I’m not the Mister Li you all are looking for!”

From a gap between the trees, a figure suddenly walked out. Dressed in tight black clothes and a mask, she held onto a saber in her hands. Her figure was slender and elegant, but at this moment, they could see her as nothing but a god of death.

Sou!

Without any hesitation, the Eastern Islands female assassin dashed straight toward Shen Hai with astonishing speed. A gleam flashed in the air.

“Shen Hai, be careful!”

“Lord Shen, look out!”

…

Upon seeing this sight, everyone was scared out of their wits.

Klang!

Without any hesitation, Meng Long and the other guards of the Wang Family Residence drew their swords and charged forward. However, there was a figure who reacted faster than they did.

Almost as soon as the Eastern Islands female assassin spoke, Wang Chong had already known that there was something wrong. Before anyone else could react, Wang Chong had already dashed over, executing Single Character Consecutive Slash.

The instantaneous burst speed of Single Character Consecutive Slash wasn’t inferior to any speed-type secret art, surpassing them even.

Boom!

Even though Wang Chong moved slightly later than the Eastern Islands female assassin, as though a flash of lightning, his sword managed to appear before the other party’s sword before the latter could strike Shen Hai.

Klang!

The scene that had occurred in the Wang Clan study half a month ago played once more. With a brilliant flash of light, half of the other party’s blade was sent flying.

——There weren’t many weapons that could withstand the sharpness of the Wootz steel sword.

“You’re courting death!”

The Eastern Islands female assassin eyes narrowed for a moment. For an instant, she looked as though a tiger who had her claws and fangs torn off. But in the next, menacing killing intent shot out from her eyes.

Chi!

An imposing aura burst forth from the Eastern Islands female assassin. Cold light shone in the air as she stabbed the remaining half of the sword she was holding straight toward Wang Chong. At the same moment, she swiftly grabbed a spare dagger by her waist and prepared to stab it toward Wang Chong in the off case that the latter manages to deflect her first strike.

A capable assassin could lack neither strength nor speed nor dexterity. In a split instant, when the others could only manage to send a single blow in, a capable assassin should be capable of sending two or even three blows.

Sou!

Yet, the attacks which were supposed to seal Wang Chong’s doom fell empty. Wang Chong’s figure leaped into the air under this seemingly impossible situation, and which a chi sound, a sharp pain suddenly assaulted her shoulder.

——The Eastern Islands female assassin was injured!

The Eastern Islands female assassin couldn’t believe her eyes. She was wounded! Furthermore, by a weakling whose strength was far beneath hers!

She had never seen such swordsmanship before. The skills that Wang Chong had displayed was completely foreign to her!

“I will kill you!”

The strong sense of humiliation, accompanied with anger and shock, caused the Eastern Islands female assassin’s final string of rationality to snap. A powerful and massive surge of Origin Energy immediately erupted from her as though a torrent.

“Protect the young master!”

“Stop her!”

“No matter what, she mustn’t be allowed to get close to the young master!”

…

All of these had happened in just a few instant. Shen Hai first struck the Eastern Islands female assassin’s body, and Meng Long and the other guards soon followed suit as well.

All of them burst forward with all their might.

“Be careful! She’s injured! ——”

Wang Chong suddenly shouted.

“Even if I am injured, I will still be able to kill you!”

The Eastern Islands female assassin spat through clenched jaws. Boom, with a sudden burst of strength, Shen Hai, Meng Long, and the others were sent flying backward.

The Eastern Islands female assassin immediately charged straight for Wang Chong.

“If you wish to kill me, come then!”

Wang Chong yelled as he operated the consecutive slash to bolt away. Behind him, the Eastern Islands female assassin remained tight on his trail.

But this time, even Shen Hai and Meng Long could sense that she was injured. Compared to before, her speed had drastically reduced.

Taking a closer look, her movements weren’t as nimble as well.

“Li Zhuxin has wounded her!”

A thought flashed across the crowd’s mind. Even though Li Zhuxin ended up letting her get away, he managed to wound her.

Her current strength had been reduced tremendously.

Otherwise, given the disparity in strength, they wouldn’t have just been jolted away just now.
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“Not good!”

Shen Hai’s heart fell into the cold abyss. After neutralizing the female assassin’s attack, Wang Chong didn’t come to group up with them. Instead, he escaped swiftly into the depths of the forest.

Even the group of them weren’t a match for the female assassin. Wasn’t facing her alone no different from suicide?

“The young master is in danger! Stop her! ——”

Upon seeing that Wang Chong was in danger, everyone disregarded their lives and charged straight at the Eastern Islands female assassin. However, they weren’t speed-based martial artists and their cultivation was inferior to her as well, so how could they possibly catch up with the other party?

“Hmph!”

Sneering coldly, the Eastern Islands female assassin didn’t pay them any heed. It would take a miracle for these guards could catch up to her.

In her eyes, only one person mattered—Wang Chong.

However, to her dismay, the swordsmanship the lad had learned was extremely peculiar, and it granted him bizarre and unreadable movements. The concept behind it was completely different from any other techniques she knew. He was able to change his directions freely, and to her astonishment, it wasn’t inferior to the Spectre Steps at all.

Despite her capability and the advantageous terrain, she found herself being unable to catch up with the other party at the moment!

“Let’s see where you can escape to!”

The Eastern Islands female assassin gritted her teeth furiously. That ridiculously strong gray-robed middle-aged man had been lured away by her, so she was safe at the moment. However, it wouldn’t be long before he returns, and before that happens, she had to take down this young lad. Once she did so, the other party wouldn’t be able to make a move on her.

Peng!

The right leg of the Eastern Islands female assassin pushed against the bucket-thick tree trunk in an attempt spring straight toward Wang Chong, as though an arrow on a drawn bowstring, when a dull thud suddenly sounded. Before many people’s astonished eyes, the Eastern Islands female assassin fell uncontrollably from the tree and smashed heavily onto the floor.

Sss!

At the same time, a black slithering bizarre snake with a triangle-like head which was previously camouflaged with the tree trunk fell from the tree, and it swiftly darted straight for the depths of the forest and disappeared.

“Be careful, it’s a Dark Mamba!”

From the back, a farmer shouted in alarm as he pointed at the escaping snake. Fear clearly shone through his face. The other guards of the Wang Family Residence might be unaware of its identity, but he happened to be familiar with it.

This snake possessed incredibly lethal poison, and as long as it draws blood, it won’t be long before the other party breathes his last.

“It’s a poisonous snake! It’s a poisonous snake!”

Shen Hai and Meng Long immediately reacted as well. When they were entering the mountains, the young master had told them that there were a lot of poisonous snakes here, and they had to be careful.

To think that the poisonous snakes would end up doing them a huge favor, biting that female assassin instead of them. This female assassin possessed incredible skills, and utilizing her supreme speed-based secret arts, she was able to maneuver around the forest freely, ‘flying’ here and there. No one could have thought that she would actually lose to a mere poisonous snake on her home ground.

“Well done! This is truly retribution!”

Shen Hai and Meng Long were delighted. Drawing their swords, they led the guards over and surrounded the Eastern Islands female assassin tightly. However, they didn’t take make a move on her immediately.

‘A centipede doesn’t topple over even when dead’. Who knew how much strength that female assassin still possessed, and how violent her retaliation would be?

“Don’t worry, she doesn’t have the strength to do anything.”

Wang Chong had been making use of the movements from the Single Character Consecutive Slash to maneuver adeptly around the forest to avoid the Eastern Islands female assassin’s pursuit. At this moment, he did a flip and landed softly from the top of the tree.

Turning his palm downward, he carefully threw some fruit shells in his hand out.

“You intentionally led me into this trap!”

Upon seeing Wang Chong, she immediately understood that this had to be one of Wang Chong’s schemes, and she felt both anxious and infuriated. Back then, at the Wang Family Residence study, Wang Chong made use of a sleeping gas pellet to trick her. This time, using some unknown tricks, he managed to get a venomous snake to assault her.

Having being done in by a person far weaker than her two consecutive times had made the Eastern Islands female assassin so furious that steam was almost puffing out from her apertures.

The core of assassination was being unscrupulous. All could be forgiven as long as one was able to assassinate one’s target. However, the means of this youngster before him seemed to be even more unconventional than hers.

For an assassin to be done in by her own target… If word were to spread out, even if she wasn’t poisoned, she would die of mockery.

“Don’t get angry. If you get agitated, the snake venom will act up even faster!”

Wang Chong chuckled as he slowly walked over. At the same time, he cleared himself of the scent that the fruit could have left on him.

“Bastard!”

Maddened, the Eastern Islands female assassin started cursing furiously with an incomparably awful complexion. The tenacity to fight to the bitter end welled up in her, but she found herself being unable to exert any strength.

——Wang Chong was right. The angrier she got, the faster the poison acted.

At this moment, even her lips had turned black.

The Eastern Islands female assassin couldn’t do anything but grab onto her injured ankle which the venomous snake bit with all her might in an attempt to delay the acting up of the poison.

“Seems like this woman is already at a corner!”

See the female assassin’s face turn black, everyone immediately realized that what Wang Chong had said was true. Shen Hai and Meng Long could finally put their hearts down. The duo walked forward and placed their swords by the female assassin’s neck.

“Hack me, kill me, do whatever you please!”

The Eastern Islands female assassin lifted up her neck and closed her eyes, deciding to give up on resistance. She had already suffered severe internal injuries during the battle with Li Zhuxin, and having been bitten by a lethal snake now, she had already lost all strength to retaliate.

She felt indignant, but at this point, there was nothing she could say or do anymore.

“It’s a pity. I still thought of sparing her life! …”

Suddenly, a deep voice with the hint of a sigh sounded from not too far away. Then, the gray-robed Li Zhuxin walked out from behind a huge camphor tree.

He was still dressed in the ragged gray-robed that Wang Chong saw him in at the Home of the Adventurers. Not a single trace of that five thousand gold taels appeared on him, and it seemed as though it had disappeared into the abyss.

“Li Zhuxin, you’ve already returned!!”

Meng Long suddenly realized this fact, and rage burst forth from him.

“It’s not that I’m already back, but I’ve never left before. I’ve been waiting in the vicinity for her to return all along.”

Li Zhuxin spoke calmly as he slowly walked over.

“Then why didn’t you do anything?!”

Shen Hai was also seething with rage.

“Hehe, don’t worry. Since I’ve always been around the area, she isn’t any danger at all. Besides, hasn’t young master been cultivating hard recently? The threat on one’s life could push one’s potential. Don’t you think that she’s a good training target for him?”

“You!!”

The duo wanted to refute his words, but they were tongue-tied.

Li Zhuxin smiled silently. But when he glanced at Wang Chong, his heart couldn’t help but skip a beat.

In truth, Li Zhuxin had known that the other party was just luring him away. Aware that the female assassin would definitely return to deal with Wang Chong, Li Zhuxin intended to remain hidden and interfere only when the group fell into true danger.

But the results far exceeded his expectations.

Wang Chong managed to settle this powerful and skilled female assassin without his assistance!

“Li Zhuxin, I didn’t know you were the type to give in to women!”

Oblivious to Li Zhuxin’s thoughts, Wang Chong teased him.

“This isn’t giving in to her. It’s just that it’s useless even if you killed her, the person who wishes you dead will just send other men after you. Doesn’t gongzi want to know who the person who sent her is?”

Li Zhuxin asked.

“Haha, there’s no need for it. I already know who’s the one who sent her.”

Wang Chong replied calmly.

That single word of his had attracted the gazes of Li Zhuxin and the deeply poisoned female assassin lying on the ground.

“I see, seems like I’m interfering excessively.”

Li Zhuxin said before backing down silently to the side. He realized that his employer was much more meticulous than he imagined.

Hmph, kill me if you please. There’s no need to waste so much words!”

The Eastern Islands female assassin bellowed furiously in displeasure. However, with this outburst, the poison in her body immediately acted up. Wave after wave of pain struck her body. The vision before her blurred, and before long, she passed out.

After a period of time which seemed as though an instant yet countless eons, the Eastern Islands female assassin finally slowly roused from the darkness.

A vague close yet distant voice sounded.

“Young master, why did you save her? She’s a potential threat!”

“Killing her serves no purpose. She’s just a tool!”

“But that doesn’t change the fact that she poses a huge danger! What if she doesn’t give up and assaults you once more?”

“Hehe, don’t worry! …”

A young voice chuckled, and the other party seemed to have waved his hands slightly to gesture the end of this discussion.

Exhaustion gushed in from all corners of her body as the Eastern Islands female assassin slowly opened her eyes. A ray of light seeped through the slight crack in her eyes, and at first sight, she saw the busy workers constructing infrastructures and cutting down trees.

After which, she noticed Wang Chong, who had his hands behind his back, and Meng Long, who was walking behind him. It seemed like the voice she heard previously belonged to those two.

“You didn’t kill me?”

The Eastern Islands female assassin was dazed a moment before reality struck her. Shock slowly crept onto her face.

Her sudden voice attracted the duo’s attention.

“Hehe, you’re awake.”

Wang Chong smiled as he walked over.

Weng!

The instincts of the Eastern Islands female assassin prompted her to stand up, but she suddenly felt tightness crushing down on her body. She suddenly realized that she was tied firmly to a huge tree.

“Hmph, try assassinating our young master once more and I’ll kill you with my sword!”

Meng Long suddenly walked forward with widened strides and pointed his sword straight at the female assassin’s heart. The lightened atmosphere abruptly turned tense once more.

Silence diffused in all directions, and countless gazes swiftly turned over to watch this commotion.

“Kill me if you wish, do you think that I’ll be scared of you?”

The Eastern Islands female assassin harrumphed coldly as she tilted her head to the side.

“Hmph, do you think I dare not to?”

As he said those words, Meng Long started pushing the sword in. Even though no one had died under the hands of this woman, everyone had suffered injuries of some kind under her assault.

This woman was simply too powerful. If not for her attention being centered on the young master, they would have already been reduced to lifeless corpses on the floor.

“Enough! Let her go!”

Wang Chong’s voice sounded from behind.

Meng Long was reluctant, but he swung his sword and cut all of the ropes binding the Eastern Islands female assassin. At this moment, the Eastern Islands female assassin had yet to calm down from the shock. She subconsciously rubbed her arm when she suddenly realized that the snake venom in her body had been neutralized.

Around her was a huge bunch of medicinal herbs and purple leaves that she couldn’t identify, and there were all kinds of fluids splattered around the place. It seemed like they had gone through a lot of trouble before they managed to neutralize her poison.

However, the Origin Energy in her body had yet to recover from the trauma yet, and she felt weak all over.

“You’re letting me go just like that?”

The Eastern Islands female assassin stared at Wang Chong in disbelief.


					
							
							

                                                                        Chapter 134: Miyasame Ayaka’s Submission! 

                                                                                
			

“Do you think that you’ll still be able to make a move?”

Misunderstanding the meaning of the female assassin’s words, Meng Long snapped.

His sudden outburst caused the atmosphere which had just barely alleviated to grow heavy once more. 

At this moment, the Eastern Islands female assassin suddenly noticed that everyone’s gazes were on here, and of which, there was one that felt exceptionally piercing.

Glancing in the direction from where the piercing gaze came from, the Eastern Islands female assassin saw a gray-robed man leaning against a tree with his arms crossed before him.

The depths of the Eastern Islands female assassin’s eyes suddenly darkened. She finally knew why Wang Chong wasn’t worried about letting her free. Given her present state, before this powerful man, she didn’t stand a chance at all.

“Hurry up and leave, they won’t be so kind to you every time. I believe that you can tell that many of us here are actually very willing to have you stay.”

Li Zhuxin spoke calmly as he gazed deeply at the Eastern Islands female assassin. There seemed to be some bizarre glint in his eyes.

After struggling inwardly for a few moments, the Eastern Islands female assassin finally pushed herself up. Glancing at Li Zhuxin doubtfully, she felt a little anxious yet expectant… With a step after another, as though treading on thin ice, she slowly walked away.

Until she disappeared amidst the trees, no one had moved at all, and no one had laid their hands on her.

Hu!

The Eastern Islands female assassin heaved a huge sigh of relief. A kind of indescribable emotion that wasn’t entirely relief nor frustration grasped her heart. Flinging her sleeves, she soon disappeared in the direction toward the bottom of the mountain.

Finally! ——

“I didn’t think that you’ll let her go!”

When the Eastern Islands female assassin disappeared in the distance, Li Zhuxin suddenly turned to look at Wang Chong. The female assassin seemed to have thought that it was Li Zhuxin who saved her and let her go, but that wasn’t the case.

When Wang Chong gathered all of the herbs on the floor, honestly speaking, he was shocked as well.

“Hehe! I have my own considerations for choosing not to kill her.”

Rather than explaining the matter, Wang Chong simply chuckled mysteriously.

Naturally, it wasn’t because he felt sorry for her and his compassion suddenly worked up. Rather, he had other plans in mind. His true goal was the Ten Eastern Islands, as well as the ten female empresses on them.

Even though Wang Chong had heard of the ten empresses in his previous life, he didn’t have any interactions with them. 

Back then, when the foreign cavalries invaded, the Ten Eastern Islands suffered the least damage.

According to the rumors Wang Chong heard, some unique events had occurred on those islands.

Thus, Wang Chong needed someone to serve as a bridge between him and the Ten Eastern Islands. In any case, just like what Li Zhuxin said before, even if he were to kill her, the mastermind behind her would just send another assassin. Moreover… Wang Chong was confident that she would come to look for him.

…

Wang Chong had expected the Eastern Islands female assassin to return for him, but never in his wildest dreams did he expect that she would return so quickly!

Almost as soon as she disappeared into the forest, the Eastern Islands female assassin suddenly staggered and appeared at the edge of the forest once more, into everyone’s sight.

“Don’t you feel repentant? We’ve already spared your life, how dare you return!”

Upon seeing the female assassin once more, Shen Hai and Meng Long flew into a rage. Along with the Wang Family Residence guards, they drew their swords and stood in front of Wang Chong, protecting him from the other party.

“Wait!”

Wang Chong waved casually as he stopped the crowd. Somehow, Wang Chong didn’t feel any killing intent from the other party.

“She isn’t here to kill me.”

“Speak, what do you want?”

Walking out of the group, Wang Chong questioned. Her body was still feeble, and given that he had the Single Character Consecutive Slash and that Li Zhuxin was around, Wang Chong didn’t fear her making a move.

“I… can’t return!”

The Eastern Islands female assassin’s face paled.

“When I returned from your Wang Family Residence, the Pavilion Master struck me heavily to punish me for my failure. Now that I’ve failed once more, I can no longer return. There’s no third chance for an assassin! Furthermore, given my Spectre Steps… it’s just a matter of time before I die!”

“You’ve asked your Pavilion Master on the Spectre Steps?”

Wang Chong suddenly asked with a bizarre expression. Surely this female assassin couldn’t possibly be so naive as to ask such a question straightforwardly?

“That’s right!”

Under the black veil, the Eastern Islands female assassin lowered her head as she bit on her lips.

This time, Wang Chong was truly impressed. He knew that the people from the Eastern Islands were different from that of the main continent, but Wang Chong didn’t think that she would be so frank about the matter.

However, it did sound like them to do so.

“I’ll be dead if I return, and if I don’t, the Pavilion Master would surely send men to assassinate me. I won’t survive out of the capital. Besides… the Spectre Steps has a fatal flaw. Right now, only gongzi can save me!”

The Eastern Islands female assassin seemed to be struggling internally, and finally, her knees caved in. Putong, she kneeled onto the floor and lowered her prideful head.

“Regardless of the means, gongzi, please save me!”

Then, she placed her hands on the floor and kneeled motionlessly, as though she had given up on all resistance.

At that instant, everyone was dumbstruck. Even Li Zhuxin was stunned as well!

It wasn’t too long ago that this female assassin was attacking them viciously. Yet, in the blink of an eye, she was kneeling on the floor, begging Wang Chong to save her.

This change in attitude was truly astounding!

“To think that this woman would actually kneel before the young master!”

Shen Hai and Meng Long found themselves at a loss for words. They turned to look at the young master beside them in admiration. Despite have lived more than thirty years, they had only seen such a spectacle from their young master.

If it was anyone else, they would have probably died ten times over, needless to say, have this assassin kneel before them, begging for help.

But Shen Hai and Meng Long didn’t know that the thoughts Wang Chong harbored were completely different from theirs.

“This woman is sure is decisive and practical!”

Wang Chong thought.

Spectre Steps had a fatal flaw. On this aspect, Wang Chong didn’t lie to her. The more advanced one’s mastery of the technique, the greater the harm it dealt.

If she wanted to live, she would have to stop cultivating and stop pursuing greater strength. But even so, given her enemies in the capital, it would be difficult for her to survive their wrath. She could escape for a moment, but she couldn’t hide for an eternity

Wang Chong didn’t know what happened to the Eastern Islands female assassin after she returned to her assassin organization, but from the looks of it, the side effect of her Spectre Steps had worsened.

Others might not be aware of this, but she should be clear of it. This was probably the reason why she decided to give in and kneel before him.

“What do I stand to earn from helping you?”

Wang Chong asked impassively.

“I have nothing to offer you. However, if you teach me how to solve the weakness in the Spectre Steps, I am willing to pledge my eternal loyalty to you!”

Kneeling on the floor, the Eastern Islands female assassin gritted her teeth, whipped out a short dagger, and with a chi sound, sliced the edge of her index finger. Crimson blood flowed out from the wounded tip.

“In the name of the Black Dragon, I, Miyasame Ayaka, am willing to pledge eternal loyalty to gongzi! I’ll serve as gongzi‘s limbs and strike down any enemies that stand in gongzi‘s way!”

The Eastern Islands female assassin used her fresh blood to draw a talisman before eventually pointing her finger straight at the purple dot at her glabella.

Hu!

The surroundings were obviously calm, but a bizarre wind suddenly whipped up within dozens of zhang around them. It flew from the direction of the Eastern Islands female assassin, Miyasame Ayaka, to Wang Chong.

Then, in the next instant, the bizarre wind disappeared without a trace. The crowd buzzed into commotion, unable to comprehend what had just occurred before them.

Wang Chong also couldn’t really explain the sensation he was feeling now. It felt as though something had appeared in him, yet at the same time, nothing seemed to have changed. Just that, when he looked at Miyasame Ayaka, he felt as though there was a bizarre connection between the two of them.

“It’s a spirit-type secret art!”

A thought suddenly flashed across Wang Chong’s mind. As his soul had yet to fully recover, he couldn’t sense it clearly.

Even so, he was certain that it was some kind of spirit-type secret art.

“What in the world are you up to? What black dragon or white dragon! Hurry up and leave! …”

Shen Hai couldn’t stand it anymore. After looking at the situation for so long, he wasn’t able to comprehend anything. In the end, he could only attribute it to the other party trying to bewilder them with a bunch of nonsensical stuff.

“Wait a moment! Miyasame Ayaka, right? Stand up! I’ll help you!”

“Gongzi?!”

Shen Hai and Meng Long were horrified.

“Don’t worry, there’s no problem here.”

Shaking his hands casually, Wang Chong walked over to Miyasame Ayaka, stretched out his hand, and said:

“I’ll accept your request. Stand up and rest over there. You’ll realize that your rate of recovery is much faster there than anywhere else.”

Miyasame Ayaka subconsciously stretched out her hand to grab Wang Chong’s hand, but at the next moment, she suddenly jolted and pulled back her hand, as though escaping from something frightening. It was an extremely unnatural reaction, and it seemed as though she wasn’t used to having physical contact with anyone.

“Yes, gong… Yes, master!”

Miyasame Ayaka lowered her head and replied respectfully. It was completely different from her arrogant and disdainful self from before.

Despite his initial surprise, Wang Chong soon nodded in comprehension. As an assassin, it wasn’t too surprising that she wouldn’t be used to physical touch. Most likely, she was brought up in such a way.

“There’s no need to be so formal. You should go on ahead.”

Wang Chong waved his hands and said.

Without saying anything else, Miyasame Ayaka stood up, walked up over to the tree which she was tied at previously, sat down cross-legged, and started cultivating.

Looking at Miyasame Ayaka’s back, Shen Hai and Meng Long shook their heads. The feeling that this female assassin gave them was extremely bizarre, very different from anyone they had encountered before.

It was a moment ago that she was acting so domineering, but at this moment, she was able to utter the word ‘master’ so naturally. Not many in Great Tang were able to do so.

In the Central Plains, there were people who called the one whom they were serving ‘old master’, ‘gongzi‘, and ‘young master’, but very few would use ‘master’.

The stronger a person is, the more arrogant he is, the less likely he will call anyone ‘master’. Yet, such logic didn’t seem to apply to this female assassin.

Wang Chong noticed the confusion of the duo, but he didn’t explain the matter to them.

The culture on the Eastern Islands was very different from Great Tang. Miyasame Ayaka’s actions may be considered as bizarre here in Great Tang, but from her homeland, according to Wang Chong’s knowledge, it was normal.

“Meng Long, there’s no need thinking about such matters. I still have a matter I want to entrust you with.”

Wang Chong suddenly said.

After solving the ‘huge threat’, Miyasame Ayaka, and obtaining this spirit vein, Wang Chong suddenly remembered another matter.

Most of the locations where spirit veins were located had extraordinary geographical terrain.

Wang Chong seemed to recall a huge deposit of superior metal ores in a location not too far away from this spirit vein.

However, while Wang Chong knew of its existence, he didn’t know the exact location of it.

That would require Meng Long to lead a team to search, check, and dig up the potential spots!

The reason why Wang Chong recalled this was because the metal ores in the deposit around this area had extremely high quality, as though they were nourished by the spirit vein, thus making them the ideal material for forging weapons of war.

If he could find this mine, it would be greatly useful to his future goals!
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Meng Long quickly scaled down the mountain along with a few guards of the Wang Family Residence. On the other hand, Shen Hai had returned back to the Wang Family Residence to call a few more men over.

Even though his two capable aides had left, leaving him with just a bunch of workers, Wang Chong wasn’t worried in the least. With Li Zhuxin and the newly accepted assassin, Miyasame Ayaka, beside him, there was no need for Wang Chong to worry about any danger.

Regarding Miyasame Ayaka, Wang Chong hadn’t fully trusted her yet, and thus, he only told her a portion of the sutra for resolving the flaws of Spectre Steps.

This incomplete sutra couldn’t make up for the weakness of the Spectre Steps, but it could lighten the damage it had already caused on Miyasame Ayaka’s physical body.

The latter should notice it as soon as she starts cultivating it.

Wang Chong continued to train on his Single Character Consecutive Slash until he had mastered the technique. After which, he started working on Dragon Bone Art once more.

Under the nourishment of the spirit vein, Wang Chong’s progress in the Dragon Bone Art increased swiftly.

Under the effects of the Dragon Bone Art, the bones across Wang Chong’s entire body grew smoother, more durable, compact, and resilient.

This was the effect of the Tiger Bone.

The more powerful one’s bones were, the greater one’s stamina!

The cheetah might run out of strength in just hundred meters, but a tiger could continue pursuing its target ceaselessly.

This was what Wang Chong felt now. The growth of his strength wasn’t apparent cultivating the Dragon Bone Art—it was far from matching up to Might of the Barbaric God—but Wang Chong could sense that something deeper, his stamina and endurance, were gradually improving!

Around half a month later.

Weng!

A mysterious sensation suddenly diffused from the depths of Wang Chong’s body and he jolted. Under the nourishment of the spirit vein, he finally broke through his limit and reached Tiger Bone 2-dan.

A new surge of strength sprouted in his body, and he could feel the bones throughout his body forming one compact and powerful system. It felt as though he could wield explosive strength from any single part of his body anytime he wished.

“So this is Tiger Bone 2-dan!”

Wang Chong opened his eyes and he felt as though his vision had grown much sharper. In the past, he could only see two to three peaks in the distance, but now, five to six peaks appeared in sharp clarity before him.

Furthermore, by focusing, Wang Chong could hear many sounds he had missed out in the past. The effective radius of his hearing had also expanded.

In the distance, a deer atop a boulder pricked its ears as it listened warily to the surroundings. A few birds chirping merrily took off from their nest.

All of these, Wang Chong could hear clearly.

“Upon reaching a certain level of mastery in the Tiger Bone, a martial artist’s sight, hearing, smell, and the other various senses would indeed be heightened!”

Seated on the empty ground, a thought flashed across Wang Chong’s head.

The benefit of this breakthrough wasn’t just limited to his strength. He felt revitalized, as though he had reborn.

But of course, this was a just a feeling. It was impossible to tell from the outside.

“Master!”

Suddenly, a voice sounded. Wang Chong turned around and saw Miyasame Ayaka looking at him with bright eyes. She was still dressed in a tight black suit, and her face was veiled with a black cloth. It seemed like she was already used to this getup.

“What’s wrong?”

Wang Chong asked.

“Master, I’ve some things that I need to tell you.”

Miyasame Ayaka looked troubled, as though there were many worries plaguing her mind.

“Oh?”

Wang Chong’s interest was piqued. It had been many days since the other party had submitted to him, but it was her first time taking the initiative to talk to him.

“Do you remember me telling you that we, assassins, have an organization?”

“Un, what’s wrong?”

Wang Chong asked curiously.

“This organization is known as Assassin Pavilion. Spectre Steps was taught to me by the Pavilion Master of the Assassin Pavilion. Given that I have betrayed him, he would definitely utilize all means to kill me. On top of that, since the mission isn’t accomplished yet, he’ll definitely find more people to hunt you down. In fact, he might even make a move himself.”

“The Assassin Pavilion doesn’t allow any failures.”

Miyasame Ayaka said worriedly.

“Oh, is he formidable?”

Wang Chong smiled casually.

“Very formidable!”

Miyasame Ayaka answered seriously.

“Even more so than Mister Li?”

Wang Chong gestured to Li Zhuxin, who was standing in the distance.

“Mister Li is not bad, but I’m afraid he isn’t a match for our Pavilion Master.”

Miyasame Ayaka’s answer took Wang Chong by surprise. In an instant, Wang Chong’s smile disappeared, replaced by grimness.

Even Li Zhuxin also couldn’t help but turn over.

Wang Chong knew how powerful Li Zhuxin was, and Miyasame Ayaka had experienced his strength for herself as well. Yet, she said that the Pavilion Master was stronger than him.

Wang Chong finally felt the severity of the matter

If that Pavilion Master was that strong, then he must be at the pinnacle of True Martial realm, perhaps even reaching Profound Martial Realm.

If that was the case, then this matter had to be dealt with carefully.

“However, even though the Pavilion Master is powerful, he rarely makes a move himself. Besides, the rules of the Assassin Pavilion is very much different from other places. Before confirming my whereabouts and my present condition, they won’t abruptly send anyone after you. Thus, I will try my best to stay hidden during this period of time. However, master, you must remain careful as well! The Pavilion Master of the Assassin Pavilion is truly fearsome!”

Miyasame Ayaka spoke with an extremely grim tone, as though Wang Chong life was like a candle flame which could be possibly extinguished at any moment. Wang Chong couldn’t help but chuckle.

“Master, what are you laughing for?!”

Miyasame Ayaka suddenly felt a little infuriated, “I am being serious here!”

“I know.”

Even so, Wang Chong still couldn’t help but smile.

“You said that before they confirm your present condition, they won’t make a move easily, right?”

“That’s right!”

Miyasame Ayaka replied seriously.

“Then, how confident are you in staying hidden from them?”

Wang Chong asked once more.

“Three months… No, if I try my best, probably three and a half month. That’s my limit.”

Miyasame Ayaka pondered seriously before replying.

“Hehe, there’s no need to go through so much trouble! Three months? This problem can be solved in a month!”

Wang Chong spoke confidently.

“Ah!”

Miyasame Ayaka stared at the youngster before her with eyes widened in shock.

“Impossible!”

Miyasame Ayaka’s first reaction was to think that it was impossible. It was already difficult for Wang Chong to even deal with her, needless to say, the fearsome Pavilion Master of the Assassin Pavilion.

“Haha, surely you don’t think that I’m alone? Since your Pavilion Master has a bunch of underlings, do you think that I will be so rash as to charge in and fight with him singlehandedly?”

Wang Chong smiled.

The Pavilion Master Miyasame Ayaka spoke of did seem like an impressive person. If it was anyone else, he would surely be helpless against him, doomed to live every single day in fear.

However, Wang Chong wasn’t anyone else.

Miyasame Ayaka was right. One had to be careful while dealing with top-notch experts. However, Wang Chong didn’t have the habit of handing the initiative to others.

“You wish to mobilize the guards in the Wang Family Residence? It’s useless. The guards in master’s residence, even when including the two monks, the archer, me, and Mister Li, won’t be a match for the assassins of the Assassin Pavilion!”

Understanding the meaning behind Wang Chong’s words, Miyasame Ayaka shook her head.

While it was true that Wang Chong possessed incredible backing as a son of a general clan, this advantage didn’t mean much to those assassins.

Wang Chong’s thinking was dangerous, and this made her worried.

“Haha, you’ve misunderstood my intentions!”

Wang Chong shook his hands and quickly refuted the other party’s inference.

“Why would I use the guards in the residence to deal with those assassins? Those guards are hand picked by my father off the battlefield, and the death of any single of them would cause my heart to ache. To deal with those assassins, there’s no better candidate than the Imperial Army!”

Hong long!

Suddenly, all sound vanished from the vast mountain forest. The workers who were secretly eavesdropping on their conversation froze and astonishment marked their faces. Even Li Zhuxin, who was usually composed, couldn’t help but feel shocked by Wang Chong’s words.

The Imperial Army was the guards of the Son of Heaven, and only the Sage Emperor wielded the authority to move them. Yet, this youngster claimed that he was capable of mobilizing them.

This was a huge taboo!

“You can mobilize the Imperial Army?”

Unknowingly, Li Zhuxin had walked over to Wang Chong and started assessing the youngster before him from head to toe. More than shock, what he felt was disbelief.

Wang Chong was only a teenage child. Even though he was the descendant of a prestigious clan, it should be far beyond his means to mobilize the Imperial Army.

Wang Chong simply smiled without explaining the matter. Zhao Fengchen’s silhouette appeared in his mind. At present, the other party was already a marshal of the Imperial Army.

The Pavilion Master of the Assassin Pavilion might be formidable, but it was impossible for him to compare up to this future Grand Marshal of the Imperial Army.

As for mobilizing the Imperial Army…

A bunch of assassins appearing in the capital was a huge affair, and it wouldn’t be out of place for the Imperial Army to move to eradicate them. No matter how capable the assassins were, it was impossible for them to stand against an entire army, needless to say, the most elite Imperial Army.

“Do you know the location of the Assassin Pavilion?”

Wang Chong suddenly asked.

“Un.”

Miysame Ayaka nodded blankly.

“Even though they don’t have a fixed base of operations, they would gather at a specific location every month.”

“That’s enough!”

Wang Chong nodded. He decided to inform Uncle Li Lin of the matter after he returns and leave the matter to him.

Miyasaka Ayaka didn’t know that the fate of the organization she was in had been sealed with this single decision of Wang Chong’s.

After cultivating for a few more days at the mountain peak, Shen Hai finally returned with a few guards from the Wang Family Residence.

“Gongzi, Mister Tuoba asked me to invite you back! He said that he had completed the crafting of the saber and that the rest is up to gongzi. Also, Madam has sent word that something has happened and gongzi should quickly return to the residence!”

A Wang Family Residence guard dressed fully for battle kneeled with a single knee respectfully before Wang Chong.

“Oh!”

Hearing those words, Wang Chong’s eyes suddenly turned slightly absentminded. He hadn’t been keeping track of the days since coming to the mountains, and unknowingly a long period of time had passed. Tuoba Guiyuan’s slender-blade thick-blunt saber had already been forged.

(Blunt -> Blunt edge of the sword)

Thinking about it now, it should have been done long ago. The experts from the Imperial Army were probably walking to and fro the entrance of the Wang Family Residence impatiently for the completion of the sword.

As for his mother…

It was indeed long since he had last returned. As a son, while it was important for him to become stronger, he mustn’t neglect his family in the midst of doing so.

“Mister Li, prepare yourself. We’ll be descending from the mountains soon.”

Wang Chong suddenly said.

It was time for them to scale down the mountain.

Leaving the matter regarding the spirit vein to Miyasame Ayaka, Wang Chong, along with Li Zhuxin, scaled down the mountain the very next day.
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After being away from the capital for a long time, Wang Chong suddenly felt that there was something foreign about it. The atmosphere of the capital had turned a little bizarre. To describe it, it seemed like it had turned slightly ‘poetic’.

Even though there were people who recited poems here and there in the past, the art had never attained such a level of popularity before.

“Does gongzi not know? A poem praising Consort Taizhen to be the world’s number one beauty has leaked from the royal palace, and the poem is said to be extremely beautiful. Gongzi, do you see those plaques? Places like ‘Springwind Pavilion’, ‘Jade Pavilion’, ‘Fairy Pavilion’, and ‘Beauty Pavilion’ have been sprouting up all around the capital, as though bamboo shoots after a rain.”

“Most of them are old pavilions who have changed their name to go along with the trend. In fact, some of them even hung the poem at their entrance, using it as a couplet for their door!”

Amidst the raging crowd, a guard of the Wang Family Residence explained excitedly.

Wang Chong hadn’t paid much attention to his surroundings upon entering the capital. Upon hearing his words, he took a closer look and saw an extremely familiar sight.

On the left: Clouds, one thinks of her clothes; flowers, one thinks of her countenance.

On the right: The spring wind sweeps dew from her balustrade, splendid and dense.

And in the center: Springwind Pavilion.

Another different couplet was hung on the pavilion at the direct opposite of the Springwind Pavilion.

On the left: If not seen at the peak of the Jade Mountain.

On the right: Then she will be encountered under the moon on the gemstone terrace.

And in the center: Beauty Pavilion.

Huge plaques like this were hung before the entrances of the taverns and teahouses.

“Beauty wine! Beauty wine! Heroes deserve to drink the wine of a beauty! …”

“Fairy tea! Come, come, come. Have a cup to revitalize yourself!”

…

Shoutings could be heard from the taverns and teahouses from the both sides of the street.

Hearing those shoutings, Wang Chong’s expression suddenly turned extremely bizarre. 

Not many people knew that he had helped King Song on the Consort Taizhen incident, as well as the poem that he wrote.

At the very least, the Wang Clan didn’t know of it.

He was completely caught off guard by the sudden change in the capital. At this moment, he had no idea how he should react to the sight before him. But soon, Wang Chong caught the scent of something.

“It’s impossible for ordinary folks to know about the happenings in the palace. Most probably, it’s that person from the Yuzhen Palace who leaked the news out. At the very least, it’s done under her approval.”

Wang Chong thought.

While cultivating at the spirit vein for more than a month, he didn’t pay much attention to the affairs in the royal court. However, the fact that Consort Taizhen was willing to propagate this poem meant that she had accepted their goodwill.

In the other words, even though King Song and Consort Taizhen couldn’t be considered to be friends yet, under Wang Chong’s hard work, the impact of the Consort Taizhen incident had been reduced to the bare minimum.

This gesture of hers most probably meant that she didn’t intend to pursue King Song for the Consort Taizhen incident. At the same time, the fact that one could hear these ‘palace news’ in the market meant that the ‘Consort Taizhen incident’ storm had started to die down in the royal court.

If nothing goes wrong, this matter could be considered to be over.

“This Song of Purity and Peace sure is formidable!”

With a light smile, Wang Chong continued walking toward the Wang Family Residence.

…

Upon returning back to the residence, Wang Chong went straight to look for Tuoba Guiyuan first.

“Gongzi, I’m already done forging the saber you wanted!”

In Wang Chong’s room, with deep and complex emotions rippling in his eyes, Tuoba Guiyuan stared at the seven chi long slender-blade thick-blunt saber he held with both of his hands. It seemed like he had spent a great deal of effort forging it during this period of time.

(233.3cm)

“Heavy!”

Grabbing over the saber, the first thing Wang Chong noticed was its weight. If one didn’t possess exceptional strength, it would be impossible for one to maneuver it around.

At the least, it was impossible for anyone beneath Origin Energy Tier 7 to wield this saber.

“Indeed, there’s a huge difference when an additional jun of Hyderabad ore is added into it!”

(a jun -> 12.5 to 13kg)

Wang Chong thought.

Tuoba Guiyuan had forged this slender-blade thick-blunt Wootz steel saber according to the blueprint Wang Chong drew. In fact, he even went on to refine several aspects of it.

Just from the color, brightness, balance, and sensation of the blade itself, Wang Chong could sense that the quality of this sword was far beyond the four Wootz steel sword he had crafted previously.

“As expected of the number one swordsmith in the future!”

Wang Chong complimented the other party in his mind.

The previous four Wootz steel swords were crafted by the professional blacksmiths of the Wei Residence with Little Sister Wang Xiao Yao contributing her strength to it.

However, this ‘collaboration’ was still insufficient to match up to the skills of the future number one swordsmith, Tuoba Guiyuan. Tuoba Guiyuan pursued perfection in every aspect of his work, even for the seemingly minor and insignificant details.

“Not bad! You’ve worked hard!”

Facing Tuoba Guiyuan, Wang Chong nodded.

“As long as gongzi is satisfied.”

Tuoba Guiyuan spoke with utmost respect. Wang Chong saw the world’s number one swordsmith in Tuoba Guiyuan, but Tuoba Guiyuan felt that Wang Chong was the real number one blacksmith in the world.

Despite having immersed himself in the forging of weapons for so many years, he had never seen anyone crafting or designing a weapon of such a level. After it was completed, Tuoba Guiyuan had given it a try, and he realized that its hack and slash were exceptionally powerful, far surpassing the other weapons Tuoba Guiyuan had seen before.

Furthermore, it felt extremely comfortable to use, making one reluctant to put it down once they had picked it up.

For those who had immersed themselves in the path of the saber, this weapon possessed fatal attraction!

“You should rest now, leave the rest to me!”

“Yes, gongzi!”

Tuoba Guiyuan bowed and left.

‘The tougher an object is, the more brittle it is’. This is a fundamental rule of the universe. Wang Chong was done with the primary forging, but this saber had yet to reach the level which Wang Chong visioned.

The next two processes, quenching and tempering, would be the most important procedures to bringing this saber to perfection. Without these two steps, it wouldn’t be long before this seven chi slender-blade thick-blunt saber broke while facing the weapons of powerful experts.

Quenching and tempering could improve the flexibility of the weapon significantly, thus solving the problem of its brittleness from its length.

If not, given how easily it would break, the saber would actually be impractical.

Placing the saber in his room, Wang Chong washed up, changed into a fresh set of clothes, and went to greet his mother.

“Mother!”

Wang Chong bowed to his mother respectfully.

“I apologize for making you worry in the past few days!”

In Wang Chong’s mind, his mother was always placed at the top.

“Hehe, it’s good that you’re back.”

Sitting on a dark-colored wooden armchair, she was visibly gladdened to see Wang Chong. She casually pointed to the seat beside her and said:

“Sit down.”

Wang Chong walked over and sat down on the chair. At the same time, curiosity suddenly sprouted in his mind. He had received word from his mother to return when he was at the spirit vein in the mountains. Usually, if it wasn’t something important, his mother wouldn’t call for him.

“Chong-er, the reason why I called you back is because I have something to discuss with you.”

Madam Wang’s expression was extremely gentle. Wang Chong may be young, but he rarely made her worry nowadays. This was unimaginable for her in the past.

“Chong-er, do you remember saying that you want to enter Kunwu Training Camp in the past?”

Weng!

Wang Chong’s heart suddenly jolted. He abruptly lifted his head to look at Madam Wang with a grave expression. He had thought about the various possible matters that his mother would want to talk to him about, but he didn’t think that it would be this.

“Mother, there is news regarding the Kunwu Training Camp?”

Wang Chong asked with a concerned expression. Even though the ‘Consort Taizhen incident’ and ‘regional commanders policy’ were huge matters, they were more of matters of the royal court than Wang Chong’s problems. Rather, it was the Three Great Training Camps that had a direct influence on Wang Chong’s future.

In his previous life, due to Wang Chong’s failure to enter the Three Great Training Camps, he had to walk many roundabouts before he managed to win the favor of those elders with his aptitude in military stratagems to become the Grand Marshal of the Central Plains. However, by then, it was already too late.

Everything had already been decided!

‘Only those who help themselves will be helped by the heavens’. One had to grasp one’s destiny in one’s own hands! Thus, while Wang Chong was interfering with the matters of the royal court, he had been paying attention to the matter of the Three Great Training Camps as well.

The Three Great Training Camps formed an important ring in Wang Chong’s plans.

Madam Wang didn’t know what Wang Chong was thinking, but she knew how strongly he desired to enter the Three Great Training Camps.

“The matter regarding the Three Great Training Camps has already been decided, and currently, they’re in the midst of building three large-scale training grounds. There are limited placings for the first batch, and currently, most of the prestigious clans are pulling all of their connections in hopes of getting a placing in the training camps for their own children.”

“I remember you mentioning about your desire to enter Kunwu Training Camp, so I called you over.”

Madan Wang said.

“How could this be?”

Hearing his mother’s words, Wang Chong’s eyebrows twitched slightly. He was slightly surprised. While the slots for the Three Great Training Camps were tight in his previous life, it didn’t reach such a level back then.

When the Three Great Training Camps were first established, there wasn’t much attention on it. It only came to the spotlight when the prestigious clans started to pursue the slots right after the first batch.

If his mother’s description was accurate, this meant that the attention on the Three Great Training Camps was much greater than how he remembered it to be in his previous life.

“For the matter regarding the slots, you need not worry. Two days ago, your big uncle delivered a message saying that King Song has reserved two slots for you. However, I heard that the training camp is endorsed by the Sage Emperor, and no one is allowed to lay their hands or pull any connections in it. To enter the training camp, one has to pass an examination. As such, the slot King Song reserved for you isn’t entirely guaranteed. Thus, I prepared a teacher for you!”

“King Song, King Song… Wait, mother, what did you just say? Teacher? What teacher? You want to find a teacher for me?”

Wang Chong was taken aback. The former part of her words still alright, but it abruptly twisted at the very end. How did the topic dive from Kunwu Training Camp to getting a teacher for him?

“Indeed!”

Thinking that Wang Chong was embarrassed, Madam Wang didn’t think too much into it.

“There are many powerful clans in the capital, and the competition over the slots is intense. Based on what I’ve heard, the madams in the capital, out of worry, are going around utilizing all of the connections they have, some even going to the extent of visiting the palace to plead with the consorts.”

“Given the intense competition, I contemplated for a very long time before concluding that it is best that I get a teacher for you! This is also the main reason why I got you to return. Only with a good teacher can you enter the training camp without any issues. Otherwise, if they were to cut you down, given our Wang Clan’s reputation as a clan of generals, it will be embarrassing.”

Madam Wang said worriedly.

“!!!”

Wang Chong stared at his own mother in shock, unable to utter a single word. In the end, the matter regarding Kunwu Training Camp was just a cover. She just wanted to find a teacher for him!
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“Mother, there’s no need!”

Wang Chong hurriedly turned her down.

“Why?”

Madam Wang was surprised. She didn’t think that Wang Chong would react in this way.

“Chong-er, I’m doing this for your welfare! Actually, I should have gotten you a teacher long ago. This only happened because of your father’s absence and my negligence. Listen to me this time round!”

“Mother, wait a moment first. The Kunwu Training Camp isn’t opened yet, right? Let’s talk about it some time later.”

Wang Chong tried to avoid the topic.

Wang Chong knew that his mother was doing it out of goodwill, but given his present condition, he didn’t need a teacher. Rather, it was more fitting for him to become a teacher for others instead.

Bringing in a teacher who was ignorant of his condition might constrain him instead. He would have to think twice before doing anything, and he wouldn’t be able to operate freely as he wished to.

Take for example, the secret alchemist organization. Given how the other party was tutoring him on his martial arts, it was just a matter of time before he found out about it.

Once the secret leaks out, the entire Wang Clan would be implicated by the matter, and all of Wang Chong’s past efforts would have been in vain.

“What do you mean by wait a moment! By then, it will already be too late. Preposterous! Listen to me, I’ll find a suitable teacher for you. This matter is settled then!”

Madam Wang finally brought our her seniority as a parent. It would be too late to start cultivating by the time the Three Great Training Camps open. To treat this matter so lightly, this was no different from fooling about!

“Sigh, mother. I’ll tell you the truth then. Actually… I already have a teacher!”

Seeing his mother’s determination in this matter, even going to the extent of deciding on his behalf, Wang Chong decided to ‘confess’.

“You have a teacher?”

Madam Wang was shocked.

“Indeed! Mother, didn’t you realize that my cultivation has grown significantly recently? Didn’t I defeat the grandson of Duke of Xu, Xu Xuan, back in the Four Quarters Embassy? Actually, I already have a teacher. Furthermore, it’s uncle who assigned him to me.”

At this crucial moment, Wang Chong hurriedly brought out Uncle Li Lin. As an expert in the Imperial Army, Uncle Li Lin’s name was extremely persuasive.

“Your uncle?”

As Wang Chong expected, as soon as mother heard Uncle Li Lin’s name, she immediately frowned. However, she didn’t pursue the matter any further.

“It’s indeed possible for your uncle to find a teacher for you. After all, your uncle is from the Imperial Army, and the royal palace is filled with experts. Given his capability, it shouldn’t be too difficult to find a good teacher for you.”

Madam Wang finally relented.

Wang Chong hurriedly made use of this intermission to change the topic, winning him some laughter from his mother. When he left the room, he hurriedly wiped off the cold sweat on his forehead.

“I have to inform uncle on this matter to ensure that there are no lapses in our stories.”

Wang Chong thought. Even though he had used uncle as a shield for the time being, Wang Chong didn’t dare to get careless. His mother might not be a difficult person, but she wasn’t someone easy to fool either.

Who knows when she will suddenly feel inspired to ask about this matter.

“Looks like I have to bring forward my plan then!”

Wang Chong thought as he recalled a matter. Leaving his home, he rode on his carriage all the way to the Wei Residence.

“Wang Chong, hahaha! You’re finally back!”

Upon hearing the news of Wang Chong’s arrival, Wei Hao immediately dashed out excitedly. He stared at Wang Chong so passionately that it felt as though his eyes were about to tear a hole through him. A month of absence and Wei Hao looked significantly bulkier than before. He also seemed much more spirited as well.

Furthermore, there were a few scions who were following behind him.

“When I heard that you left the city, I visited your residence a few times but even your guards didn’t know where you went. Right, these are a few followers I have accepted recently. Tao Chun and Liu Jin, hurry up and pay respect to Young Master Chong!”

Wei Hao laughed heartily as he gestured to the duo behind him.

“Paying respect to Young Master Chong!”

Upon hearing Wei Hao’s words, the two scions quickly bowed. When they lifted their head, their eyes stopped momentarily on Wang Chong, who was still within the carriage. Slight fear could be seen in the depths of their eyes.

There was no one in the Eight Gods Pavilion who hadn’t heard of Wang Chong.

“Seems like you’ve been getting by well recently!”

Wang Chong looked at the two scions in surprise. Wei Hao was a well-known ‘lone wolf’ in the Eight Gods Pavilion, and other than Wang Chong, he had no friends.

To think that this fellow would actually find himself some followers!

“It’s still alright! I’m doing fine these days!”

Initially, Wang Chong visited Wei Hao because he had some matters to ask of him, but he shoved it aside for the moment.

“Hehe, true! You don’t know how obedient that lad Gao Fei is after I beat him up. Heh, did that lad Su Bai think that it’ll be that easy to get me? Now, in the Eight Gods Pavilion, I, Wei Hao, am a powerful figure. No one dares to stand in my path now!”

Wei Hao patted his chest gleefully.

“Haha, Youngster Wei, don’t think that you can pull that one over me. Do you think that I don’t know you?”

Wang Chong immediately exposed his lie. After which, he beckoned him to come onboard the carriage.

“Come up, I have some things I need to talk to you about!”

“Oh. You two should return first, I will find you two later on.”

Seeing Wang Chong put on a grave expression, Wei Hai instructed the two scions before diving into Wang Chong’s carriage.

Soon, the carriage started moving. Wei Hao took a seat opposite to Wang Chong.

“Wang Chong, what’s the matter?”

“Wei Hao, do you remember the person I told you about the last time? The one that I asked you to find for me?”

“Zhang Munian?”

“No, the other one. It can’t be that you’ve forgotten about it?”

Wang Chong asked worriedly.

“Ah, you mean that.”

Wei Hao immediately understood what the other party was talking about.

“I’ve conducted the matter regarding the Charity Hall exactly as you’ve said. Now, there are more than thirty branches set up around the capital, and every day, we’ll spare some porridge, clothes, and blankets to vagrants. However, the daily expenditure for it is extremely high, and the money you gave me is running out. As for the elder you asked me to look for, I’ve asked my men to keep a lookout for him but there’s no response yet.”

After the matter at the Bluebottle Pavilion, under the plea of his uncle, Wang Chong sold the first Wootz steel sword to Zhao Fengchen at a price of 37000 gold taels.

Wang Chong gave half of the sum to Arloja and Ablonodan, the other half to Wei Hao. It was then that Wang Chong requested him for a few favors.

The first matter was to set up the Charity Hall.

In his previous life, when the Wang Clan became destitute, Wang Chong ended up roaming the streets, and he experienced bitterness, disdain, humiliation, hunger, and coldness.

It was because he had experienced this life and accepted the help and charity of others that he was able to empathize with the plights of other vagrants.

Regardless of which time-space continuum one was in, even in the most prosperous era, there were always destitute, exiled vagrants and beggars.

There were many reasons for their poverty. Some of their clans had fallen, just like Wang Chong; some of them were born with disabilities; some of them had met with disasters; some of them had suffered great traumas; some of them had lost the land which they made a living on…

Regardless of the reason, there was a tragedy behind every single one of them!

It was because of his personal experience that Wang Chong thought of establishing this Charity Hall to help those in need, just like how those anonymous strangers helped him in his previous life.

This was one of the wishes Wang Chong had from his previous life!

Other than that, he was also looking for a mysterious old man.

There were several things that Wang Chong sorely desired in his previous life, but never got a chance to obtain! Even at the brink of death, these things remained unfated with him.

One of them was Su Zhengchen’s 《Art of God and Demon Obliteration》. In the battle at the capital, Su Zhengchen slaughtered thousands of foreign invaders alone with his earth-shattering sword art, thus dulling their powerful offense.

Right after this unparalleled technique showed its edge and took the world by shock, it was buried with Su Zhengchen in the rubbles of the capital, destined to remain lost for eternities to come.

In the days ahead, there were countless desperate battles where such a powerful divine technique was required, but regretfully, no one possessed the knowledge or capability to fill the gap.

In Wang Chong’s previous life, whenever people spoke of this technique, they couldn’t help but sigh regretfully.

Other than that, there was also the 《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art》.

During the battle against the foreign invaders in the Central Plains, there was a particularly exceptional individual. Without any weapons, he was able to slaughter innumerable foreign invaders.

All of the foreign invaders who stood before him died tragically, reduced to dried rotting corpses.

The strength that this individual displayed with the 《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art》 in the war against the foreign invaders didn’t pale in the least to Su Zhengchen, who fended off an entire army in the capital by himself.

In that catastrophic era, it was publicly recognized as one of the Five Mystical Arts!

However, it was a pity that even though that person had managed to obtain this unparalleled divine technique, his talent was simply too lacking. His fighting experience, reaction speed, agility, nimbleness, and adaptability couldn’t match up to the caliber of this divine technique.

Everyone thought that this mystical art was wasted on that person’s average talents.

However, it was after that person’s passing that everyone realized that it wasn’t the case.

When that person was twenty-seven to twenty-eight, he was working as an employee for a wealthy clan. He didn’t have much of an achievement in martial arts, or rather, he didn’t even have an interest in it.

However, he had a strength that very few possessed—a kind heart. Even on normal occasions, he would help those in need.

One day, out of some sheer coincidences, he actually saved a peerless old demon. When that demon was younger, he committed many evil deeds. The blood of countless people dyed his hands, and his name was a topic of fear in the pugilistic world.

However, he was betrayed by his comrades, and eventually, he ended up being saved by the young man. After which, his nature suddenly changed. Abandoning his evil self, he started to commit himself to doing good instead, thus becoming a kind and compassionate old man.

This old man forced him the young man to accept his 《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art》 and guided him to an entirely different route from what he had been walking on.

As though trying to redeem for his sins, as well as to alter the kind young man’s ordinary constitution, the elder eventually gave up his strength and life to channel all of his energy into the other party, thus creating an unparalleled expert.

On the other hand, due to excessive loss of strength, the old man died.

Thus, this ordinary young man turned into a top-notch expert overnight! In order to repay the old man’s kindness, the kind young man forced himself to become cruel and callous to exact vengeance on those who had betrayed that old man then. He ended up walking on the same path as the old man, a path that he was unwilling to take from the very start!

—Wang Chong had never seen that person before, and all of these were stories that the kind young man spread out himself.

If a person treads on a path which he disliked, then even if he were to succeed, he wouldn’t be happy.

When a person of ordinary talents with no interest in martial arts stepped into the pugilistic world to repay another’s kindness, his fate was already sealed.

Eventually, the unparalleled expert who inherited the 《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art》, due to his lacking battle experience, fell into an encirclement by those foreign steel cavalries and died.

As such, the 《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art》 became lost!

Back then, Wang Chong hadn’t become the Grand Marshal of the Central Plains yet, and the martial artists of the Central Plains had also yet to organize the grand gathering to open up all martial arts to everyone yet!

Similar to the 《Art of God and Demon Obliteration》, it became one of the greatest regrets of the martial artists of the catastrophic era!
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These were matters that were deeply etched in Wang Chong’s mind.

These were the deepest regrets Wang Chong felt after he became the Grand Marshal of the Central Plains. Due to the lack of these ultimate arts, the fight to save Central Plains became exceptionally difficult.

Until his death, Wang Chong was unable to surpass his limit to reach that legendary level!

Thus, in this life, Wang Chong strongly desired to obtain these ultimate techniques that would become lost in the near future.

It was for him, as well for these ultimate techniques.

Thus, the old man who possessed the 《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art》 had always been an important figure on Wang Chong’s list.

However, it was a pity that this old man was too elusive and mysterious.

Even that young man back then also didn’t know much about his mysterious and powerful demonic arts teacher, only knowing that he was addressed as ‘Demonic Emperor Old Man’. Given how big the capital was, how would Wang Chong know when he would be backstabbed and where he would appear?

Thus, Wang Chong could only request for Wei Hao’s help.

“There’s no need to rush this matter. You just have to take note of the matter for me and inform me if there’s any bizarre old men.”

Wang Chong knew that he had given the other party too little details, and his actions were no different from searching for a needle in a haystack. To hope to find the Demonic Emperor Old Man through such minor details was nigh impossible, even with the connections of the Wei Clan.

Circling around the capital with Wei Hao, Wang Chong noticed that Wei Hao had done a good job with the Charity Hall. There were many people at the door, and inside, there were clothes, food, drink, as well as a place to rest… The facilities were rather complete.

There were experts in the Wei Clan that dealt with such matters, so it was much better to leave it to them.

“I will have Shen Hai prepare another fifty thousand gold taels, so open up a few more Charity Halls. You should also open a few in the other regions outside of the capital as well. Also, help me continue taking note of the old man I spoke of! Inform me once you get any news.”

“Alright!”

Wei Hao agreed readily.

After chatting for a moment with Wei Hao, Wang Chong let Wei Hao down before slowly walking to the Ghost Tree District. Thinking about it now, given that he had spent the past month cultivating on the spirit vein in the mountains, it had been awhile since he was last here.

“Big brother!”

Except for a young child squatting beneath the Chinese scholar tree, there was nearly no one in the surroundings. Upon seeing Wang Chong, he hurriedly stood up. His eyes lit up, and his face flushed with excitement.

“Little fellow, you’re still here!”

Wang Chong patted his head with a smile as he casually passed a candied haw stick which he bought off a roadside merchant to him.

“Big brother, why have you been gone for so long? Grandfather has asked about you several times, and he thought that you weren’t coming back!”

The child named ‘Jianjian’ said.

Even though the other party didn’t mean anything by it, Wang Chong’s heart couldn’t help but skip a beat upon hearing that the grandfather Jianjian spoke of had asked about him.

It was the first time Wang Chong was hearing news on ‘that person’. Without a doubt, his performance on the chessboard had won him the attention of the other party.

“Don’t worry, how could big brother not come? I just happened to go on a trip to a distant land.”

Wang Chong smiled.

“Then will big brother go on another trip to a distant land?”

“Probably not.”

Wang Chong replied. The opening of the Three Great Training Camps was a huge affair, and it would affect his entire future. In comparison to that, raising his cultivation by a tier or two at the spirit vein didn’t mean much.

In any case, he had all the time to go there in the future.

“Great!”

The little child’s thoughts were shallow, and upon hearing that Wang Chong wouldn’t go on ‘trips to a distant land’ anymore, he immediately leaped in joy. As he exclaimed delightfully, his chubby hands reached into a stone jar and took out a black stone.

“Big brother, here is your stone.”

Wang Chong smiled. Grabbing the black stone tightly in his hands, he examined the chessboard. The first time Wang Chong was here, it was still a small skirmish between both sides. There were only slightly more than twenty stones on the chessboard then.

But now, the entire chessboard was densely filled with several dozens of black and white stones.

With just a single glance, Wang Chong could tell that the white stone was at a definite disadvantage.

“It isn’t too far away before the white loses!”

Wang Chong smiled. Even though Su Zhengchen possessed unparalleled martial arts and was proclaimed as a war god, in terms of military stratagem, the other party wasn’t a match for him at all.

The wars that Wang Chong led his army through in his previous life was definitely more than that of Su Zhengchen. Furthermore, before his transcension into this world, Wang Chong was already an internationally renowned ‘War Saint’ in a war strategy game.

Most probably, there wasn’t a single person in this world who could match up to him in military stratagems.

“The white will have to admit defeat in a few more days’ time.”

Wang Chong smiled.

His line of thoughts in chess was very different from the others. From the very first day, he was already laying out a trap for the other party. Su Zhengchen most probably thought that Wang Chong was only in a slight advantage at the current moment.

But a few days later, when Wang Chong finished building his trap, Su Zhengchen would know that he had lost utterly.

It was more like it for him to challenge him to a martial arts duel. To challenge him to a game of Go? Even if the other party was a war god whom he respected, the other party had truly picked the wrong opponent.

Pah!

Setting these thoughts aside for the moment, Wang Chong made his move cleanly on the golden chessboard.

“There’s one last thing to deal with!”

Leaving the Ghost Tree District, Wang Chong thought of Six-fingered Zhang.

A month had already passed, and based on the rules of the organization, he should be able to procure three pills. Thus, he had his carriage head to Falling Jade Pavilion

“Aiyo, my little ancestor, young master, gongzi… You’re finally here! If you don’t come any sooner, a huge problem would have occurred!”

A lamp was lit in the Falling Jade Pavilion. Upon seeing Wang Chong, Six-fingered Zhang slapped his thigh and looked at him with a gladdened expression.

“Do you know that if you don’t appear for another few more days, your qualification as a Shadow that you bought with much difficulty would be canceled! That’s two hundred thousand gold taels, you know, two hundred thousand gold taels!”

“Haha, stop exaggerating things here. Won’t you be able to settle it if anything happens? Where’s the pill? Give it to me!”

Wang Chong chuckled, not falling for the other party’s ploy at all.

Six-fingered Zhang was part of the core group of the secret alchemist organization, and given his influence, delaying for a few days wasn’t a problem at all.

After hearing Wang Chong’s words, he chuckled awkwardly.

This Wang Clan gongzi might be young, but he sure wasn’t easy to fool!

“Where’s the pill? There’s three of them right? Come, give it to me!”

Wang Chong said as he flung his robe and sat down on the tiger-skinned chair in the room. Even though the Falling Jade Pavilion seemed eerie and remote on the outside, its interior was actually extremely extravagant.

“Hehe, I knew I wouldn’t be able to fool gongzi!”

Six-fingered Zhang didn’t dawdle about either. He walked into a room, and a moment later, he returned with a few elaborately designed purple silk boxes in hand.

“Gongzi, open it and check. This is something that I specially got for you from the others this month.”

Six-fingered Zhang said with a fawning look.

Usually, the secret alchemist organization wouldn’t work with outsiders easily. Take the Wang Clan for example, even though it was a powerful clan consisting of three generations of ministers and generals, the secret alchemist organization had never considered making them their partner.

All of their partners were established alliance mates. In fact, some of their partnerships even traced back to the previous dynasty.

However, the situation with the Wang Clan was unique.

Not only did it possess immense influence in the royal court, it had also found a way of make up for their greatest flaw—lack of wealth. It was showing signs of becoming the largest and strongest clan in the empire.

At the very least, in Six-fingered Zhang’s perspective, as long as they maintained status quo, the Wang Clan could potentially become the newest permanent partner of the secret alchemist organization.

“I’ve troubled you. Don’t worry, I will repay you for your assistance!”

Wang Chong patted Six-fingered Zhang’s shoulder.

Pah!

Opening the box, a familiar scent wafted into the air, reaching Wang Chong’s nose. Within the box was a white and round pill with purple aura shrouding around it.

“Tiger Bone Divine Pill!”

Wang Chong’s eyes lit up as he exclaimed. Of all pills, what Wang Chong was the most concerned about was this one due to its ability to nourish one’s root bone.

These pills were simply too valuable and rare,

It was completely impossible to buy such a pill outside. It was exclusive to only the alchemists in the royal palace and kings’ residences.

“Un? This pill seems a little different?”

Suddenly, while Wang Chong was observing the pill, he realized that this Tiger Bone Divine Pill was slightly different from the one he consumed before.

“Hehe, gongzi sure has good eyes. The one you consumed before is a subpar product. This one is a pill which has been forged to perfection. Its effectiveness is completely different from the one before.”

Six-fingered Zhang chuckled as he revealed the secret.

“What!”

Taken aback, Wang Chong immediately turned to look at the pill in the box.

“Hehe, gongzi, there’s no need for you to be worried. We don’t sell faulty products or semi-completed products. All of the pills are of good quality, and the subpar which I refer to is only in the eyes of us alchemists. Any of these subpar products, when put outside, are still top-notch medicine. However, I know that gongzi wants the very best pills to nourish your root bone, so I went through the trouble to get this for you.”

Six-fingered Zhang started about the contributions he had made to Wang Chong.

“Hehe, you went to gamble again?”

Hearing those words, Wang Chong burst into laughter as he lifted his gaze to stare at Six-fingered Zhang.

“If you may, listen to my advice. It’s fine for you to gamble, but avoid those gambling dens run by Goguryeons. I can’t possibly save you every time you meet with trouble.”

Wang Chong said.

“Gongzi is as insightful as always!”

Six-fingered Zhang smiled sheepishly. Although the one staring at him was just a fifteen-year-old youngster, he felt as though a kid being lectured by an adult after doing wrong. Six-fingered Zhang knew that it would be best for him to stay out of gambling dens, but his body just wouldn’t listen to his rationality.

This Wang Clan gongzi seemed exactly like a monster who could peer into one’s soul. Despite having said nothing at all, the other party immediately knew that he had gone gambling and was lacking money.

Even though he had only interacted with the other party a few times, Six-fingered Zhang felt as though there was no secret he could hide from him.

“Don’t worry, I won’t forget you fair share of benefits.”

Wang Chong didn’t pursue the matter of the other party’s gambling. Pah, Wang Chong opened another box and dense Origin Energy immediately diffused from the box.

Upon smelling the scent, Wang Chong’s face warped in astonishment.

“Origin Energy Pill! To think that you all are capable of forging this!”

Wang Chong was truly surprised by this.
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“We aren’t that incredible!”

Upon hearing the name ‘Origin Energy Pill’, Six-fingered Zhang was taken aback. This wasn’t the name of this pill inside the box. However, he soon understood what was going on.

“This is the Posterior Energy Pill! This is a newly-developed pill formula that an alchemist in the royal palace came up with recently. This thing is extremely hard to forge, and more often than not, the forging ends in an explosion. At the current moment, all of those forged are subpar products. As it hasn’t been perfected yet, we dare not present it to the Sage Emperor or the princes in the royal palace. After all, if something happens, our heads will roll.”

“Thus, in the end, they chose to bring it here. I have no choice as well. Every month, this kind of expensive but ineffective pills would always end up in circulation in the organization!”

Eventually, Six-fingered Zhang shrugged sheepishly.

“A subpar product, is it?”

Wang Chong looked Six-fingered Zhang doubtfully before turning his gaze back to the pill. Indeed, the energy emanating from the pill wasn’t pure Origin Energy. He could feel some impurities mixed within it.

Overwhelmed by his astonishment before, he failed to notice it previously.

“This… What you’re seeing is actually the outer layer of wax. This helps to conceal the impurities on the surface of the pill.”

Six-fingered Zhang said with slight embarrassment.

This was a nifty trick among alchemists. As an alchemist himself, he was well aware with such tricks.

Light shone in Wang Chong’s eyes as he stared at the pill silently. Then, he abruptly grabbed the Posterior Energy Pill and placed it into his mouth. Lightly biting down on it, the coating of the pill cracked and a slightly bizarre taste spread across his entire mouth.

“It’s the taste of medicinal herbs. Furthermore, it seems to be the extremely potent spirit herbs!”

Wang Chong suddenly understood what the alchemist was intending to do. He was probably trying to refine the spiritual energy within the medicinal herbs before using a special method to forge it into something similar to the Origin Energy Pill.

However, clearly, the matter wasn’t as easy as that alchemist thought it out to be.

Gulong!

As the thought flashed across his head, Wang Chong swallowed the entire pill. Warm energy immediately burst forth from within his body, and it soon permeated his flesh and bones.

Wang Chong felt a warm sensation embracing his body.

Under the nourishment of the energy in the pill, Wang Chong felt his strength being raised by another significant amount. The Origin Energy inside his body also increased by a bit.

A moment later, when the medicinal energy from the pill was finally fully absorbed, Wang Chong calmed down once more.

Six-fingered Zhang was right, this wasn’t the Origin Energy Pill. Origin Energy only constituted a small portion of the pill, unlike what Wang Chong thought before.

From the perspective of an alchemist, a subpar product was worthless, so Six-fingered Zhang didn’t think much of the it. However, it was different for Wang Chong.

“To think that I could buy something similar to the Origin Energy Pill with money!”

Wang Chong’s heart beat wildly, unable to be calmed.

Nothing was more valuable to a martial artist than ‘Origin Energy’. Wang Chong was honestly surprised to see that someone was capable of forging something similar to the Origin Energy Pill in the royal palace.

Wang Chong finally understood why despite the secretive nature of the organization and the expensive price of the pills, so many powers were still interested in working with them.

The objects circulating around the organization were truly treasures that couldn’t be procured outside even if one had the money.

“How much does a Posterior Energy Pill cost?”

Wang Chong asked.

“Six thousand taels!”

Six-fingered Zhang replied. By taels, he meant gold. The alchemist in the royal palace would never forge pills that could be valued using silver.

“How many pills can that person produce in a month?”

“Three!”

Six-fingered Zhang replied.

“I want them all, bring them to me!”

Wang Chong said.

“Ah!”

Six-fingered Zhang was taken aback. “But those are elementary subpar products!”

“I understand.”

Wang Chong smiled and he spoke authoritatively.

As for the final pill, it was a pill for treating one’s wounds. It looked ordinary, but how could a treatment pill forged by the alchemists of the royal palace compare to those out in the market?

Carrying the two pills with him, Wang Chong left the Falling Jade Pavilion.

…

Having solved all of his problems in a single go, Wang Chong turned his attention to his seven chi long slender-blade thick-blunt saber. This was the second weapon Wang Chong was bringing out to public view, and it meant a lot to him,

On top of that, it is only when one starts spending does he knows that expenses added up. Back then, when Wang Chong received the six hundred thousand gold taels, he thought that he would never finish spending it all.

But when he started utilizing it, money seemed to flow out endlessly. He realized that there were too many things that he needed to spend money on, and all in all, he only had slightly more than a hundred thousand gold taels left on him.

Given his current expenditure, it wouldn’t be long before he reached bankruptcy once more.

“It’s about time for me to take out my good!”

Wang Chong thought.

Sitting on the carriage, Wang Chong carefully scanned his surroundings, and only after confirming that no one was following him did he enter the Wei Clan’s forge cavern.

The entire forge was silent; Wei Hao had already emptied this place out for Wang Chong. It was ready to become Wang Chong’s private forge whenever Wang Chong needed it.

The Wei Clan had a hand in many businesses, and smithing was only a small part of it. As long as Wei Hao made up for the loss from this forge, even Duke of Wei wouldn’t notice that Wei Hao had laid his hands on it.

“Help me stand guard outside, don’t allow anyone to approach!”

Wang Chong instructed Li Zhuxin before walking into the cavern.

Wang Chong was already proficient in quenching weapons. Even though quenching was a very important process for a weapon to make a huge breakthrough in its quality, as though a phoenix rising from the ashes, it wasn’t that difficult to carry out.

The main crux to it was to pay attention to the minor changes in the sword, and the fluid used for the process.

The ‘quenching’ technology that Wang Chong wielded far surpassed that of this era.

Walking into the cavern, Wang Chong poured the ‘quenching fluid’ which was made of sesame oil, lanolin, butter, and liquid asphalt, which he procured from the traders of the Western Regions, into a steel trough.

Also, he collected a few pine branches, stacked them on the floor, and ignited them.

The temperature at which the Wootz steel was being quenched at was exceptionally important. Otherwise, even if one were to use the correct quenching fluid, the final product would still be an inferior or even a failed good.

From night to dawn, Wang Chong had been busy with all sorts of stuff. When the morning sun finally rose, some black smoke puffed up from the metal trough.

A moment later, using a pair of metal tong, Wang Chong fished the slender-blade thick-blunt saber out. Jerking the oily fluid off, a beautifully-patterned long saber appeared before Wang Chong.

This was the first slender-blade thick-blunt saber in this world. The rays of the morning sun crept in from outside the cavern and radiated the sword, causing a blinding cold gleam to be reflected off the blade.

With just a glance, Wang Chong could feel the sharpness and resilience of the katana.

Klang!

With a gleam of cold light, the steel trough that was filled with the quenching fluid was split into two as easily as cutting through tofu.

“Good saber!”

Looking at the saber, Wang Chong smiled. Wang Chong could sense that this saber was even sharper than the Wootz steel swords he forged previously.

The smithing techniques of the true number one blacksmith in the world and technology surpassing that of this era were infused into this saber. In terms of quality, this saber truly stood at the pinnacle of this world.

Furthermore, its unique curve and heavy blade would make it the love of saber experts!

“It’s the pity that I only use swords!”

Wang Chong lamented.

His ‘Single Character Consecutive Slash’ was created to use with a sword, and this katana wasn’t fitting for him. But even a sword wielder like Wang Chong couldn’t help but feel extremely fond of this saber, to the point that he didn’t even feel like letting it go, lest needed to be said about true saber experts.

This saber wasn’t just sharp, it was designed specially for hacking, slashing, and cutting!

“All that is left is tempering!”

Wang Chong thought.

Most would regard this saber as a complete product already, and even if Wang Chong were to take it out now, many experts would surely fight over it. However, Wang Chong didn’t think that this saber was good enough yet.

It might be sharp and comfortable to use, but the tougher a blade was, the easier it would break. 

If Wang Chong didn’t solve this problem, there was a high risk that this saber might break abruptly while its wielder was facing an enemy in the future.

Even though there weren’t many blacksmiths in this world, there were many weapon fanatics among the population. At the very least, most people knew the logic that a stiff sword would break easily.

Those top-notch experts could exert all of their strength to strike the middle portion of the blade or near the hilt, and there was a great chance that they could forcefully break this kind of long saber with their fearsome strength.

If such a situation were to happen, the name of Wootz steel in this world would be ruined. The reputation that Wang Chong had built up with much difficulty would vanish into nothingness.

It would become extremely difficult for him to profit off the Hyderabad mine in the future then.

How could he destroy his own signboard through negligence?

Wang Chong would never do such a thing!

Thus, he knew that he had to conduct a final round of tempering!

It was a common conception that a weapon was completed after quenching. Most weren’t aware that there was a final step after quenching known as tempering.

This was the final procedure of the entire swordsmithing process, as well as the most important one!

In this world, most hadn’t grasped and deciphered ‘quenching’ yet, needless to say, a futuristic technology like ‘tempering’.

This was the technology that only Wang Chong possessed, as well as the greatest and ultimate secret he had over the others in swordsmithing.

Without the final tempering, it would be impossible to perfect this seven chi slender-blade thick-blunt saber. It would just be a white elephant and a joke of the martial artists.

Tempering could heal all of the small cracks and damage that the hammering of the weapon had caused to the sword before the ‘quenching’, as well as prevent it from deforming.

And this was only one of its benefits!

On top of that, tempering could also improve the various functionalities of the weapon, such as its sharpness, toughness, durability, and the most important of all, flexibility!

Flexibility sounded like nothing much, but thinking about it, it was almost like a paradox to infuse flexibility within an extremely stiff weapon.

It was no different from an ice maintaining its shape despite being thrown into a sea of flames.

Once this seven chi long slender-blade thick-blunt saber gained flexibility, even if just a little, its functionality would be boosted exponentially!

Flexibility would make up for this sword’s greatest flaw and make it a true pinnacle weapon. One wouldn’t have worried of it being destroyed in the midst of a battle against top-notch experts!

The ability to instill flexibility into a weapon would make tempering a revolutionary technology! And in this world, only Wang Chong wielded this technology!
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In the cavern, Wang Chong piled up another bunch of pine trees and started another flame.

Different from the one he made for quenching, the flame he created was significantly smaller this time around.

The temperature required for tempering was much lower than quenching, at around 150 degree Celsius. As such, a small flame would suffice.

“Alright, about time!”

Placing his hand above the flame and feeling that it had reached the ideal temperature, Wang Chong placed the quenched saber on top of the flame.

150 degree Celsius was an extremely low temperature, far insufficient to melt Wootz steel. All it was capable of doing was to turn it slightly red.

On top of that, the saber had been quenched, granting it astonishing resilience. Thus, the tempering process was destined to be a lengthy and tiresome one.

If it was in the past, Wang Chong would find it hard to complete the entire tempering process.

However, after reaching Origin Energy Tier 7 and having cultivated Might of the Barbaric God, Wang Chong strength had been boosted tremendously, granting him the power and endurance to finish his work himself.

Boom!

It sounded as though a bolt of lightning had struck the cavern. Swinging a metal hammer, Wang Chong struck heavily on the surface of the blade. The heavy platform trembled beneath Wang Chong’s massive strength, and some dust and debris fell from the ceiling.

Boom!

Once!

Twice!

Thrice!

…

With massive strength, the hammer in Wang Chong’s hands fell again and again. His full might was harnessed for every single strike of the hammer. He paid careful attention to every single movement he made, and he bore great expectations for the product.

The sound of Wang Chong’s hammering sounded ceaselessly in the cavern.

The process of tempering was much longer than quenching, and the tough property of the Wootz steel sword did little to help.

It took an entire day, from sunrise to noon, then on to sunset, until all of the pine trees that he had cut and collected had burned out, for Wang Chong to complete the tempering process.

Standing by the metal platform, sweat flowed down Wang Chong’s body profusely. By now, Wang Chong’s clothes were already completely soaked. In fact, even the ground in a three zhang radius around him was wet. For this saber, Wang Chong had truly put in all of his soul.

(10 meters)

However, Wang Chong felt satisfied and gladdened when he saw the newborn slender-blade thick-blunt saber in his hands.

“Even though I had to spend an entire day on it, it’s worth the effort!”

Wang Chong lifted the saber to take a closer look at it. This saber was elegant and beautiful, and there was an alluring pattern reminiscent of flowing water and floating clouds on it. At the same time, it emanated a cold and merciless aura!

This was a weapon crafted for murder!

However, under Wang Chong’s hands, it became a marvelous art piece as well!

Shua!

Lightly shaking the saber in his hands, the air in the cavern immediately shook, as though it had been cut into countless pieces.

From the lingering illumination from the pine branches, one could see that the sharpness of the slender-blade thick-blunt saber had been brought up to an even more fearsome level!

“This is truly a good saber! A good saber should have its own name. Have you given it some thoughts yet?”

Footsteps sounded from behind. Flinging his robe, Li Zhuxin walked into the cavern. Upon seeing the slender-blade thick-blunt saber in Wang Chong’s hands, ripples appeared in his calm eyes.

“Hehe, I’ve already decided on it. It shall be called Death’s Abyss!”

Wang Chong smiled.

“Death’s Abyss? That’s a good name! If only I knew that you were capable of forging such incredible weapons, I would have used my employment term to trade for this saber!”

Li Zhuxin couldn’t tear his eyes away from the Death’s Abyss in Wang Chong’s hands.

Even though he wasn’t a saber user, he couldn’t help but feel fond of it, and a desire to possess it welled up within him.

“Hehe, even if you want it, I won’t agree to it!”

Wang Chong chuckled lightly.

This Death’s Abyss had taken two jun of Hyderabad ore to forge. If it was just an ordinary Wootz steel weapon, it would already be worth at least eighty thousand gold taels. On top of that, this weapon was much stronger than the previous few blades that Wang Chong had forged, having being tempered by the technology that Wang Chong possessed exclusively.

(Two jun ~ 26kg)

Wang Chong estimated its price to be above that of a hundred thousand gold taels!

This was far beyond the hiring price of Li Zhuxin. It was the epitome of the highest level of saber in the world, a priceless treasure in the truest sense.

Leaving the cavern along with Li Zhuxin, Wang Chong rushed back to the capital and passed the newly-forged Death’s Abyss into Uncle Li Lin’s hands. Upon seeing the newly-forged Death’s Abyss, Li Lin was overjoyed.

In the month that Wang Chong was gone, every day felt like an eternity to Li Lin. His doorsill was almost destroyed by the Imperial Army commanders who came to his residence daily to urge him on the matter of the Wootz steel weapon.

On top of that, most of them were Li Lin’s superiors, and there were a few figures whom even Zhao Fengchen dared not to offend. The pressure Li Lin was placed under was truly immense.

“Chong-er, if you came any later, you might have to collect my corpse!”

Li Lin was relieved by the appearance of the saber.

“Uncle, you’re exaggerating the matter.”

Wang Chong chuckled.

“This isn’t an exaggeration though. Alright, Chong-er, don’t worry. I’ll make sure this saber fetches a good price.”

Without wasting any time, Li Lin prepared to bring the Death’s Abyss into the royal palace.

“Wait a moment!”

Wang Chong hurriedly stopped Uncle Li Lin. Death’s Abyss was important, but other than that, Wang Chong had another purpose here.

“I have a few things that I’ll have to trouble uncle to help me on as well.”

After which, Wang Chong brought up the matter of the ‘Assassin Pavilion’.

“Hmph, to think that there would be such a matter!”

After hearing the entire story, Li Lin harrumphed coldly. A rare sliver of killing intent appeared on his face.

“It’s one thing for them to deal with other people, but since they dared to lay their hands on you, then they surely won’t get away scot-free. Rest assured, I will inform Lord Zhao of this matter and have him help deal with this!”

“You can’t even start to imagine how valued you are in the Imperial Army now. If something happens to you, even if Lord Zhao and I don’t do anything, the other commanders in the Imperial Army would surely tear them to shreds.”

Li Lin wasn’t exaggerating this matter.

Wang Chong had already formed an intangible network of connections. Under Wang Chong’s instructions, Li Lin had accepted quite a sum of money from various figures in the Imperial Army.

Even though there was no tangible reward in sight, all of these people still willingly presented it to him.

After Zhao Fengchen’s fight with Huang Xiaotian, the Wootz steel sword that Wang Chong forged earned the recognition of everyone in the Imperial Army, and it was labeled as the number one weapon in the Imperial Army.

In the view of the Imperial Army, be it the capital or even the entire Central Plains, only the weapons Wang Chong forged was worthy of their identity.

At this moment, every single Imperial Army member who had the means desired to obtain a Wootz steel weapon, resulting in a large sum of money being delivered to Li Lin in the past month.

If something were to happen to the swordsmith, it was scary just to think how the Imperial Army would react.

“Don’t worry, I know at least three Imperial Army commanders who would make a move on this kind of malignant tumor. What Profound Martial Realm expert or master of the Assassin Pavilion… In the capital, going against you means to go against the entire Imperial Army. I will make sure that this tumor is rid of once and for all!”

A majestic aura exuded from Uncle Li Lin.

This aura that shrouded Uncle Li Lin so naturally surprised Wang Chong. He had known his uncle for a very long time, but he had never seen such a quality in him.

“Circumstances shapes attitude, and attitude shapes appearance! After being deployed out of the North Gates and promoted to a higher position, his inner self changed accordingly as well, giving birth to this kind of majestic aura.”

Wang Chong thought.

Naturally, Wang Chong was delighted to see such a change. In his previous life, due to the old master’s influence, Uncle Li Lin had a slightly cowardly and hesitant nature.

But it was different now.

Men were born ambitious!

In Wang Chong’s view, this might be the true nature of his uncle.

“Perhaps I can bring that matter up on the schedule!”

Wang Chong thought.

In Wang Chong’s view, all of his family members were his aides, an important strength he would require to change destiny. Initially, Wang Chong only intended to hand over Death’s Abyss and bring up the matter of the ‘Assassin Pavilion’.

However, the momentary majesty that Uncle Li Lin exuded had sprouted some thoughts in Wang Chong.

The reason why Wang Chong helped uncle wasn’t just so that he could follow Zhao Fengchen as his subordinate and rise along with him.

Wang Chong bore much greater expectations and ambitions of him.

But this all couldn’t be realized with the limited strength the other party possessed at the moment.

“Uncle, wait a moment!”

Amidst Uncle Li Lin surprised gaze, Wang Chong walked into the carriage. When he came out once more, there was a handwritten secret manual in his hand.

“Uncle, this is for you!”

Wang Chong passed the secret manual hidden in the secret compartment in the carriage over.

“Ah? For me? What’s this?”

Li Lin stared at Wang Chong in bewilderment, unable to comprehend what was going on. He subconsciously grabbed the book and glanced at it.

Upon flipping through a page or two, Li Lin’s confused expression immediately warped into shock.

It was a martial arts manual!

The book that Wang Chong passed him was the secret manual of an extremely powerful martial art! Browsing through a couple of page, Li Lin could sense that this martial art was much more formidable than the techniques he had learned in the past.

“Chong-er, how did you get this?”

Li Lin was astounded.

Li Lin didn’t think that a teenager like Wang Chong would possess such a powerful martial art.

“Uncle, this… Grandfather gave it to me!”

Wang Chong pushed all the credit to the old master.

Wang Chong’s purchasal of the Hyderabad ore and crafting of the Wootz steel sword were astonishing feats, but it wasn’t completely impossible.

However, martial art manuals, especially powerful ones, were tightly guarded treasures of each clan. It would be difficult for Li Lin to not get suspicious if Wang Chong had suddenly produced a manual of such a top-notch martial art all of the sudden. This wasn’t a matter that could be explained by intelligence and aptitude.

It was precisely because of this that even though Wang Chong had copied down the secret manual a period of time ago, he wasn’t able to find a suitable opportunity to hand it over to Li Lin, until the visit to the Four Quarters Embassy…

“Old master?”

Li Lin was surprised.

“That’s right! Do you remember the matter at the Four Quarters Embassy? Grandfather asked grandmother to pass it to me after we offered our blessings to him. Perhaps grandfather felt… embarrassed, so he decided to pass it to you through my hands.”

Feigning ignorance of the matter, Wang Chong spoke nonchalantly.

All along, grandfather had confined uncle to the position of a section leader in the North Gates. Even though had good intentions in heart, it was unavoidable that uncle, who was an ambitious man at heart, would feel dismayed by his action.

In a way, Wang Chong was mending the tear between grandfather and uncle.

“Old master…”

Upon hearing Wang Chong’s words, Li Lin seemed to have realized something and ripples appeared in his eyes. However, before Wang Chong, he chose to hold himself back.

“I understand.”

Li Lin smiled.

“If there’s a chance, help me thank the old master in my stead. Tell him that I won’t let down him down. Anyway, you don’t have to worry about the matter of the Wootz steel saber, I’ll settle it properly. Alright, I’ll be going in now.”

After which, carrying the Death’s Abyss, he turned around and headed straight into the royal palace.

Perhaps it was just an illusion, but looking at Uncle Li Lin’s departing figure, it felt as though a heavy burden had been taken off his shoulders, or maybe, a knot hidden deep within his heart had been untied.

His footsteps grew more and more forceful, as though reflecting his determination, and eventually, he disappeared within the grand royal palace.
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After settling the matter with the Wootz steel sword, Wang Chong heaved a sigh of relief. In the days to come, he focused his efforts on looking for traces of the ‘Demonic Emperor Old Man’ while continuing to visit the Ghost Tree District for the chess match.

On the other hand, Uncle Li Lin had acted swiftly on the matter Wang Chong entrusted him with.

As though out of anger from the bold attempts of the Assassin Pavilion in attempting to assassinate Wang Chong, in just two short days, news had reached the streets. The Imperial Army had found the nest of an assassin organization that seemed to be harboring malicious intentions.

Every single one of them was killed on the spot, and corpses filled the entire courtyard!

This matter caused quite a storm in the capital. It was said that many of the experts of the Imperial Army were mobilized, and five to six commanders were involved in the operation.

Many people had witnessed the operation with their own eyes, and all of them said that there was likely to be a backstory to this matter. Even so, given their dress up, cloaked in black and armed with secret weapons, without a doubt, they were all assassins.

Thus, no one spoke up for them.

When Wang Chong heard of this matter, he chuckled lightly. He wrote a letter to Miyasame Ayaka and dumped the matter to the back of his head.

Just when Wang Chong was living his life peacefully, a commotion was going on in the depths of the royal palace.

The darkness of the night loomed over the sky. It was an abandoned palace in a remote location of the royal palace, but at this moment, it was brightly illuminated by whole rows of lanterns hung on the trees and the roof.

Imperial Army members densely filled the courtyard of the palace, and with a single glance, they numbered in hundreds, perhaps even reaching a thousand.

Today was a huge day for the Imperial Army members. There wasn’t a single person in the Imperial Army who didn’t know that this was the day for the auction for the second weapon of the number one blacksmith of Great Tang. As such, many commanders had arrived early and were waiting in anticipation for the unveiling of the weapon.

After the battle between Zhao Fengchen and Huang Xiaotian, there wasn’t a single person here who didn’t know about the sharpness, beauty, and rarity of the Wootz steel sword. To them, this was a huge opportunity to heighten their own strength.

More importantly, this item was exclusive! It was one-of-a-kind, and it was impossible to obtain it anywhere else!

What other weapons could be more fitting than the Wootz steel sword to complement the standing of the Imperial Army!

“I’ve finally waited for the day for the unveiling of gongzi’s new weapon!”

“It’s a weapon that took an entire month to forge! I truly can’t wait to see what it is. If only he could forge more of it!”

“The first weapon has been taken by Commander Zhao. I wonder who’ll be lucky one this time!”

“Indeed! If only I had a Wootz steel sword as well. Why must it be so expensive!”

…

The courtyard of the palace was bustling.

Everyone knew that Wang Chong had entrusted the sales of the Wootz steel weapons to his uncle, Li Lin, and at this moment, there wasn’t a single person in the Imperial Army who didn’t know of Li Lin.

“It’s starting, it’s starting!”

Suddenly, a commotion sounded. Everyone lifted their heads and saw the doors before them open. Brilliant light poured out from the interior of the room.

Dressed in heavy armor with a sword by his waist, Li Lin appeared imposingly before the crowd.

In an instant, the bustling Imperial Army members abruptly fell silent.

“Those who wish to join the auction can enter now based on the note issued previously!”

Li Lin said authoritatively.

Immediately, an Imperial Army commander passed the note that Wang Chong issued to them previously and entered the room with a huge smile.

Everyone knew that the competition for this auction would be intense, and the Wootz steel weapon would be anything but cheap.

But money… Who the heck cares about money.

As long as they could buy the sword that was capable of slicing through metal as though mud, what did money mean? Besides, as members of the Imperial Army, they didn’t have many places to spend money on anyway.

On top of that, even if they found themselves in dire need of money in the future, surely they didn’t have to worry about being unable to sell this kind of top-notch weapon?

Twenty to thirty Imperial Army commanders entered.

“Next, those who have the wooden token can enter!”

Li Lin continued.

This was Li Lin’s own initiative. Even though Wang Chong wanted to sell the bidding qualifications batch by batch, Li Lin thought that there was no need for it. Being in the Imperial Army, he knew how popular the Wootz steel was.

Regardless of where he went, everyone was talking about the auction in Bluebottle Pavilion and the battle between Zhao Fengchen and Huang Xiaotian.

The Wootz steel weapon which was described to be unbreakable and unimaginably sharp had everyone’s blood boiling in passion, and their desire to possess it blazed.

Being in the Imperial Army, he understood how strong the thirst for it was. That was also the reason why he dared to set up such a system.

One must know that there were more than a hundred thousand troops in the Imperial Army.

Yet, Wang Chong only sold a single Wootz steel sword every month. It would be surprising if they weren’t frenzied about it!

Thus, Li Lin decided to split the auction into two tiers on his own accord.

The first tier was the holders of the notes that Wang Chong issued previously. These note holders were entitled to a ten percent discount. 

The wooden tokens that Li Lin issued formed the second tier, and this tier possessed fewer privileges than the former.

Those in possession of the wooden token were allowed to join the auction, but they had to pay an additional ten percent on top of the auctioned price.

Every wooden token cost two hundred gold taels, and it would become useless after the auction. If one wanted to join the next auction, they had to buy another one.

Others might think it was expensive, but Li Lin felt that he had already lowered the price to the bare minimum. Given that there were more than a hundred thousand soldiers in the Imperial Army, lack of demand was something he didn’t fear.

Furthermore, how could those who were willing to spend several dozen thousand gold taels to buy a Wootz steel sword hesitate over a mere two hundred gold taels? ——In Li Lin’s view, this was the best way to auction the Wootz steel sword! At the same time, he would be able to sieve out those insincere buyers through this method.

As for the notes which Wang Chong issued… It was a huge waste! However, the matter was already done, so there was no use saying anything about it.

In an instant, seventy to eighty commanders of the Imperial Army rushed in.

By from the sales of the wooden token, Li Lin had already earned a profit of around fifteen thousand!

To earn fifteen thousand taels from the entrance fee from an auction alone, he would be a fool to not do this!

“Next, those with the metal token can enter.”

Li Lin said.

This was the lowest tier! There were many people who were interested and curious about the Wootz steel sword. Since that was the case, Li Lin thought of profiting from them as well.

After all, the more spectators there were, the easier it was for word to spread. This could help to broaden the number of interested buyers in the Imperial Army.

Thus, Li Lin chose to implement the system of the steel token as well. Each of these steel tokens cost just ten gold taels. With these, one was given the right to spectate the proceedings of the auction.

But of course, they weren’t allowed to bid. At the same time, they weren’t allocated any seats as well.

Despite the lack of service, given that there were more than a hundred thousand potential customers out there, Li Lin wasn’t worried at all.

In an instant, several hundreds of Imperial Army members charged in. This was yet another profit of a few thousand gold taels. Just by setting up this auction, Li Lin had already earned over twenty thousand gold taels.

After which, Li Lin returned to the inner room.

The palaces in the royal city were exceedingly vast, residences of ordinary large clans couldn’t start to compare up to them. At the very front of the hall, away from the crowd, sat three commanders.

The one seated in the middle was Zhao Fengchen.

Time passed swiftly, and it had been a month since Zhao Fengchen had become a marshal. Compared to before, Zhao Fengchen’s disposition seemed much more valiant, imposing, and authoritative.

Li Lin walked in and bowed slightly to Zhao Fengchen before walking to a massive wooden stand of around one zhang long in the center of the hall.

(3.33m)

“Lord Li, where is the Wootz steel sword?”

“Hurry up and take it out. Stop hooking our appetite!”

“Indeed, we’re all anxious to see it!”

“Lord Li, it has already been a month! We brothers are already dying of anticipation so hurry up and show it to us!”

…

Everyone in the room urged impatiently. They couldn’t bear to wait any longer for it.

“Lord Li, surely you aren’t playing with us?”

Some of the Imperial Army commanders even expressed their clear displeasure.

“You all are so anxious that you all can’t even wait a moment longer?”

Li Lin chuckled. This was the kind of effect he wanted.

“Since that’s the case, I won’t keep you all hanging. The second Wootz steel sword is right here!”

Pah!

As he said those words, Li Lin struck the one zhang long wooden platform before him. Peng! The wooden platform immediately broke apart, and hidden in the platform was a seven chi long weapon.

It was seated on top of a black metal table of the same length.

In an instant, the entire hall fell silent.

Everyone thought that Li Lin was using the wooden platform to organize the auction. No one thought that there would be such a trick behind the wooden platform.

“Lord Li, what’s that?”

An Imperial Army commander stood up as he pointed at the bizarre weapon seated atop the metal table. Many people thought that Wang Chong’s new work would be a sword, similar to what he crafted before.

But from the looks of it, that wasn’t the case.

Even though it was concealed within a black wooden sheath, they could make out the shape of the weapon. It was only two fingers thick, but it had a length of seven chi. On top of that, the weapon had an elegant curve to its blade. It was very different from any other weapons they had seen before.

“Hahaha, well asked! This is the first saber that my nephew, Wang Chong, had forged. This, in itself, adds to the collectibility of this saber. On top of that, I see that most of you are surprised by the length of it. That’s right, the design of this saber is different from the sword before, and the material used for this saber is also twice of the sword!”

“On top of that, this saber is even sharper than the sword from before. Borrowing the words of my nephew, this saber is crafted for slaughter. Thus, he gave this saber the name Death’s Abyss. None of those in the range of this saber would be able to escape from death!”

Li Lin spoke with composure. Even though he was facing so many Imperial Army commanders, there wasn’t the slightest hint of fear on his face.

“Death’s Abyss!”

Everyone was impressed. Just by the name itself, they could sense that it was a top-notch product with high collectibility. More important, it was the first saber forged by the number one swordsmith in the world. Just this by itself meant that it could be sold at a very high price in the future.

“The trip here is indeed worth it! His first saber! This is truly a one-of-a-kind object!”

In the hall, the Imperial Army commanders trembled in excitement. They didn’t lack money; rather, they found nothing worthy to spend their money on. 

This kind of weapon could help bring out their noble standing, augment their strength, and it had collecting value as well. This was truly the ideal product for them to spend their money on!

“Li Lin, how much is this weapon worth?”

“Well asked!”

Li Lin smiled. His eyes lit up as he announced the starting price of the auction.

“The starting bid for this Death’s Abyss is eighty thousand gold taels! There is only one saber, and the highest bidder wins! The auction starts now!”

Boom!

Li Lin’s words caused a huge uproar in the hall. The excitement which they had suppressed for an entire month suddenly came bursting out.
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“85000!”

“88000!”

“90000!”

“100,000!”

“110,000!”

…

In a brief moment, the price of the sword had already soared beyond a hundred thousand, taking even Li Lin was taken by surprise. At eighty thousand gold taels, this saber was already twofold the price of the sword sold previously. As such, Li Lin thought that most would be hesitant to bid.

However, from the look of it, a month of anticipation had fed the crowd’s desire. Furthermore, the idea of it being ‘exclusive’ had stimulated their interest in the auction.

“115,000!”

“118,000!”

“120,000!”

…

The bid was still increasing rapidly, and those spectators couldn’t help but feel thrilled by the sight. It wasn’t everyday that one got to see the sales of a valuable top-notch saber.

The sabers outside were only worth a maximum of six hundred gold taels. Only in the Imperial Army could one see weapons that were worth several ten thousand gold taels. Even though it was expensive, many interested people had started preparing for this auction since over half a month ago, some even diving straight into action after witnessing the battle between Commander Zhao and Commander Huang.

“It’s too thrilling! 120,000 gold taels, that’s more than three times the price of the previous sword!”

“Can’t you tell how valuable that saber is? Even the material used is two times that of the previous sword! Furthermore, this is the first saber master crafted. Even if one chooses not to wield it, its price will definitely rise with time, reaping one immense profit in the future!”

“Did you see that? That’s Commander Jing! Even Commander Jing is here! He’s from a true prestigious clan with great affluence and a long history. The Jing Clan has already been one of the top clans since the Sui Dynasty, it isn’t something that other clans outside can match up to!”

“Indeed! Even though the Jing Clan has kept a low profile, causing it to be less known than the other clans out there, it is, in the truest term, a behemoth! 120,000 gold taels means nothing to a clan of that level.”

“That’s true! There’s the Bai Clan as well. If I recall correctly, this seems to be their sixth generation of Imperial Army commander? There’s no way they would allow this opportunity slip by them! To think that the demand for the Wootz steel sword would be so great!”

…

At the back of the hall, the faces of the spectators were red in agitation, and they seemed even more excited that those involved in the auction. To spectate such bustle with just ten gold taels was indeed a worthy trade!

Who in the Imperial Army would care about ten mere gold taels?

“139,000!”

“140,000!”

“141,000!”

“142,000!”

“142,500!”

…

There was a limit to the price of every single weapon. When the price reached 140,000 or so, the increment started to slow.

Clearly, in the crowd thought that the true value of this weapon was around 150,000 gold taels, or at the very least, not exceeding that amount.

“Not bad!”

Seated behind Li Lin, Zhao Fengchen nodded slightly. This price was already way beyond his expectations. It seemed like the popularity of the Wootz steel sword was truly immense in the Imperial Army.

“Hehe!”

Upon seeing this sight, Li Lin couldn’t help but chuckle. This price may seem decent, but Wang Chong had explained to him about the uniqueness of this saber was. Infused within it was a whole new advanced technology, and it had gone through an additional refinement process as compared to the previous sword sold.

Back then, Li Lin’s sharp senses told him that this could serve as an impetus for further bring up the price.

“Everyone, speaking of which, I have yet to show you all the weapon. Thus, allow me to present it to all of you!”

Li Lin suddenly grabbed the handle of the saber and pulled on it lightly.

Klang!

A crisp sound reminiscent of the call of a mighty dragon seeped into the hearts of the spectators. Then, a cold gleam similar to the dance of a wyrm flashed across the ceiling of the hall. In an instant, the light in the entire room dimmed, as though their radiance were stolen.

Everyone’s heart abruptly stopped at this instant. What Li Lin grasped in his hand was a uniquely-designed long saber. It was a seven chi long, and from the hilt to the very tip, it was precisely two fingers wide. The slight arc of the saber brought out an enchanting aesthetics to it.

What that took their breaths away was the bewitching flowing river and fleeting clouds pattern on the surface of its blade. No one would say a word if one claimed that it had reached the apex of beauty. Yet, at the same time, it exuded an aura of callousness, and it felt as though it would escape from Li Lin’s grasp at any moment to strike them down. A cold and savage aura struck the hearts of the crowd.

In an instant, the bustling hall fell absolutely silent.

Zhao Fengchen was in the midst of bringing a cup of tea to his lips when he saw the saber, and he froze. Due to the lack of time, he didn’t get a chance to view the saber when Li Lin first brought it in.

He thought that since the two were both Wootz steel weapons, the only difference would be in their exteriors. However, at this moment, Zhao Fengchen realized that the saber in Li Lin’s hand was very much different from his sword.

And this wasn’t just a matter of the design!

Shua!

Upon seeing that he had succeeded in grasping the attention of the entire hall, Li Lin nodded in satisfaction. Shua! Grasping the blade with just his right hand, Li Lin did a light vertical cut.

His movement wasn’t large, but the effects that this cut brought was astonishing.

Hu!

The temperature in the hall abruptly lowered. Originating from where Li Lin stood, a huge wind suddenly blustered. The peaceful air current in the room turned chaotic with a slight jerk of Li Lin’s wrist.

The air seemed to have been cut into innumerable pieces, and even the wooden debris around the black metal table started flying in the air, turning in a circular motion as though it was swept by a vortex.

The two commanders by Zhao Fengchen’s side who had been watching the entire spectacle nonchalantly suddenly narrowed their eyes, and their faces suddenly changed.

Exceedingly sharp!

Li Lin’s cultivation was far superior to Wang Chong’s, causing the stir caused by his vertical cut was much greater than that of Wang Chong’s.

Everyone in the room was an expert, and with a glance, they could tell that the sword had been sharpened to the extremities. Even Zhao Fengchen’s sword couldn’t start to compare with it!

“Ah! My clothes!”

One of the Imperial Army members attending the auction suddenly exclaimed. Lowering his head, he glanced at the undershirt, which was slightly exposed out of his armor, in shock.

Unknowingly, his undershirt had been torn apart by the wind Li Lin’s saber had generated!

Everyone immediately turned to look at the seven chi long saber once more, but with a vastly different expression this time.

This saber… was way too sharp!

With this kind of saber, challenging a slightly stronger opponent wouldn’t pose a problem at all. Before such a powerful weapon, the movements of one’s opponent would be restricted, leaving him unable to exert his full strength.

“150,000! Lord Li, I’ll take that saber!”

Someone suddenly raised his hand and shouted.

“160,000! I want it!”

“180,000!”

“190,000!”

………

Recovering from their shock, the crowd immediately flew into a frenzy. This saber had reached an inconceivable level of quality, becoming an ideal weapon of slaughter. Truly, it lived up to its name, Death’s Abyss.

More importantly, it was only available here!

“200,000!”

Another voice shouted.

“Great!”

Li Lin’s face was flushed, and he clenched his fists tightly in agitation. The reason why he didn’t draw the blade previously was to bring up the hype of the auction when things were starting to die down, and the effects didn’t let him down.

“Wait a moment!”

Suddenly, a cold bellow sounded. This voice was extremely bright, and it carried immense might with it, causing even the roof of the palace to shake slightly.

The sudden bellow caused the hall to plunge into silence. Countless gazes shot toward the direction of the voice, and astonishment appeared on the faces of many.

“Lord Huang!”

“Lord Huang!”

“General Huang!”

………

Fear marked the faces of some of the Imperial Army members seated in front, and some of them even stood up and bowed respectfully.

“Huang Xiaotian! What are you doing?”

Zhao Fengchen had been sitting silently at the very front of the hall. However, upon seeing the intruder, his face immediately turned cold. He stood up, and a powerful aura gushed out as though a huge torrent.

The temperature in the hall dipped, and the atmosphere suddenly turned tense.

Amidst the group who had just entered, there was a brawny, full-bearded, tanned man. He was Zhao Fengchen’s archenemy, Huang Xiaotian!

The fight over the seat of a marshal had caused Zhao Fengchen and Huang Xiaotian’s relationship to turn hostile, and after the selection, their relationship worsened further. No one could have imagined that Huang Xiaotian would appear here.

In an instant, the entire hall fell silent. Everyone held their breath, not daring to speak a word. The heavy atmosphere crushed down on everyone in the hall.

“Hmph! Why can’t I come? Does this palace belong to you? Besides, aren’t you lot the ones who invited me here?”

Huang Xiaotian possessed large menacing eyes, and his black full-beard on his face made him look boorish. On top of that, he spoke loudly. His characteristics gave others the impression that he was an unreasonable person.

Weng!

As he spoke those words, he flicked his wrist and a metal token appeared between his fingers.

Seeing the metal token, Zhao Fengchen’s complexion immediately turned awful. He quickly glanced at Li Lin.

“It isn’t me, I don’t know about it as well…”

The twist came too abruptly, and Li Lin’s complexion wasn’t any better than Zhao Fengchen’s. The relationship between Zhao Fengchen and Huang Xiaotian was as though fire and water, and before Zhao Fengchen, Huang Xiaotian was a taboo topic.

The other party was clearly here to wreak havoc and embarrass him.

The metal token in Huang Xiaotian’s hand wasn’t issued from Li Lin. He was already on the same boat as Zhao Fengchen, and on top of that, this auction was organized by him. How could he so be foolish as to wreck his own auction?

Sss!

Seeing Li Lin shake his head, Zhao Fengchen took in a deep breath, and his complexion alleviated slightly. Thinking about it now, it wasn’t difficult at all for Huang Xiaotian to procure the metal token. After all, the number of followers the other party had didn’t pale to him in any way.

“Huang Xiaotian, what do you intend to do? This isn’t your campground!”

“General Huang, don’t do anything rash!”

“Take a good look here! Even though this auction is organized by Lord Zhao and Li Lin, the buyers are our brothers. If you dare to wreak havoc here, it is equivalent to going against all of us!”

The two commanders seated beside Zhao Fengchen stood up as well.

Even though Zhao Fengchen had won the marshal selection, Huang Xiaotian’s influence was still immense. Despite his failure, he still managed to land the seat of a vice marshal.

Thus, no one dared to go too far.

“Hmph! It is exactly for the sake of our brothers that I am here today! I can’t simply sit idly and watch as you scoundrels scam our brothers’ money!”

With a icy-cold expression, Huang Xiaotian bellowed rudely. As he spoke, he walked straight toward the center of the hall.

“Your name is Li Lin?”

Walking up to Li Lin, Huang Xiaotian narrowed his eyes. Cold words left his disdainful lips, and he didn’t even try to conceal the threat in his tone at all:

“You sure have good eyes to follow Zhao Fengchen. I hope that you achieve great things in the Imperial Army!”

“Huang Xiaotian, how dare you!”

Smacking the table, Zhao Fengchen flew into a rage.

On the other hand, threatened by Huang Xiaotian in his face, Li Lin’s complexion was also awful.

Even though his position in the Imperial Army rose greatly due to Wang Chong’s Wootz steel sword, he still wasn’t a match for figures of Huang Xiaotian and Zhao Fengchen’s level!

Regardless of whether it was Huang Xiaotian or Zhao Fengchen, they possessed vast connections and powerful backing. Li Lin had once secretly looked into it, and his investigations unintentionally brought him to the depths of the royal palace. Fear struck him, and he didn’t dare to dig any further then.

A faction war of this scale wasn’t a joking matter.

Between their fight, Li Lin knew that he was only a small shrimp. If not for the slight backing he possessed as a son-in-law of the Wang Clan, even though he had earned merit by presenting the Wootz steel sword to Zhao Fengchen previously, Huang Xiaotian’s fearsome influence would still be more than sufficient to reduce him to dust!
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“Lord Huang, this isn’t ‘Mirage Dragon’. There are many brothers watching here! Please show some self-respect!”

At this moment, Li Lin suddenly spoke up.

His words immediately sent a wave of shock throughout the crowd, and even Zhao Fengchen was taken aback as well.

“Li Lin, how dare you speak to me like that!”

Huang Xiaotian glared at Li Lin frostily. He didn’t expect that a mere gate commander like Li Lin would dare to criticize him before so many people.

“Lord Huang, I’ll repeat myself. This isn’t Mirage Dragon, and if Lord Huang intends to cause trouble, I’ll have to ask you to leave!”

Facing Huang Xiaotian’s ferocious glare fearlessly, Li Lin repeated his words.

In the hall, the two commanders beside Zhao Fengchen stood up to persuade Li Lin to step down. Making an enemy out of Huang Xiaotian wasn’t a wise decision.

However, Zhao Fengchen shook his hand and stopped them.

Zhao Fengchen had yet to recover from his surprise, and he stared at Li Lin deeply. Many thoughts flashed through his head. He had investigated Li Lin’s background, and he could tell many things from it.

There was a fundamental flaw in Li Lin’s personality—cowardly. The fact that he had remained as a section commander in the North Gates for more than a decade spoke a lot.

Thus, Zhao Fengchen didn’t bear much expectations of Li Lin. He felt that promoting him to one of the lower tier commanders should be more than sufficient to repay the favor.

Yet, this ‘cowardly’ Li Lin actually dared to talk back to Huang Xiaotian before so many people. This was beyond his imagination.

Looking at Li Lin, Zhao Fengchen suddenly noticed some changes in him.

“Seems like he’s really different from before!”

Zhao Fengchen’s eyes rippled, and new thoughts about Li Lin abruptly sprouted in his head.

“How dare a small commander like you talk back to me!”

Huang Xiaotian’s eyes were cold as though the winter frost. If looks could kill, Li Lin would have died countless times then. Huang Xiaotian never held back against those who dared to offend him in his face.

However, Huang Xiaotian didn’t make a move in the end.

“Hmph! You’re just a trash who climbed to this seat because of a woman! I’ll let you off on Duke Jiu’s account!”

Pah! As though a flash of lightning, Huang Xiaotian’s hands swiftly darted toward the Death’s Abyss in Li Lin’s hands and grabbed it. 

Boom! Before Li Lin could react, he was already jolted backward by a massive force. He staggered many steps backward before he managed to steady himself. Li Lin’s face turned completely red.

Even within the Imperial Army, Li Lin could be considered as an expert. However, he was still far from matching up to those of Huang Xiaotian’s caliber.

Even though Huang Xiaotian lost to Zhao Fengchen eventually, he still became the number one expert beneath that of the three Great Marshals in the Imperial Army.

How could Li Lin possibly be a match for him!

“Brothers, I am not here to settle my private grudge. The reason why I am here is because I can’t tolerate these fellows deceiving the money of our brothers!”

With just a few simple movements, Huang Xiaotian stole the Death’s Abyss from Li Lin’s hand easily. Grabbing the hilt with his right hand, he slowly turned it around the hall.

A cold gleam shot across the air, causing the crowd to feel dizzy-headed. However, Huang Xiaotian glanced at the Death’s Abyss disdainfully, as though this wasn’t a precious sword but a worthless lump of metal.

“Huang Xiaotian, what do you intend to do?”

Zhao Fengchen uttered coldly.

“Hmph, haven’t I spoken of my intentions already? I can’t stand you all deceiving our brothers, so I came to expose you all!”

Huang Xiaotian turned around to look at Zhao Fengchen and sneered coldly. A grand disposition shrouded around him, capturing everyone’s attention.

“‘The tougher the weapon, the easier it breaks’, Zhao Fengchen and Li Lin, surely you two should know this logic! Any weapon that’s longer than three chi will break easily, and the even more so the longer it is. That’s the reason why very few swordsmiths craft swords longer than three chi. Even four chi is a rarity in the market! Yet, what’s with this seven chi weapon? Do you take everyone for fools?”

(3 chi -> 1m| 4 chi -> 1.33m| 7 chi -> 2.33m)

Huang Xiaotian bellowed loudly, and a huge commotion broke out in the hall.

Everyone here had come for the name of the Wootz steel. Given that Zhao Fengchen was here, and it hadn’t been long since the weapon was unveiled, none of them had truly considered this problem.

As soon as Huang Xiaotian brought up this problem, everyone came to a realization. Indeed! The tougher the weapon was, the easier it broke. Even though the crowd here didn’t know much about swordsmithing, this was common sense.

This was also the reason why no one forged weapons longer than four chi in the Central Plains, with the exception of spears, halberds, and those of that kind. However, this kind of weapons were mainly designed for the battlefield, and they weren’t really valuable. There were many of such weapons in the Great Tang’s military armory. If one broke, they could just grab another one.

However, swords and sabers were different. No one wanted to buy sword or saber that could break easily.

“Lord Huang’s words make sense.”

“Indeed, this saber is a little too long!”

…

The Imperial Army commanders nodded in agreement. Initially, they were displeased by Huang Xiaotian’s abrupt appearance, thinking that he was here to get back at Zhao Fengchen.

But at this moment, they suddenly felt that his words were logical.

“Hmph!  Hmph!”

Raising Death’s Abyss high in the air so that everyone could get a good look, Huang Xiaotian observed the expression of the crowd and sneered coldly within.

On the other hand, Zhao Fengchen and Li Lin’s faces darkened.

As Wang Chong’s Wootz steel sword played a pivotal role in Zhao Fengchen defeating Huang Xiaotian and becoming the new marshal, he subconsciously trusted Li Lin and Wang Chong.

On the other hand, Li Lin fully trusted Wang Chong because the latter was his nephew

Thus, the both of them unknowingly neglected the fundamental flaw of a long saber. Upon hearing Huang Xiaotian’s words, they suddenly realized the problem with it as well.

A tough sword being brittle was common sense, Huang Xiaotian wasn’t being completely unreasonable.

“Li Lin…”

Zhao Fengchen’s first thought was to question Li Lin of it, but as soon as this thought appeared in his head, he immediately held himself back. It was too late to ask about it, especially before such a huge crowd.

Besides, if something was wrong with the sword, before such a huge crowd and under Huang Xiaotian’s interference, their reputation would immediately drop into the gutters.

——To dare to deceive so many of their brothers like that. They would lose their place in the entire Imperial Army!

As this thought appeared in their mind, the duo’s faces turned grave.

But at this moment, they had no path of retreat.

“Chong-er, you mustn’t screw up now!”

Li Lin’s heart was nearly beating out of his chest.

He didn’t have any time to plan how he could get the Death’s Abyss back from Huang Xiaotian. Standing in the center of the hall, he could feel the intentions behind the gazes around him slowly turning hostile.

The other party was his nephew. Even if Li Lin were to be done in, he couldn’t say a word at all.

“Brothers, sharpness isn’t all there is to a weapon. This weapon may look elegant on the surface, but the truth is that it is nothing more than a worthless lump of metal! Today, I’ll let you all see for yourselves what this Death’s Abyss they call truly is so that you all can judge whether it is worth spending your fortune on!”

As Huang Xiaotian spoke those words, he lifted the seven chi long Death’s Abyss with one hand, and gently bent the forefinger of the other hand. Then, swift as though a bolt of lightning, he flicked straight at the point at the third quarter from the hilt.

Hong long long!

The sound of wind and lightning raged, and a golden might brilliant as though a comet suddenly burst from Huang Xiaotian’s finger. Even though this might was forged using Origin Energy, it was as resilient as adamantine.

“Adamantine Storm Finger!”

This was one of the ultimate techniques Huang Xiaotian possessed. This technique concentrated all of one’s strength in a single finger, making it as powerful as the indestructible adamantine.

With just this single finger, Huang Xiaotian was able to rival armed opponents bare-handed in combat, regardless of what kind of powerful weapons they were wielding.

In fact, Huang Xiaotian had a record of breaking over a hundred top-notch blades.

Back then, when Huang Xiaotian’s was out on a mission, he saw a several zhang tall Xuanwu cliff while passing by a towering mountain.

The entire cliff was actually an entire piece of Xuanwu rock embedded within the mountain.

Huang Xiaotian’s companion jokingly challenged him to leave behind words on the Xuanwu rock with his Adamantine Storm Finger. With a slight smile, Huang Xiaotian walked up to the cliff, and with just a mere flick, spiderweb-like cracks started appearing on the rock, and before long, the entire rock crumbled into innumerable fragments.

This incident became extremely famous among the Imperial Army. Even a few decades later, when people spoke of Huang Xiaotian, they would still bring up this incident.

Very few weapons could withstand Huang Xiaotian’s Adamantine Storm Finger. At the very least, it was unlikely that this seven chi long saber would survive his attack.

“Wait a moment!”

Zhao Fengchen hurriedly said in an attempt to stop him, but it was already too late. Hong long long, the sound of a storm filled the entire hall, and in that moment, it seemed as though countless lightning were streaking across the hall.

For an instant, time seemed to have stopped——

Hu!

A great wind hustled, and powerful air currents accompanied Huang Xiaotian’s finger as it flew straight toward the Death’s Abyss. As Huang Xiaotian’s finger approached the saber a cun by a cun, everyone’s heart slowly rose to their throat. The atmosphere was extremely tense.

Everyone knew that Huang Xiaotian’s finger was capable of smashing even cliffs, so it couldn’t be gauged by normal standards. On top of that, this flick wielded his full strength!

No one knew whether the Death’s Abyss would be able to withstand this blow or not!

Hong long!

Finally, Huang Xiaotian’s finger struck the saber at the third quarter point of the blade. The hall shook violently, as though a formless comet had struck the palace. At the same time, the blade of the saber trembled furiously, and the sound of the ringing of the saber filled the entire hall.

However, in the next moment, everyone was dumbstruck.

Despite a full strength attack from Huang Xiaotian’s Adamantine Storm Finger, that seven chi Wootz steel saber was undamaged!

“How is this possible?!”

At that moment, no one was more shocked by Huang Xiaotian.

The Adamantine Storm Finger possessed incomparable strength, and with this technique, he had broken countless powerful weapons. There were barely any weapons that could withstand its might.

Furthermore, this saber was seven chi long, making it exceptionally prone to breaking. As long as he struck this weapon at its third quarter point, it should have broken into countless fragments.

It should have been impossible for a weapon that had a length of seven chi and could survive this attack to exist!

“Impossible!”

Swiftly and forcefully, Huang Xiaotian flicked his finger at it once more.

Hong long long!

The ground trembled, but the seven chi long Death’s Abyss in Huang Xiaotian’s hand still remained completely undamaged! In that instant, Huang Xiaotian’s face paled.

Just as Huang Xiaotian pulled back his finger to prepare for a third flick, Zhao Fengchen finally came to the limits of his tolerance.

“Huang Xiaotian, you better stop it right now!”

Zhao Fengchen bellowed.

“If you don’t stop now, don’t blame me for getting nasty!”

With his right hand on the Wootz steel sword by his left waist, Zhao Fengchen brought out the disposition of a marshal and glared at Huang Xiaotian authoritatively. Just like what Li Lin had said, this wasn’t Mirage Dragon, Huang Xiaotian’s territory. If the other party was going to continue acting so audaciously, then he shouldn’t blame him for getting nasty.

“Hahaha, Vice Marshal Huang, I knew it. You’re here to wreak havoc! You’re trying to use this matter to get back at us!”

Li Lin burst into laughter, but on the inside, he heaved a huge sigh of relief. The matter just now had nearly frightened him out of his wits. If it were to break under Huang Xiaotian’s attack, then he could quit the Imperial Army at this very instant.

Even Zhao Fengchen would never forgive him!

“Chong-er, well done!”

At this moment, Li Lin felt so exhilarated that he couldn’t help but laugh heartily. His nephew had truly made him proud this time.

Li Lin was sure that after this matter with Huang Xiaotian, his standing in the Imperial Army would surely rise exponentially.

At the same time, the Wootz steel weapon would also become even more famous!

The Imperial Army commanders who would knock on the doors on the Wang Clan to plead for swords would be much greater and much more formidable than before!

He could already see the bright future before him!
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“Lord Huang, this location is prepared for those interested in the saber. If you aren’t here to bid for the saber, please leave the premises now. Also, even if Lord Huang intends to bid for it…”

Li Lin glanced at the metal token in Huang Xiaotian’s hand with a deep glance, as though mocking him, and said:

“…you should change your token first. This kind of metal token that can be bought with ten gold taels… only qualifies one to stand at the very back!”

At which, Li Lin gestured to the very back of the hall.

Boom!

Hearing those words, the crowd immediately burst into laughter. If Huang Xiaotian succeeded, everyone would admire him for his righteousness. However, since he failed, it meant that there was nothing wrong with the weapons that Chong gongzi forged.

The nature of the event was completely different then.

There were quite a few among the crowd who had been displeased with Huang Xiaotian from the very start. Upon seeing him make a fool out of himself, how could they miss this ideal opportunity to mock him?

“You! ——”

Glaring furiously at Li Lin, who was standing behind the black metal table, his face flushed in rage. It had been long since he made his name in the Imperial Army, and he possessed deep qualifications to match his standing. There was no one who didn’t greet him respectfully upon seeing him.

Yet, to be mocked before such a large crowd, how could he tolerate such humiliation?

Huang Xiaotian was about to lash out, but Li Lin didn’t give him the chance to.

“Everyone, I believe that you all have witnessed the quality of the Death’s Abyss for yourself. The longer the weapon, the easier it breaks. However, the weapon my nephew forged broke this convention! Let’s resume the bidding now. The previous bid is 190,000 taels, is there anyone who wishes to raise the bid?”

Li Lin turned his gaze from Huang Xiaotian to the crowd below.

“Me! Me! Me! I offer 200,000!”

“Tsk, what does 200,000 taels count as? I offer 220,000!”

“230,000!”

…

Huang Xiaotian’s two Adamantine Storm Fingers had flicked out the enthusiasm in the crowd. The quality of this saber was simply way too high! Not only was it sharp enough to cut through metal as though mud, it was even able to remain undamaged from the two flicks of Huang Xiaotian’s Adamantine Storm Finger. Just by these itself, this saber was definitely one of the best, if not the best, in the world!

“240,000!”

This time, the voice came from behind. Taken aback, Li Lin realized that it came from the Imperial Army commander seated on Zhao Fengchen’s right. He was staring at the Death’s Abyss in Li Lin’s hands with an exceedingly passionate gaze.

“Why, Lord Li, can’t we participate in this auction?”

The Imperial Army commander who goes by the surname of Zhou asked.

“Of course! Of course you can!”

Li Lin smiled brightly in agitation. Why would he say no? This was what he wanted!

“240,000, is there any higher bidder?”

“250,000!”

This time, it was the commander by Zhao Fengchen’s left. The passion in his gaze didn’t lose out to the other.

Initially, he had no intentions of participating in this auction. However, Huang Xiaotian’s Adamantine Storm Finger… That was a legend of the Imperial Army! Any weapon that was capable of withstanding two flicks from him was worth collecting!

An incomparably sharp weapon possessing outstanding aesthetics and capable of withstanding the Adamantine Storm Finger… He didn’t feel that it was a loss even if he were to buy it at 250,000 taels.

“251,000!”

“260,000!”

This time, even Zhao Fengchen joined in as well. He upped the bid with a highly interested look. He could tell that the saber Wang Chong crafted was extraordinary, and it was very different from the sword he had bought from him previously.

Zhao Fengchen wanted it sorely. Even if he didn’t use it, it would be worth collecting!

Zhao Fengchen possessed a good eye for weapons. In his view, the value of this saber would only grow higher in the future.

Objects were often priced on their rarity, and this kind of exclusive collectible was very different from the mass produced weapons in the market.

“Bastard!”

Huang Xiaotian stood there awkwardly. It would be humiliating for him to stay, even more so if he were to leave, leaving him in a difficult position. In an instant, his face became as dark as the bottom of a pot.

At this moment, no one’s attention was on him anymore. Everyone’s energy had been devoted to the auction. Furthermore, what that infuriated Huang Xiaotian further was that these people weren’t intentionally disregarding him, they were truly uninterested in him.

The saber had stolen all of their consciousness.

“300,000! ——”

Boom! Just when everyone was vying over the saber in agitation, a lightning-like voice abruptly sounded from the door.

The voice contained immense strength, and even the tiles on the ceiling jolted before it. Inexplicable deep deference was induced in the crowd upon hearing that voice.

Hu!

A black mantle danced in the air, and an imposing and majestic figure suddenly appeared at the entrance. The aura he exuded felt so powerful that it seemed that it was capable of tearing apart the heavens, and it was as if one was staring at a humongous mountain or ocean.

Before this majestic and domineering aura, everyone felt as insignificant as an ant.

“Gra-Grand Marshal!

An Imperial Army commander stuttered. His eyeballs were about to pop out from its sockets from shock.

Hua!

The room abruptly descended into chaos. The crowd which was still fighting to bid over the weapon suddenly trembled in fear, and one by one, they began kneeling down.

And this wasn’t just limited to the crowd. Shocked, Zhao Fengchen hurriedly got up from his seat and kneeled on the ground as well.

Li Lin, as well as the other Imperial Army commanders, hurriedly got to the ground fearfully too, not daring to move at all. In an instant, the massive palace turned completely silent and still.

“Gr-Gr… Grand Marshal!”

At this moment, the only one left standing was Huang Xiaotian. He stood there blankly, his mind falling into turmoil.

Everyone knew that there were three most powerful figures in the Imperial Army, and they were the three Grand Marshals.

And the person before them was one of the three.

Because of his deep qualifications, Huang Xiaotian acted domineering, disregarding everyone else, including Zhao Fengchen and Li Lin.

However, before the three true heads of the Imperial Army, he meant nothing at all.

Zhao Fengchen’s group had privately made use of a palace to conduct an auction, and discovered by the Grand Marshal, they ought to be heavily punished, so this matter should be beneficial to Huang Xiaotian. However, Huang Xiaotian clearly remembered that the Grand Marshal had just…

Huang Xiaotian’s head seemed to have stalled.

Da! Da! Da!

That mountain-like figure walked over with large strides, slowly approaching him. Just as Huang Xiaotian was filled with utmost expectations, that figure walked past him, as though he was invisible.

In an instant, Huang Xiaotian’s face turned ghastly pale.

“Your name is Li Lin?”

That mountain-like figure stopped right before Li Lin. Lowering his head, he smiled slightly, completely different from how he treated Huang Xiaotian.

“Yes, your humble subordinate is Li Lin!”

Unable to see the expression on the Grand Marshal’s face, Li Lin’s heart beat furiously.

“I have been looking for a suitable saber, but it had eluded me throughout the years! This saber, I like it a lot!”

As that imposing, grand, and domineering voice sounded, a hand stretched over and touched the body of the saber. A crisp and pleasant buzz sounded.

“However, it is a pity that the inscription on it is too weak. It is completely unworthy of a pinnacle sword like this. However, it doesn’t matter. I can find another to inscribe on it once more!”

The Grand Marshal muttered as he swung the saber. He seemed to be extremely fond of it.

With his face directed toward the floor, Li Lin was taken aback for a moment before he suddenly recalled a matter. Indeed! There was a saber expert among the three Grand Marshals.

Even though it was a well-known fact, bizarrely, almost no one had seen him wielding a saber.

In the past, Li Lin didn’t pay much attention to it, and he didn’t give it any thoughts either. However, from the looks of it now, it seemed like the reason for it was because of the other party’s lack of saber. Or rather, he wasn’t able to find a saber to his liking.

Since that was the case…

“Lord, Li Lin is willing to offer this saber to the Grand Marshal without any compensation!”

Without any hesitation, Li Lin immediately spoke resolutely. Three hundred thousand gold taels was a huge sum, but the favor of this Grand Marshal was worth a lot more than that to him and Lord Zhao Fengchen.

With this lord covering them, no one would dare to harm them in the Imperial Army in the future. No one would dare to hinder their development!

A matter such as that with Huang Xiaotian today would never happen again!

Buying the favor of an Imperial Army Grand Marshal with three hundred thousand gold taels was a hard-to-come-by opportunity. Li Lin knew that if Wang Chong knew of it, he would surely support him.

The moment Li Lin’s voice sounded, Huang Xiaotian’s face immediately turned pitch-black.

However, the reaction of the Grand Marshal was out of Li Lin’s expectations.

“There’s no need for it! Three hundred thousand gold taels, that’ll be it! There’s no need to speak any further!”

The Grand Marshal spoke resolutely, leaving no grounds for negotiations.

“Three hundred thousand gold taels, I’ll have my men send it over to you later. Your name is Li Lin, right? I’ll remember it… I like your saber a lot!”

Taking the saber from the table, the Grand Marshal turned around and left. His black mantle danced in the air, and in just a few moments, he disappeared amidst the shadows of the night.

Even though the other party had taken away the Death’s Abyss straight, no one thought that a Grand Marshal would go against his words. In the Imperial Army, the words of a Grand Marshal was worth gold.

Li Lin and Zhao Fengchen stood up from the floor, and they glanced at one another. Slowly, a slight smile appeared in their eyes.

When they looked around once more, Huang Xiaotian had already disappeared.

However, they knew that the fellow wouldn’t dare to act arrogantly before them anymore. That was the Grand Marshal of the Imperial Army! …Wang Chong had truly done them a great favor this time!

…

After leaving the Death’s Abyss in the hands of his uncle, Wang Chong spent his days looking for the Demonic Emperor Old Man while visiting the Ghost Tree District to make his move.

There was no news on the Demonic Emperor Old Man at all, and Wang Chong had no idea where to look either. Thus, there was no progress on the matter at all.

On the other hand, atop the golden chessboard in Ghost Tree District, Wang Chong’s advantage in the fight between the two armies was growing greater and greater, and he had already forced his opponent up the corner.

Today, Wang Chong arrived at Ghost Tree District, intending to make his move as he did on any other day, when he suddenly noticed a white-haired elder standing before the golden chessboard.

This white-haired elder had a thin build, and he was dressed in a simple black shirt. With his back facing the Chinese scholar tree, he kneeled on the floor with a white stone in his hand as he stared at the chessboard in a daze.

Ssss!

Upon seeing this sight, Wang Chong took in a deep breath of air. At that moment, it felt as though the blood in his body froze, and massive shock tremored his soul.

“Su Zhengchen!”

Wang Chong’s head buzzed furiously, and for an instant, it seemed as though the entire world had darkened. All that was left in it was that ordinary-looking white-haired elder before the giant tree.After nearly two months, Wang Chong had finally met the elder who he respected the most and desired strongly to meet, the war god of Great Tang:

Su Zhengchen!
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There was no imposing disposition or intimidating authority to the elder seated before Wang Chong, and he seemed nothing more than an ordinary old man.

If Wang Chong hadn’t known about the background of the chess match, he would have never imagined that the elder dressed in simple black clothes who was holding onto a white stone in his hand would be the great war god whose name shook the entire Great Tang, Su Zhengchen!

————An undefeatable legend that had long disappeared in the minds of many!

Under the old Chinese scholar tree in the western district of the capital, a normal golden-plated chessboard was the key for this old war god to select his successor.

At this moment, all Wang Chong could feel was a warm sensation in his eyes. The very thought that the great war god of Great Tang was seated right before him sent his heart beating furiously in agitation.

With the strength of an individual, Su Zhengchen stood against over ten thousand enemies. Even to his last breath, he fought to protect the citizens of Great Tang. His faith was worthy of respect!

And from the depths of Wang Chong’s heart, this was what he felt.

But soon, Wang Chong suppressed all of his emotions.

Even though Su Zhengchen’s sudden appearance was a good sign, it didn’t mean that the other party was willing to hand over his inheritance to him yet.

The difficulty of obtaining the ‘Art of God and Demon Obliteration’ inheritance was definitely at max level. Wang Chong didn’t think that he was the only one to have sat before this golden chessboard.

There were definitely several talented individuals who were able to triumph over Su Zhengchen on the chessboard. Yet, none of them were chosen by him in the end.

Su Zhengchen dared to even disregard the emperor’s edict, rejecting the incomparably noble prince without any hesitation. Just by this itself, the difficulty of obtaining the Art of God and Demon Obliteration was unimaginable.

And it wasn’t by coincidence that this was the case. It was predetermined, and Su Zhengchen’s character played a large role in it.

No one knew what qualities Su Zhengchen was looking for in his disciple, and even if he were to accept one, often, it wouldn’t be long before he chased the other party out. There were many of such precedents in Wang Chong’s previous life.

Thus, Wang Chong didn’t dare to get belligerent at all!

Luring Su Zhengchen out was only the first step, what that came next was the true test!

Harboring such thoughts, Wang Chong walked over to the Chinese scholar tree.

“Elder!”

Wang Chong bowed respectfully before Su Zhengchen before sitting at the opposite side of the chessboard. It seemed as though he was just here to attend an ordinary chess match with an ordinary elder.

Given the other party’s plain clothes and hidden imposing disposition, it was clear that Su Zhengchen had sneaked out from the Su Residence, and he didn’t want anyone to know his true identity.

Thus, Wang Chong chose not to act too restrained or polite.

At this time, being casual while showing a suitable level of respect would be more appropriate.

Su Zhengchen didn’t say anything. His eyebrows were tightly knitted, and his eyes were fixated on the clash between the black and white stones on the golden-plated chessboard. It almost seemed like he hadn’t noticed Wang Chong at all.

“Big brother, you’re incredible! Grandfather has been seated here for an entire day already, and he still doesn’t know where he should make his next move!”

At this time, a slightly childish voice sounded by the side. A chubby child, Dai Jianjian, stood on the right side of Su Zhengchen’s back, and he was currently licking on a stick of sweet candied haw while staring at Wang Chong in admiration.

He might be young, but having watched the chess match here day after day, he had learned a thing or two from them. He could somewhat tell that the big brother he met this time was a formidable player.

To think that his grandfather would actually be stumped!

“Jian-er!”

At this moment, an authoritative voice sounded, and a momentary frown furrowed on Su Zhengchen’s forehead. 

Even so, his body remained completely motionless. He continued staring intently at the chessboard with a white stone in his hand.

The young boy stuck out his tongue before he walking away.

Seeing the sight, Wang Chong smiled before turning his attention to the golden chessboard once more. The layout on the chessboard was exactly as how he left it yesterday.

That was to say, from yesterday until now, Su Zhengchen had been unable to decide on his next move.

Since Su Zhengchen hadn’t made a move, Wang Chong could only wait patiently

The wind blew, and the Chinese scholar tree rustled slightly under the light breeze.

Jii jii!

Except for the occasional call of the cicadas, the surroundings were completely tranquil.

Su Zhengchen didn’t say a word, so Wang Chong chose to remain silent as well.

It seemed as though the world beneath the Chinese scholar tree had paused.

“Young man, your way of playing sure is unorthodox!”

After a long period of time, Su Zhengchen finally lifted his gaze, and he looked at Wang Chong with a stern expression.

This was the first time Wang Chong was facing Su Zhengchen.

Su Zhengchen was skinny, but that did little to whittle down his authoritative aura that seemed to be embedded deep in his bones. He had a strong air of righteousness to him, but his face was devoid of emotions, giving others an extremely austere impression of him.

Also, another thing that Wang Chong noticed was that he had thick snowy eyebrows.

It had been many years since Su Zhengchen had locked down his residence and stayed away from the royal court and the military. Throughout those years, his disposition had changed a lot. But even so, in his relaxed and ordinary state, Wang Chong could still find traces of the imposing and powerful war god from back then.

——Of the duo seated beneath the Chinese scholar tree, one was the legendary war god of the past while the other was the future Grand Marshal of the Central Plains. This chess match was the disciple selection process of the legendary war god, as well as the clash between the older and newer generation of Grand Marshal!

Even though Wang Chong knew that he wasn’t a match for Old Marshal Su in terms of martial arts, he was confident in triumphing over the latter in terms of warfare.

“Elder, in a battlefield, there’s only life and death, victory and loss. There’s no such thing as orthodox and unorthodox!”

Hearing Su Zhengchen talk of ‘unorthodox’, Wang Chong refuted without restraint.

Wang Chong was someone who had lived through that chaotic doomsday, and he had undergone all kinds of small-scale and large-scale battles.

Even if his opponent was Su Zhengchen, Wang Chong didn’t think that he would lose.

Su Zhengchen frowned slightly, not expecting Wang Chong to speak such words. He had said that Wang Chong’s playing style was unorthodox, but Wang Chong went on to apply the game to the military!

Chess and military came from the same fabric. From the very start, Go was an offshoot of warfare.

Thus, Wang Chong’s words weren’t without sense.

Holding onto the seemingly heavy white stone in his hand, Su Zhengchen turned his eyes back to the chessboard, and the entire area fell into silence once more.

Da!

After a long moment of contemplation, Su Zhengchen seemed to have finally thought it through. With a loud thud, the white stone in his hand finally smacked down on the chessboard.

Su Zhengchen had finally found a way to counterattack.

His sudden movement immediately piqued Wang Chong’s interest. With a glance, Wang Chong chuckled inwardly. This move from Su Zhengchen was indeed an extremely profound and wise move.

With this single move, the entire situation on the chessboard seemed to have changed. All of the sudden, it felt that the dragons had risen from their slumber, and the hope of reversing the tides emerged.

But Wang Chong could only shake his head after seeing that move.

“As expected!”

Wang Chong smiled. He took a black stone and ‘padah!’, he placed it cleanly on the center of the chessboard. With this smack, the tides on the chessboard changed once more.

A moment ago, Su Zhengchen seemed to have managed to escape from death, and it almost felt that the tides were reversed with that single move. But with Wang Chong’s move, everything crumbled, and the dragon slowly withered away. Su Zhengchen’s army was collapsing.

Beneath the Chinese scholar tree, before the chessboard, a deep crease etched on Su Zhengchen’s forehead, and a grim expression appeared on his face.

In truth, the chess match beneath the Chinese scholar tree was a lowering of his standards so that all talents could give it a try. This way, even those who possessed even the slightest aptitude in warfare could participate and possibly succeed.

The thought that this match would blow up into a full-scale war never ever crossed his mind, and even worse, it seemed like it was his loss.

This was something he completely out of his expectations.

Su Zhengchen stared at the desolate sight on the chessboard motionlessly with a grave expression, and it was hard to tell what he was thinking of.

“Which clan do you come from?”

After a long period of time, Su Zhengchen finally raised his head. It wasn’t possible for an ordinary clan to cultivate this level of skill in their offsprings.

“I am Wang Chong, the son of Great Tang General Wang Yan, the grandson of previous Prime Minister Wang Jiu Ling!”

Seated in a kneeling position, Wang Chong replied confidently and respectfully.

“Ah, so you’re the grandson of Wang Bo Wu.”

(Wang Jiu Ling’s nickname)

Su Zhengchen’s eyebrows twitched slightly, but his face remained indifferent.

‘Duke Jiu’ Wang Jiu Ling, the previous prime minister of Great Tang, was a figure whom no one in the Central Plains didn’t know of. Upon speaking of him, there wasn’t a single person who wouldn’t lift up their thumbs to compliment his noble deeds.

But to Su Zhengchen, Duke Jiu was a person who he could address by his nickname casually. In fact, it seemed as though he was simply talking about another junior.

If it was anyone else, Wang Chong would have thought that he was humiliating Duke Jiu, and he would stand up and leave immediately. 

However, of the entire Great Tang, there were indeed a few who could address his grandfather in the capacity of a senior.

And Su Zhengchen was one of them.

As the previous war god, Su Zhengchen had made his name far earlier than Duke Jiu, and when he was at the peak of his authority, the other party was still an unknown lad.

And speaking of age, while grandfather had just passed his seventieth birthday not too long ago, he was still significantly younger than the elder sitting before Wang Chong at this moment.

“Thinking about it now, he seems to be around eighty or ninety? …Or perhaps even greater!”

Wang Chong’s heart leaped furiously. Grandfather only made his name when he was in his twenties, and by then, Su Zhengchen was at least in his forties already.

In other words, Su Zhengchen was likely to be in his nineties already. In fact, Wang Chong even suspected that he might have passed the century mark.

After all, he was a general during the generation of Emperor Taizong!

Even so, it was impossible to tell this much based on Su Zhengchen’s appearance. Wang Chong lifted his head and briefly examined Su Zhengchen. Even though the other party’s hair was white, he seemed to be energetic, and his body was still healthy. He didn’t look too much older than grandfather.

Chapter 146: Wang Chong’s Wish! 

                                                                                
			

However, different from grandfather, Wang Chong could sense a deeply hidden dark aura from Su Zhengchen.

The person before him seemed to have sealed himself within his own world, secluding himself from the world outside. Unwilling to speak with others, he avoided social interactions of all sorts.

Even for Wang Chong, the only link between them was this golden chessboard.

There was no other interaction, and Su Zhengchen didn’t seem to be interested in it either!

Looking at the war god of the Great Tang, Wang Chong suddenly felt empathy. He wasn’t foreign to this situation.

In his previous life, when he lost everything, he had once descended into this state. There was nothing that could interest him, nothing that he desired. The only reason for him to continue living was to accomplish the mission life had given to him.

“… Su Zhengchen is probably the same as well.”

Wang Chong thought as he recalled the plight of this elder. Su Zhengchen had lost his son in his prime, and his grandson in his later years. Everything that he held dear was torn away from him, leaving him alone in this world.

Wasn’t this similar to how Wang Chong’s plight back then?

The only difference was that Wang Chong was reincarnated. He gained the opportunity to change destiny and reunite with his family members.

But Su Zhengchen was different. His only drive at the moment was probably to find a suitable successor and pass down his 《Art of God and Demon Obliteration》.

Or perhaps, as the war god of Great Tang, he simply hoped to fulfill his mission of silently protecting his country until his death!

——He still loved this country, even though Emperor Taizong, whom he served loyally, had left behind an edict preventing any succeeding emperor from using this war god once more, as well as prohibiting him from leading an army, or have any connections with the military ever again.

At this, Wang Chong’s determination grew stronger. No matter what, he was determined to change the fate of this elder. He wanted to bring him out of his inner seclusion and allow him to live his remaining life happily. He didn’t want the tragedy from before to replay, and for this respectable elder to die once again in sorrow and loneliness.

“Elder, winning and losing is commonplace in war. Why don’t we play another match?”

Chuckling, Wang Chong suddenly asked.

Su Zhengchen lifted his head, and a slight doubt flashed across his eyes. Wang Chong’s attitude seemed to have been a little weird since awhile ago. Even so, he didn’t reject the offer, and nodded in agreement.

Soon, the stones on the golden chessboard were cleared, and seated opposite to one another, the duo began on another match. Different from before, they weren’t making a single move each day this time around.

Rather, they were playing a complete match face-to-face.

Su Zhengchen intended to make use of the chess formation he set up to pick a successor, but Wang Chong’s level seemed to have far surpassed that level.

Even he himself wasn’t a match.

Da! Da! Da!

The entire field slowly grew quiet. The wind blew, and the giant crown of the Chinese scholar tree trembled. Leaf after leaf floated in the air; some of them fell on the chessboard while some drifted by the sides of the duo.

Su Zhengchen was a reticent person. After agreeing to Wang Chong’s rematch, he sat upright, as though a taut spear stabbed into the ground, reminiscent of a disciplined military man.

Wang Chong didn’t lose out to Su Zhengchen in terms of disposition either. In his previous life, he was the great Grand Marshal of the Central Plains.

However, Wang Chong would more or less try to conceal it most of the time. Also, given his physical body of a fifteen-year-old and his weak cultivation, it was difficult for Wang Chong to fully bring out the disposition belonging to a Grand Marshal as well.

Wang Chong even went to the extent of relaxing his body so that the atmosphere wasn’t so tense, making it seem like a perfectly ordinary match.

Su Zhengchen possessed extraordinary talents in warfare, but it was a pity that his opponent was the most talented ‘War Saint’ in the future of the Central Plains.

The duo moved their own troops to clash with the opponent on the complicated chessboard. Su Zhengchen’s army was powerful, but before Wang Chong’s troops, they could only fall helplessly.

Slowly, Su Zhengchen’s white stones on the board decreased while Wang Chong’s black stones increased. Su Zhengchen devoted all of his wisdom into the chessboard, but it seemed as though Wang Chong always had a net weaved straight in front of him regardless of where he was heading, waiting for him to charge into it.

Unknowingly, Su Zhengchen found himself descending into a desperate situation once more.

There were very little moves he could make on the chessboard, and Su Zhengchen found himself completely surrounded by enemies once more.

The wind whistled in the surroundings.

Holding a white stone firmly in his hands, Su Zhengchen’s thick snowy eyebrows knitted tightly together. Staring at the chessboard before him, he fell silent yet again.

The entire surroundings became quiet. Wang Chong looked at the chessboard with a slight smile, waiting patiently for Su Zhengchen to make his move.

“Once more!”

After a long period of time, Su Zhengchen put down the stone in his hand and uttered two words. This time, he was the one who took the initiative to ask for a rematch. After which, he shut his mouth tightly, not speaking another word.

“Alright!”

Wang Chong smiled in delight. He quietly kept the pieces and started another match. Then, the horses and infantries of both sides began colliding in that bloody battlefield once more.

Unknowingly, the sky set in the west, and the entire Ghost Tree District fell dark.

“Old master, it’s already late. Why don’t we return for now and play another day?”

Suddenly, behind the Chinese scholar tree, an ordinary black-haired old man appeared. With a slightly hunched body, the old man looked at Su Zhengchen worriedly.

Seeing this skinny old man, Wang Chong felt as though his heart had been pricked by a needle. His eyes narrowed, his body trembled, and his heart beat furiously. He nearly couldn’t hold back his shocked exclaim.

A past acquaintance!

Wang Chong recognized this man. He was Fang Hong, an old servant of the Su Residence. He was a child of an old servant of the Su Residence, and he grew up there.

After Su Zhengchen lost his son and grandson, he fired all of the maids and servants, keeping only this loyal old servant by his side to serve him until his death.

The reason why Wang Chong recognized him was because this old servant was the one who told him about Su Zhengchen’s affairs back then.

However, Wang Chong soon recovered. Even though he recognized Fang Hong, that old servant couldn’t possibly recognize him.

“Old man!”

Pushing down his agitation, Wang Chong greeted him with forced nonchalance.

This Fang Hong looked much younger than Wang Chong how he remembered him. Back then, the other party’s hair was already completely white, and the marks of time was etched on his face.

Also, different from the loyal old servant who couldn’t get over the sorrow of losing his master, the current Fang Hong was still lively.

Wang Chong couldn’t help but feel happy for him.

At the very least, that tragedy had yet to happen.

“Elder, it’s already late. I have to return now, why don’t we fight it out tomorrow?”

Wang Chong smiled at Su Zhengchen.

Upon Fang Hong’s reminder, Wang Chong suddenly recalled a matter. Su Zhengchen restricted himself to a rule; regardless of whether it was to play chess or do anything else, he had to return to the Su Residence before sunset.

Otherwise, if a patrolling Imperial Army member were to notice him and report back to the royal palace, it might cause a huge uproar.

Su Zhengchen was unwilling to bring the attention of that person in the royal palace onto him. After all, if that happened, everyone would notice him.

For so many years, ever since the time of Emperor Taizong, Su Zhengchen had been keeping a low profile, and that was how he had lived until now.

This had already become an instinctive habit.

Even though Wang Chong did not approve of it, there was nothing he could do at this moment. It was his first time meeting the other party, and given the limited time they had spent together, even if he wanted to advise him to kick this habit, that would have to be a thing for the future.

Su Zhengchen looked at Wang Chong silently before glancing at the chessboard. On the complicated chessboard, the white stones were forced to scatter under the onslaught of the black stones.

He had lost this match as well.

To think that a war god who had dominated the battlefield would lose to a teenager. Just the very thought of it felt inconceivable.

But it had happened right before him.

Wang Chong’s ‘fight it out tomorrow’ had managed to achieve a good tone, leaving the other party with some dignity.

After glancing deeply into Wang Chong momentarily, Su Zhengchen finally stood up.

“Fang Hong, let’s go.”

After which, Su Zhengchen flung his sleeves slightly, turned around, and left slowly.

Staring at Su Zhengchen’s departing figure, Wang Chong smiled. Then, he got up and left as well.

…

‘It takes more than one cold day for a river to freeze three feet deep’. To open up a closed heart wasn’t an easy matter.

Wang Chong’s intentions of having Su Zhengchen step out from the eerie and sinister Su Residence wasn’t something that could be achieved in a short period of time.

However, there was always a first step in everything. By accumulating bits and pieces, one might pile up a mountain one day.

Thus, the second day, Wang Chong headed to the Ghost Tree District once more.

A golden chessboard was placed beneath a Chinese scholar tree, and behind the chessboard sat a familiar figure. Snowy white hair and black plain clothes, he sat motionlessly in the midst of the morning wind. He seemed to have waited for quite a period of time already.

“Elder, good morning!”

Wang Chong headed over delightfully and sat opposite to Su Zhengchen.

“Hurry, come here!”

Wang Chong beckoned to his back, and a few guards immediately walked over with a small table, and they placed it by the chessboard. Then, they placed a small plate of peanuts and two pairs of exquisite chopsticks on top of the small table, .

“What’s this?”

Frowning, Su Zhengchen took a momentary glance at the small table before staring at Wang Chong doubtfully.

“It’s peanuts!”

Wang Chong chuckled with a surprised look spelling ‘It can’t be that you don’t even recognize peanuts!’ on his face.

Su Zhengchen didn’t say anything, but his frown deepened.

“Hahaha, elder, so you’re talking about this. Don’t you think that it’s too boring to just be playing chess? Isn’t it good to have some snacks by the side as well? Come, here’s your chopsticks.”

Wang Chong grinned, as though he had only just understood the meaning behind the other party’s gesture.

Change always starts gradually, and the only intention Wang Chong had in mind now was to make the elder before him happy.

He was the war god of the Great Tang, and for this empire, for the Central Plains, and all of its population, he had offered his entire life.

Such a person deserved to be happy!

The world owed him way too much!

Wang Chong did want to obtain the 《Art of God and Demon Obliteration》, but more than that, he hoped that this noble elder could spend his late years in happiness!

And this plate of peanut was just the start!

Wang Chong believed that one day, he could help this elder to walk out from his shadows and bring a smile to his face!

The entire surrounding was silent, except for the occasional rustling of the leaves.

Su Zhengchen stared at Wang Chong hesitantly, but eventually, he chose not to say anything.
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Even until the very end, Su Zhengchen didn’t eat the peanuts that Wang Chong brought. Even so, the fact that he allowed Wang Chong to bring it to the chessboard was already a huge improvement.

Once it had started, there was no stopping it anymore!

Ever since Su Zhengchen chose not to stop Wang Chong, the entire matter spiraled out of control.

The second day, Wang Chong brought a plate of braised beef.

The third day, Wang Chong brought a few plates of side dishes.

And on the fourth, Wang Chong finally brought… a bottle of wine!

“What’s this?”

Su Zhengchen finally came to the limit of his tolerance. A deep crease sat on his forehead, indicating his displeasure. He seemed to abhor alcohol a lot.

Su Zhengchen had seen many powerful figures in his life, be it Emperor Taizong, the monk living in the great snowy mountains in the western Ü-Tsang, the Northern Turkic Khan of the Sacred Lands of the Sun, as well as the various generals and powerful officials from Gogouryeo, Abbasid Caliphate, Charax Spasinu, and many other countries.

But none of them dared to act so rowdily before him. At the very least, none of them was as carefree as Wang Chong.

The peanut on the first day was one thing, and he could still overlook the braised beef on the second day. However, what he brought afterward was getting more and more overboard.

Putting aside the various side dishes, he even brought alcohol here today.

What that should have been a tranquil and refined chess match suddenly changed in tone due to Wang Chong’s actions!

“It’s wine!”

Seemingly oblivious to Su Zhengchen’s displeasure, Wang Chong replied casually. As he said so, he placed a wine cup right before Su Zhengchen and poured some wine into it.

“I don’t drink!”

Su Zhengchen frowned, not even sparing a glance at the cup of wine Wang Chong offered him.

“Drinking causes inefficiency. As the offspring of a clan of generals, shouldn’t you understand this logic?”

Su Zhengchen’s eyes were cold.

Even though it had been several decades since he had handed over the military right of the empire and stepped away from the center of authority, he still persisted on the habits he had cultivated in the military during the former half of his life.

He didn’t mind Wang Chong bringing peanuts and braised beef, but alcohol was a huge taboo.

“Hehe, elder, you are jesting with me again. I am just a child, and you aren’t a general in the battlefield either. Why would there be any inefficiencies?”

Wang Chong replied casually.

Su Zhengchen’s eyes were extremely cold. The authority he exerted came from his years of commanding troops, and it wasn’t something that an ordinary person could withstand.

If it was anyone else, he would have already shuddered in fear. However, Wang Chong seemed to be completely impervious to it. On top of that, he even drank his a cup of wine in the midst of his words. 

It was refreshing and light.

After drinking his cup, he grabbed a piece of fleshy braised beef and slowly chewed on it in his mouth.

Su Zhengchen froze a moment, and he suddenly came to a realization.

Indeed!

It had been such a long time that he had already forgotten. He was no longer the ‘Grand Marshal’ of the military, and he didn’t have anything to do with it anymore.

What efficiency did the current him have to worry about?

Suddenly, Su Zhengchen fell into a daze.

Until now, he could still remember the orders Emperor Taizong issued for him to strip his armor and hand over his military authority. It had become a sharp thorn lodged deeply within his heart.

“Elder, it’s fine if you don’t wish to drink it.”

At this moment, Wang Chong suddenly spoke up.

“If you lose three fewer points than yesterday, I’ll let you off. Otherwise, you’ll have to drink a cup. What do you think about it?”

“Atrocious!”

Su Zhengchen’s face changed, and the authority of an ex-war god instinctively flowed out from him. Even though the times had changed, how could he change a habit he had cultivated over dozens of years all of the sudden?

“Grandfather, you’re playing cheat… If you lose, you should take your punishment willingly!”

At this moment, a childish voice sounded from the side. A chubby boy ran out from behind, grabbed Su Zhengchen’s arms, and swung it with all of his might relentlessly.

The authority that leaked out from Su Zhengchen immediately collapsed.

For some reason, when he first met this child several months ago, he felt connected with him. Since then, this child had also brought him some joy in life.

Before this child, he couldn’t pull his weight at all.

“Alright, I agree to it, alright?”

With his hands swung vigorously, Su Zhengchen could only agree to it helplessly. He was exceptionally fond of ‘Dai Jianjian’, and as for Wang Chong… This child’s aptitude in warfare truly impressed him.

In his entire life, he had never seen anyone as talented as Wang Chong. It was to the point that he wasn’t a match for this child at all.

Toward these two children, he couldn’t toughen up his heart.

Setting out the chessboard, the stones clashed with one another. A few hours later, the white stones, as usual, were forced to a corner. For the past few days, Su Zhengchen had lost tragically to Wang Chong consecutively, and it was of no exception today.

Looking at the board, Su Zhengchen’s face paled, and eventually, he sighed deeply. Grabbing the wine cup on the table, he gulped it down.

Perhaps it was because he had abstained from alcohol for the past few decades, he choked on this mouthful. His entire face turned red, and he coughed several times.

Upon seeing this sight, little Jianjian burst into laughter. He felt that this big brother was an interesting person.

Wang Chong couldn’t help but chuckle as well.

Once the gears had started turning, it couldn’t be stopped anymore. Even though Wang Chong had brought many snacks the past few days, the ex-war god didn’t touch them at all.

But with this gulp of wine, everything would change.

In the distance, under an inconspicuous roof, the old servant, Fang Hong, smiled upon seeing this sight. It had been a long time since he had seen such an expression on the old master.

Choked on the alcohol, Su Zhengchen’s face flushed red. However, at this moment, Fang Hong could sense that the sorrowful aura that had accompanied him for many years was fading.

For some reason, Fang Hong found himself extremely fond of that youngster named Wang Chong and that four-year-old child.

Wang Chong’s judgement was spot-on!

After drinking that cup of wine, it was as if a barrier had been shattered. The control that Su Zhengchen had been imposing on himself was destroyed.

In the next few days, Su Zhengchen would occasionally pick up a few pieces of peanut, a few slices of beef, few side dishes, and drink a mouthful or two of wine…

Even though it wasn’t much, he seemed much more casual than before. The atmosphere also wasn’t as tense as before.

This was a positive change!

Seeing that the elder he respected was finally able to put down some of his sorrows, Wang Chong felt happy for him.

…

Day after day passed, but Su Zhengchen still didn’t reveal his identity. At the same time, Wang Chong didn’t point anything out either. Every single day, the elder and the youngster would sit beneath the Chinese scholar tree, and they would play chess like anyone else.

During this period of time, Wang Chong came into contact with Uncle Li Lin, and upon hearing that the saber was sold for three hundred thousand gold taels, he was astounded!

Wang Chong didn’t think that the Death’s Abyss could be sold for such a fearsome figure. This strengthened Wang Chong’s resolution to walk the high-end route.

This three hundred thousand gold taels also helped to fill up Wang Chong’s treasury, which was already running low.

However, there was still no progress on the matter regarding the ‘Demonic Emperor Old Man’. No matter how many men Wang Chong sent, there wasn’t any result.

…

“Wang Chong, what are you doing? Stand like a tree, sit like a bell, one should be disciplined in his actions. How can you behave so casually?”

Su Zhengchen frowned in displeasure.

Wang Chong seemed to be becoming more and more casual before him. Awhile ago, he had only brought some alcohol, but now, even his sitting posture had changed. He began to play while lying down.

“Hahaha, the purpose of life is happiness, don’t allow your wine cup to face the moon emptily. What’s the use of restricting yourself so much? Being happy is enough.”

Wang Chong chuckled happily, not paying it any heed.

Since Su Zhengchen didn’t reveal his identity, Wang Chong was also content to act ignorant. Otherwise, if Su Zhengchen were to flash out his identity as the ex-war god, he wouldn’t be able to behave so casually anymore.

Su Zhengchen frowned, but he didn’t say anything. Instead, he turned his attention back to the chessboard. On the golden chessboard, the white stones were on the verge of collapsing once more.

“Cough! Cough! Cough!”

Suddenly, a series of violent coughing sounded. While the duo was immersed in the game, Little Jianjian sneaked to the little table Wang Chong brought, and he gobbled a slice of braised beef and drank a small mouthful of wine.

The braised beef was nothing much, but when drinking the wine Wang Chong brought, Jianjian choked and coughed violently.

“Cough cough cough! Bad, it tastes bad. The charcoal wine from the Eastern City’s Zhou Clan is better!”

Little Jianjian patted his chest as he said with a bitter expression.

Upon seeing this sight, Wang Chong and Su Zhengchen couldn’t help but chuckle.

“Little fellow, who told you to drink it without permission?”

Su Zhengchen reprimanded. However, his eyes were filled with affection, as though he was looking at his own grandson.

“Indeed. At your age, you should be taking on good habits instead of learning how to drink!”

Wang Chong reprimanded with a smile as well. However, the next instant, his mind suddenly jolted. For a brief moment, Wang Chong fell into a daze.

“Little fellow, what did you just say?”

Wang Chong suddenly stared at little Jianjian intently. It felt as though something that the other party said had jolted him, and some memories that had sunk deep in his mind were about to float to the surface.

“Hmph, I said that your wine is bad!”

Little Jianjian crossed his arms in displeasure.

“Not that, the other one.”

Wang Chong asked anxiously.

“The other one? The charcoal wine from the Eastern City’s Zhou Clan? You think that I’ve never drunk it? Hmph, that’s not true…”

Hong long long!

It felt as though a bolt of lightning had flashed across Wang Chong’s mind. His entire body trembled, and suddenly, a memory flashed across him.

“Eastern City’s Zhou Clan, Eastern City’s Zhou Clan… That’s right, how did I forget about it!”

Suddenly, Wang Chong’s heart started beating furiously in agitation

He suddenly recalled the details regarding the ‘Demonic Emperor Old Man’ and the expert with mediocre talent who used the Great Yinyang World Creation Art.

That’s right!

That rich clan that hired the expert back then was the Eastern City’s Zhou Clan! He had only heard this name by chance several times in the past, but that was definitely it.

In fact, Wang Chong even recalled hearing that the Eastern City’s Zhou Clan had a specialty wine which was a household name among the ordinary civilians, even though it wasn’t well-known among the larger clans.

That wine was known as the ‘Zhou Clan’s Charcoal Wine!”

By finding the Eastern City’s Zhou Clan, he would be able to track down that young expert and locate the whereabouts of the ‘Demonic Emperor Old Man’.

In this instant, Wang Chong suddenly saw a ray of hope!

Delight gushed through his heart!
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Amidst Su Zhengchen and little Jianjian’s surprised gazes, Wang Chong left.

Before his departure, Su Zhengchen had lost tragically to Wang Chong once more, and the white stones on the chessboard were scattered sparsely around the place. This made a deep ‘川’ to furrow on the ex-war god’s forehead.

After leaving the Ghost Tree District, Wang Chong headed straight for the city’s east before asking a few passers-by for directions. Even though the nobility in Great Tang Empire knew very little about the Charcoal Wine, it was a famous product among ordinary civilians.

In just a short moment, Wang Chong arrived at the entrance of the Zhou Clan’s brewery.

The gigantic courtyard was surrounded by a fence, and on the fence, a long flagpole stood taut. Written in black on a red background was:

“Zhou Ji’s Charcoal Wine!”

The flag drifted along with the wind, and from afar, one could vaguely see a few black spots on the red background. Clearly, it had several years to it by now.

Given how the boss didn’t change their flag for such a long period of time, he must have been very proud of his specialty.

“So this is where that person works!”

Half a street away from the Zhou Clan’s brewery, a carriage stopped. Parting the window lace, Wang Chong gazed through the window to look at the Zhou Clan’s brewery with unspeakable emotions in his heart.

Wang Chong had heard quite a few things regarding that person, and he knew that he worked for a wealthy clan, but even so, he couldn’t help but feel agitated upon seeing his working place for the first time.

If not for little Jianjian unintentionally bringing the matter up after sneakily drinking some wine, Wang Chong might have never remembered it.

“Gongzi, we’ve checked on it. There’s indeed a person named Zhou Wen here.”

At this moment, the carriage door opened, and a Wang Clan guard walked in respectfully.

“I’ve asked around, and everyone inside knows him. He was born into a destitute family, and he has a mother at home to provide for. To date, he has already worked for the Zhou Clan for several years now. He is an honest and reticent person. He keeps a low profile in the factory, but due to his diligence, his co-workers have a favorable impression of him.”

Wang Chong nodded. This was completely aligned with what he knew of that man.

The Zhou Wen before twenty-seven-year-old was no different from an ordinary man. Despite his lack of talent, he made it up with his diligence to provide for him and his family.

What that truly changed his fate was the appearance of the mysterious ‘Demonic Emperor Old Man’.

It was the Demonic Emperor Old Man who turned that mediocre and amiable young man into the respected expert in the future.

“Have you asked when he gets off work?”

Seated in the carriage, Wang Chong asked.

“I’ve asked. To prepare food for his mother, he would always return on time. To make up for it, he often arrives at work much earlier than the others. He would wake up before five to prepare food for his mother before heading to the Zhou Clan brewery to start working. When others start work, he would have already worked for four hours already.”

“Even though he got off work early, his working hours are actually much longer than the others. On top of that, he’s extremely diligent. Singlehandedly, he does the work rivaling two to three people. As such, the Zhou Clan is delighted to keep him as well.”

With a lowered head, the guard explained the situation in great details.

Everyone in the Wang Clan knew that the current young master was different from before. After the matter at the Four Quarter Embassy, there were rumors that of the entire Wang Clan, the one most likely to succeed the old master’s position was this young child.

As such, the guards treated this young master with utmost respect, not daring to be negligent in whatever that was entrusted to them.

“You’ve worked hard!”

Wang Chong nodded before closing his eyes to wait patiently.

After a seemingly long period of time, the gates to the Zhou Clan’s brewery opened, and a tall figure walked out.

“Heh, Zhou Wen!”

“Zhou Wen is here!”

“Are you returning home to prepare food?”

“Haha, hurry along. We’ll settle the matters here!”

…

Outside the Zhou Clan’s brewery, a commotion sounded. Wang Chong abruptly opened his eyes and looked out of the window, only to see a tall silhouette standing at the entrance, smiling honestly at the group back at the brewery.

“It’s him!”

The thought flashed across Wang Chong’s head.

Zhou Wen, who had just got off work, wasn’t as brawny, tanned, or scruffy as Wang Chong expected. Rather, he was dressed in a gray robe, and he had a clean and tidy appearance.

He had washed his face beforehand, and a clean glow radiated from his skin. Instead of a worker in a brewery, he felt more like an academic instead.

Zhou Wen also had a tall stature. Standing at nearly six chi, he towered over the other workers.

(200cm)

Even so, his simple character and honest smile allowed him to mix in perfectly with the other workers of the brewery.

Wang Chong could tell that the other workers were extremely fond of this tall lad.

After waving the other workers goodbye one by one, Zhou Wen placed a baggage on his back and started walking back home.

“Follow him!”

Wang Chong said.

The carriage slowly followed behind Zhou Wen at a steady pace, maintaining an appropriate distance so as to not alarm him.

The sun gradually set, and perhaps fearful that his mother was starving, Zhou Wen walked swiftly. Even though his walking pace seemed normal, his speed was almost equivalent to the jogging pace of an ordinary person.

Wang Chong followed Zhou Wen through the streets until the latter started walking through the alleys. As the alleys were too narrow for the carriage to pass through, Wang Chong abandoned the carriage without any hesitation.

Even though it was slightly inconvenient, it was easier to conceal himself this way.

Following behind him, Wang Chong saw him turn around the corner, take out a copper coin, and place it into the bowl of a blind beggar.

Then, at the remnants of a wall fencing a banyan tree, Zhou Wen took out the lunch that he didn’t bear to eat from his baggage and fed it to a few pigeons with a bright smile on his face.

Seeing this sight from afar, many emotions ran through Wang Chong’s heart.

Back then, he once saw Zhou Wen from afar; the other party’s face was stiff, and there wasn’t the slightest smile on his face. It seemed as though he had lost his soul, driven only by some compelling purpose.

It was clear that he was unhappy with a single glance.

For those who had seen Zhou Wen’s state then, seeing him smile so happily over simple matters like this was unimaginable.

Strength isn’t everything. There were some who were willing to swap their entire world for strength, but similarly, there were also some who were willing to swap strength for an entire world.

Wang Chong believed that if that man then saw this sight, he would definitely trade everything he had for this!

“What’s that fellow doing?

“He’s moving faster and faster! He started running!”

“Did he notice us?”

…

Suddenly, a panicked voice sounded by Wang Chong’s ears. The guards stared into the distance in shock.

Zhou Wen had always been walking at a steady pace, but after feeding the pigeons, he started moving faster and faster, to the point that he even started running. It seemed as though he had noticed something, and he was trying his best to get them off his trail.

“He has wasted too much time on the way back so he’s trying to rush back home to prepare food for his mother.”

Wang Chong explained calmly.

“AH?!”

The guards were astonished by Wang Chong’s explanation.

“Look at the sky. His mother would surely be starving by now.”

Wang Chong pointed out.

The guards were stunned. Lifting their heads, they realized that it was already dark. Unknowingly, it was already time for dinner.

Wang Chong didn’t think too much about it. He simply widened his strides and followed behind Zhou Wen. Due to his superior cultivation, it was impossible for him to be slower than Zhou Wen.

Treading through alley after alley behind Zhou Wen, Wang Chong eventually saw him enter a short and shabby mud horse which had a thick layer of straw covering its roof.

The house stood silently amidst the darkness, and there were no other residences within dozens of zhang of this cottage. It felt as though it was isolated from the entire world.

(~40m)

“Mother!”

“Wen-er! Cough cough! …”

A slightly old voice accompanied with several pained coughs sounded from the narrow and small house. A moment later, a dim oil lamp lit up, then a series of ding ding dang dang, the sound of washing and cutting, echoed in the room.

Standing beneath a lush camphor tree, Wang Chong soon caught the fragrance of a meal.

“Mother, dinner is ready.”

Zhou Wen’s respectful voice sounded. A moment later, the windows opened, and black smoke drifted out. At the same moment, Wang Chong saw Zhou Wen carrying two plates of side dishes out.

Two chopsticks, two small bowls, and a dim oil lamp in the center of the table.

On one side sat Zhou Wen, and on the other a silver-haired and skinny old lady. She kept placing food into the Zhou Wen’s bowl, and from time to time, she would turn to the side to cough.

“Child, eat some more, eat some more…”

Upon seeing this sight, Wang Chong felt his nose sour slightly. An indescribable feeling welled up in him.

In that instant, Wang Chong suddenly realized what this man lost back then.

This man was an honest and humble man, he didn’t harbor great ambitions.

There were many stories about the background of this man back then, but none of them spoke a thing about his mother.

He was a filial son. He could wake up at 5 every morning to work, and despite taking on the load of two workers, he could still smile in front of the dinner table with his wearied body. All of these were because he had a mother whom he cared for.

But by the time he became the hero that everyone respected, he had already lost everything. He was already alone in this world.

He lost the most important thing he held dearly in this world!

Wang Chong suddenly recalled a rumor he had heard very long ago. It was said that the reason why this man’s character suddenly became callous was because his mother was killed by a bunch of violent ruffians.

This news came from nowhere, and it only reached the ears of a few. It didn’t take long for it to be completely forgotten.

As such, Wang Chong didn’t pay much heed to it either.

However, at this moment, Wang Chong suddenly realized that it wasn’t a coincidence. Most probably, his meeting with the ‘Demonic Emperor Old Man’ might have been the impetus for this matter.

This filial son couldn’t have possibly incurred the wrath of violent ruffians.

The only possibility… could only be his meeting with the ‘Demonic Emperor Old Man’.

The ‘life-changing opportunity’ for one might just be a plain disaster for another.

At this point, Wang Chong couldn’t help but sigh deeply!
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“Young master!”

Suddenly, footsteps sounded from behind. Dressed in a black robe, Shen Hai walked over from the depths of the shadows.

“I’ve already checked, and there hasn’t been any peculiar old man appearing in the vicinity recently. No one else has appeared in this house either.”

Shen Hai said. 

There were a few other Wang Family Residence guards following behind him.

For this operation, the guards had split into two groups. One was led by Wang Chong while the other one was led by Shen Hai. Even though they came by different routes following different clues, they eventually converged at this location.

“Seems like the Demonic Emperor Old Man hasn’t appeared yet!”

Wang Chong thought as he stared at the starry sky above.

Initially, Wang Chong thought that he might be a little too late for this operation. If the Demonic Emperor Old Man had already found Zhou Wen, then that would be the worst case scenario.

But from the looks of it, even though Wang Chong had noticed the clue a little late, it seemed like the incident hadn’t occurred yet.

In other words, he still stood a chance.

“For the next few days, you all will follow him. Deploy all of the guards in the Wang Family Residence for this and take note of every single action of his. Also, inform Wei Hao of the matter and borrow some men from their side for this operation as well.”

Wang Chong said.

“However, if we were to deploy all of the guards from the residence for this operation, what if another assassination occurs?”

Shen Hai frowned.

If not for Arloja, Ablonodan, and Tuoba Guiyuan, the Charax Spasinu assassins might have successfully gotten in then. Madam Wang was still living in the residence, and her safety had to be considered.

“Don’t worry. I’ve already informed Miyasame Ayaka to return.”

Wang Chong smiled. Given that the Assassin Pavilion had been cleared out, there was nothing that could threaten the Wang Clan now. Besides, he had Li Zhuxin by his side as well.

During this period of time, he just had to keep Li Zhuxin in the residence. One will remain in the open while the other one hides in the dark. On top of that, Arloja, Ablonodan, and Tuoba Guiyuan will be there as well. Even though there will only be five people there, the Wang Family Residence could be considered as an impregnable fortress already!

No one who tries to enter will be able to get out alive!

“Right, have you all got any news on that Mosaide yet?”

Wang Chong asked.

“Not yet.”

Shen Hai shook his head.

“We’ve already questioned the other Charax Spasinu merchants via Big Golden Tooth, and there isn’t anyone called Mosaide among them. However, there is a person named Sulaiman who happens to be a close fit to our description.”

“Sulaiman?”

Wang Chong eyebrows twitched. “You said that his name is Sulaiman?”

“Yes, young master. However, based on the news we got, he has already left the capital for Charax Spasinu about a month ago.”

Thinking that Wang Chong didn’t catch his words clearly, Shen Hai repeated.

Silence drifted across the dark night, and Wang Chong gazed at the skies with a bizarre expression. An inexplicable feeling welled within his heart.

He had no doubt that the assassination that night was the doing of Charax Spasinu merchant, Mosaide.

Wang Chong wasn’t clear about what kind of person Mosaide was, but as for Sulaiman…

If Wang Chong remembered clearly, he was the fellow who brought the Wootz steel to the Central Plains and sold it for an astronomical sum in his previous life.

Currently, the Hyderabad ores had just barely surfaced, and Charax Spasinu and Abbasid Caliphate should still be incapable of forging true Wootz steel weapons yet.

The time wasn’t ripe yet, but Sulaiman had appeared in the Central Plains and attended the sales Wang Chong conducted at the Bluebottle Pavilion.

For a person who would bring Wootz steel to the Central Plains in the future to be buying Wootz steel from the Central Plains instead, even going to the extent of dispatching assassins to steal it…

Destiny was indeed a mystical and unfathomable thing!

“Hmph! You sure escaped fast!”

A faint but bizarre smile slowly spread on Wang Chong’s face.

Sulaiman didn’t come to sell the Wootz steel sword in the Central Plains just to boost the strength of the Central Plains. Wang Chong knew that the sales was just a cover. In truth, that fellow had another mission—intelligence gathering.

In the future war between the Abbasid Caliphate and Great Tang, the intelligence Sulaiman provided played a crucial role.

However, this fellow was simply too cunning. Even Wang Chong didn’t expect him to have sneaked into Great Tang long before the sales of the Wootz steel sword, even assuming the identity of Mosaide for it.

In his previous life, Wang Chong was an ordinary profligate scion. While he had heard of Sulaiman, he never met him, so how could he had known?

Besides, this fellow was extremely wary. As soon as the slightest sign of danger appeared before him, he would escape immediately, not granting anyone the chance to capture him.

It wasn’t without a reason that this fellow was able to become the chief spy of the Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu in the future.

“It’ll be your death date the next time I see you!”

A cold glint flashed across Wang Chong’s eyes, and he soon dumped this matter to the back of his head. Dealing with Sulaiman was a matter for the future; what was important now was the Demonic Emperor Old Man.

In Wang Chong’s plan, the 《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art》 played a crucial role. Without this divine technique, it would be impossible for Wang Chong to reach the same level as he did back then in just a few years time.

Without unparalleled martial arts and cultivation, it would be difficult for him to even interfere in the war that would shake the entire world, needless to say, change destiny.

Thus, the 《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art》 was something he had to obtain.

If he were to obtain both the 《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art》 and Elder Su Zhengchen’s 《Art of God and Demon Obliteration》, and complement their flaws with the might of the other, he would be able to become one of the top experts in the world swiftly!

These two techniques were the two most important rings in Wang Chong’s plan after his reincarnation.

Only with the support of the overwhelmingly powerful 《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art》 would the 《Art of God and Demon Obliteration》 gain the strength to destroy everything standing before its path.

And only when the 《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art》 was complemented with the 《Art of God and Demon Obliteration》 would it be able to bring out its true fearsome might!

However, to obtain the both of them simultaneously was simply too difficult.

In his previous life, no one had succeeded in doing so. To most, this thought was so ludicrous that none dared to consider the possibility. However, this was the only option Wang Chong had.

This was the only way that he could surpass the limits he faced in his previous life and accomplish what he failed in then.

“Shen Hai, there’s a matter that I would like to entrust you with.”

Wang Chong said.

“Young master, feel free to speak.”

Shen Hai replied without any hesitation.

“Tell Wei Hao to negotiate with the head of the Zhou Clan, and regardless of what method he uses, make sure to poach Zhou Wen over to his business. Give him a job with a generous wage so that he can treat his mother. On top of that, send a few guards to protect him from the dark so that he can live the rest of his life in peace.”

Wang Chong instructed.

‘Zhou Wen’ was a ticking bomb. He and the Demonic Emperor Old Man seemed to be linked together by destiny. If Wang Chong didn’t drive away Zhou Wen, then no matter how many guards he sent, no matter how hard he tried to hinder the two of them from meeting, a lapse in their prevention might still occur somewhere, resulting in the eventual fate of Zhou Wen saving the Demonic Emperor Old Man.

If so, the tragedy from his previous life would replay once more.

The Demonic Emperor Old Man would die after passing on all of his strength and the 《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art》 to Zhou Wen. On the other hand, Zhou Wen’s saving of the Demonic Emperor Old Man would result in the death of his mother, and from there on, Zhou Wen would be forced into the callous and bloodied pugilistic world. Eventually, due to his gentleness, mediocre talent, and lacking battle experience, the very same tragedy would replay…

To some people, this kind of opportunity was something that they craved for, but for the others, it was nothing more than a nightmare!

Zhou Wen wasn’t capable of driving the 《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art》, and he wasn’t suited for it as well.

Only in Wang Chong’s hands would it be able to display its full might.

Zhou Wen would be able to obtain what he desired, a peaceful and content life with his mother, and he wouldn’t have to engage in the murder that he abhorred. At the same time, through obtaining the 《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art》, Wang Chong would be able to accomplish his mission!

This… was the best arrangement!

Shen Hai was perplexed. Zhou Wen was a filial child, so he could understand why Wang Chong wanted to help him. However, he couldn’t understand why Wang Chong would assign two guards to him.

What in the world did this Zhou Wen possess for the young master to value him so highly?

Shen Hai felt more and more bewildered.

Even so, he agreed to it without any hesitation.

“Yes, young master. I’ll have it done right now!”

Without wasting a word, Shen Hai walked away to complete the task asked of him

After making all of the necessary arrangements, Wang Chong dived into the carriage and left quietly, not alarming anyone in the surroundings at all.

…………

“Clan head, this is the last superior ore that our Zhang Clan possess! All that are left are of inferior quality. Furthermore, our final mine is about to be dug out in at most three months!”

Just as Wang Chong was leaving the eastern city, a discussion was going on in the Zhang Clan Residence. A group of the core elders of the Zhang Clan sat in a circle with creases furrowed deeply into their foreheads.

What that was placed before them was the final piece of top quality unprocessed ore they brought over from the mine.

This ore reflected the current circumstances of the Zhang Clan.

All of their ore mines were about to be dug out, and regarding the sales of their weapon, they also met with the oppression from the Cheng, Lu, Huang, and the other swordsmithing clans. The glorious Zhang Clan was already a thing of the past, and currently, it was already forced up a corner under all of the pressure on them.

If the Zhang Clan wanted to resolve this crisis, they had to find a new large-scale mine. However, how could finding a mine be something easy?

Almost all of the existing mines had an owner, and most of them were in the hands of the other swordsmithing clans.

The Zhang Clan did consider developing a new large-scale mine of their own, but this matter wasn’t as easy as it seemed.

Ores were hidden deep underground, and to accurately locate a mine within the humongous Central Plains was no different from finding a needle in the vast ocean. Furthermore, it was an uncertainty whether there was truly an undiscovered mine out there for them to uncover.

After all, the Central Plains had a long history behind it, and almost all possible locations had already been looked into.

Besides, there were various stringent conditions to the geography for one to successfully develop a mine. Just because there was an ore deposit didn’t mean that one could necessarily mine it.
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                                                                                “Clan head, I feel that we should negotiate with Chong gongzi of the Wang Clan. Even if we don’t earn any monetary incentive from working with him, I believe that we’ll benefit from a partnership. The Wootz steel sword is currently standing at the peak of all weapons, and if we manage to procure Wootz steel, we’ll surely be able to suppress all of the other clans. This way, we’ll have sufficient time to look for a suitable mine without worrying about our market share being stolen by the Cheng, Huang, and Lu clan.”
One of the elders suggested.
To the swordsmithing clans, superior ore wasn’t just money; it was their lifeline. The moment a clan lacked superior ores, its market share would immediately plummet.
It would be impossible for the other clans to not exploit this opportunity.
The moment a clan lost its market share, it would be difficult to regain it. What all of the swordsmithing clans were vying for was market share! Furthermore, this matter had a chain reaction.
Once the market share of a clan plummeted, the swordsmiths in the clan would become idle. They would then leave the clan to join another faction.
If such a situation were to occur, the clan would have truly fallen into decline. It would be for naught even if the clan still possessed a large sum of money. Money was just like flowing water; without a steady income, it would be emptied out quickly.
The Zhang Clan was one of the oldest swordsmithing clans, and having experienced such dangers before, they were extremely familiar with it, so they feared it greatly.
They didn’t wish to experience it once more.
This was also the reason why everyone was gathered here today. The danger had already reached an unimaginable level, and it would blow up in three months at latest.
Before this, they had to find a solution.
“It’s no use! Before the matter at the Bluebottle Pavilion, we might still stand a chance. However… You all should know that he sold a saber in the Imperial Army for three hundred thousand gold taels! With such profit, how could he be willing to share it with us?”
A plump elder objected.
These words sent everyone into silence. The Wootz steel sword had already become a legend in the Central Plains. Despite the standard market price of around six hundred to seven hundred gold taels for a single top-notch sword, Wang Chong managed to sell a saber for three hundred thousand gold taels. To the prestigious clans, this was completely unimaginable!
Just the thought of it placed immense pressure on their shoulders.
Before the incident at the Bluebottle Pavilion, Wang Chong was just an unknown figure. Everyone in the room could be considered as his seniors.
But now, this fifteen-year-old youngster, along with his Wootz steel and forging techniques, had become a towering mountain to them, an existence that they couldn’t comprehend and could only look up to.
“… Actually, this matter isn’t completely impossible!”
Suddenly, a voice sounded, grasping everyone’s attention in an instant.
“Zhang Jian? What do you intend to say?”
Everyone immediately turned to look at Zhang Jian. Speaking of the third son of the Wang Clan, Zhang Jian and Zhang Cong were the first to come into contact with him, so they had the most authority in this aspect.
“Haven’t you all realized yet? Until now, we haven’t heard any news on him buying a forge or him working with anyone. Furthermore, even though his Wootz steel sword managed to fetch an astronomical sum, he can only produce one per month!”
Zhang Cong spoke slowly.
“Go on.”
The head of the Zhang Clan looked at Zhang Jian and Zhang Cong with a contemplative look.
“What I mean is that even though it has been a long time since the Wootz steel became famous, he’s still working as an individual. The Wootz steel is a lucrative business, and if a clan could support him, his burden would be eased. In other words, this is an opportunity for our Zhang Clan!”
Zhang Jian revealed what was on his mind.
“How could a single swordsmith match up to the efficiency of a swordsmithing clan? He doesn’t have much experience in this field, so he would surely require help on many aspects, be it looking for swordsmiths, the location for the forge, and many other things… We can these terms as a leverage for a partnership. I believe that as long as we show sufficient sincerity, there’s no reason for Chong gongzi would reject a partnership.”
Upon hearing those words, everyone fell into contemplation. Even though Zhang Jian’s words made sense, the matter regarding the Wootz steel sword wasn’t as easy as it seemed. 
Every single Wootz steel sword could potentially fetch up to several hundred thousand gold taels, why would anyone be willing to split the profit?
In any case, if it was them, they would definitely reject all partnerships. However, left with no choice, they could only pin their hopes on this slim chance. It was just a matter of time before their mines were dug out, and news would start spreading soon. Or perhaps, it might have already reached the ears of others.
At the very least, this matter was worth giving it a shot.
“Zhang Jian, what do you need then?”
“I require the clan head to grant me the privilege to negotiate freely!”
“Alright, I’ll give you the permission to make decisions on behalf of the clan. As long as it isn’t overboard, there’s no need for you to report the negotiation to me!”
The head of the Zhang Clan replied gravely.
“Yes, clan head!”
Zhang Jian was delighted.
…
In the Wang Family Residence, Wang Chong was seated in his study, and placed on the table before him was a deed. Under his instructions, Meng Long had led a team to search the mountains around the spirit vein and dug at the potential locations of an ore deposit. Eventually, after spending a huge amount of manpower, resources, and time, they finally found the ore deposit in Wang Chong’s memory at twenty li northwest of the spirit vein.
(~10km)
He then spent another eighty thousand gold taels to buy the entire mountain of the ore deposit at the Court of Judicial Review.
And thus, Wang Chong earned himself another huge fortune.
However, accruing money wasn’t Wang Chong’s motive. Wang Chong didn’t intend to use this mine to earn money.
A war was a battle of resources as much as it was a battle of manpower!
Every single war machine counted in a battle!
And Wang Chong intended to use this massive mine to build himself gigantic war machines.
Under the circumstances that both armies were equal in terms of strength, the one that was better armed would possess a huge advantage.
This could be clearly seen by the might of the Abbasid Caliphate army equipped with Wootz steel in his previous life.
‘Those who analyze more in advance tend to be the winner whereas those who analyze less tend to lose. Since that is the case, lest needs to be said about those who don’t analyze at all.’ This is one of the adages on Sun Tzu’s Art of War.
A battle has already begun long before it is fought.
No one knew more clearly than Wang Chong how many huge wars there would be in the future. Regardless of whether it was the Hyderabad ores of the massive ore deposit, to Wang Chong, they were all in preparation for the wars to come.
Only by preparing from the very start would he be able to deal with the catastrophe of the future!
——Even if no one knew about it except for him.
However, a very practical dilemma laid itself before him:
Despite sitting atop a huge fortune and a massive superior ore mine, Wang Chong didn’t possess the capability to even develop it, needless to say, utilize it to create an abundance of war machines!
Wang Chong was capable of forging the astounding Wootz steel saber, Death’s Abyss, which was worth three hundred thousand gold taels, but the construction of war machine required massive manpower.
And Wang Chong wasn’t skilled in this aspect.
“Perhaps it’s time for me to approach a swordsmithing clan!”
Wang Chong thought.
In the capital, there were no better swordsmithing clans than the Zhang, Cheng, Huang, and Lu Clan. In terms of scale, manpower, and resources, they far surpassed Wang Chong’s capability as an individual.
“Young master, the Zhang Clan’s Zhang Cong and Zhang Jian request to meet you!”
Just as Wang Chong was deep in thought, a voice suddenly echoed in his ear. Turning around to take a look, he saw Shen Hai walking into the room.
“Hahaha, great! Truly, speak of the devil! Hurry up and invite them in!”
Wang Chong’s eyes lit up, and he hurriedly stood up from his seat.
…
Wang Chong met Zhang Cong and Zhang Jian at the lounge.
Wang Chong didn’t change much in the past few months, but on the other hand, Zhang Cong and Zhang Jian subconsciously started acting a little restrained before him.
The same people, yet under different conditions.
Right now, Wang Chong no longer needed them. It was them who needed Wang Chong!
“Wang gongzi, we are here for the Hyderabad mine. We would like to ask if Wang gongzi is interested in working with us…”
Zhang Jian pondered for a moment, and eventually, he decided to dive straight into the topic.
Even though he was the one who brought up the idea, he knew how implausible it was. There was a high possibility that Wang Chong would refuse them outright.
Yet, reality caught the duo off guard.
“Alright!”
That single word caused the duo to suddenly freeze. The large lounge suddenly fell deathly silent.
“Alright?”
Zhang Jian’s mind turned blank in shock, and Zhang Jian instinctively repeated Wang Chong’s reply doubtfully.
“Alright!”
Wang Chong repeated his answer calmly.
“Alright?”
Zhang Cong was stunned as well. He couldn’t believe his own ears.
This time, they came here with the future of the entire clan weighing on their back.
In truth, they were already prepared for failure. Yet, Wang Chong’s simple answer caught them by surprise.
Alright!
Even when hearing it with their own ears, they couldn’t help but doubt if they were dreaming!
Zhang Cong and Zhang Jian stared at each other, and they could see the delight and astonishment in the other’s eyes. Happiness came too unexpectedly.
Hu!
Zhang Jian took in a deep breath and calmed himself down. Contained within the Wootz steel trade were massive profits and opportunities. No rational man would agree to this matter so easily.
Zhang Jian knew that there had to be conditions to Wang Chong’s agreement.
“Then, may I know what gongzi‘s request is?”
Zhang Jian asked carefully.
Appreciation flashed across Wang Chong’s face. Indeed, it was much easier to communicate with smart people.
“I wish to become a stakeholder of the Zhang Clan!”
Wang Chong revealed his motive.
“Stakeholder?”
Zhang Cong and Zhang Jian stared at the youngster before them with a frown on their face. In their entire life, perhaps due to their ignorance, they had never heard of the term ‘stakeholder’.
“What does that mean?”
Zhang Cong asked in bewilderment.
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                                                                                “Simple, in exchange for a portion of my Hyderabad ores, I’ll become a member of the Zhang Clan. The Zhang Clan will gain a steady supply of Hyderabad ores from me while I’ll become the other owner of the Zhang Clan!”
Wang Chong lifted up his forefinger as he spoke confidently.
“Impossible!”
The two elders from the Zhang Clan exclaimed simultaneously in shock.
“Don’t be in such a hurry to reject me, I don’t intend to take over your Zhang Clan. The Zhang Clan still belongs to the Zhang, and you all will continue to wield the power of management. However, I’ll get a say in the matters of the Zhang Clan as well. In other words, instead of having just a single clan head, there’ll be a big and a small clan head.”
Wang Chong said impassively.
“Even so, we can’t agree to this. This is already past our bottom line!”
Zhang Jian and Zhang Cong’s chests were rising and falling rapidly. None of them expected Wang Chong to be interested in the Zhang Clan’s business.
“Is that so?”
Wang Chong chuckled as he glanced at the duo.
“I believe you two should be well aware of the current situation with the Wootz steel. The profit involved in this trade is unimaginable. The price of a single Wootz steel weapon could easily reach the price of over a hundred of your top-notch swords. Assuming that you receive ten portions of the Hyderabad ores from me and forge them, that’ll be equivalent to a thousand of your top-notch swords.”
“There are 365 days in a year. Is your Zhang Clan capable of forging a top-notch sword once every three days?”
Zhang Cong and Zhang Jian was taken aback.
Indeed. The path that Wang Chong chose to walk on was the high-end path, and the profit his goods could fetch him was a sum unimaginable for the Zhang, Huang, Cheng, and Lu Clan.
The Zhang Clan’s entire year of profit couldn’t even match up to the price of a few weapons from him!
If they accepted Wang Chong’s offer, the Zhang Clan wouldn’t suffer losses as they expected. 
In fact, it was highly likely that they would benefit greatly from it; it was a good deal for them.
However, it was still too difficult for them to accept trading the authority of the clan head for profit.
“… That still can’t do. Chong gongzi, we can’t accept the condition you proposed.”
Zhang Jian’s complexion was awful.
“Even though your mines are about to be dug out?”
Wang Chong lifted the teacup from the table and sipped on it before asking casually.
Hong long!
Wang Chong’s voice wasn’t too loud, but in the ears of the two, it was no different from a bolt of lightning, causing their faces to turn completely pale. A chill suddenly ran through their body, causing them to tremble uncontrollably.
The two of them stared at Wang Chong in shock, as though they were looking at a ghost.
It was as though the secret they had been concealing in the depths of their hearts was revealed by the person they least wanted to know.
“Chong gongzi, you…”
Zhang Cong stared at Wang Chong with eyes widened in shock, and words refused to come out from his quivering lips.
The problem regarding the Zhang Clan’s mine was noticed just awhile ago, and they worked immediately to seal the information. Yet, to think that Wang Chong would still know of it.
“Hehe, Zhang Cong and Zhang Jian, if I’m not wrong, your Zhang Clan has yet to find any suitable mines to develop, right? If you can’t find a steady supply of superior ore, your Zhang Clan’s market share in the weapon market will be stolen by the others soon. Of course, you all can purchase ores from the smaller clans to stall for time, but the moment you do so, the other clans will follow up swiftly.”
“By then, you all will be squeezed out even faster, and your decline will be swifter. On this aspect, am I right?”
Wang Chong put down the teacup on the table beside him as he analyzed the situation calmly.
“How did you know?”
With ashen faces, the duo could no longer maintain their composure. This was the weak spot of the Zhang Clan, and they knew much better than anyone else that the possibility of what Wang Chong had just said becoming reality was extremely high.
The moment they start purchasing ores from the market in bulk, it would be no different from telling the other clans that there was something wrong with their mine. This was what that troubled them the most.
Thus, even though their ore deposit was being depleted swiftly, the Zhang Clan didn’t dare to make any rash move at all.
Wang Chong simply smiled silently in response to the other party’s question.
Of course he knew of the Zhang Clan’s plight. After all, he had seen it for himself in his previous life. If he didn’t interfere, the decline of the Zhang Clan would be inevitable.
A swordsmithing clan without ores was no different from a tree losing its own roots. Wang Chong didn’t think that he was taking advantage of the other party. Instead, he was offering a lifeline to the Zhang Clan.
“… I hope that you all can give this matter some thoughts. The other swordsmithing clans are also interested in getting a slice of this pie. If the Zhang Clan can obtain the Wootz steel, its name will surely surpass that of the other clans and become the number one swordsmithing clan!”
“There’s no such thing as a free lunch in the world. Since I’m willing to let go of my monopoly of the Wootz steel, naturally, I hope to profit from it. Ask yourself, what does the Zhang Clan possess that could interest me? Money? Surely the Zhang Clan doesn’t have as much of an income as me?”
“I know that you two don’t have the authority to make this decision, so you two should return for now to discuss the matter with your clan head. You can look for me after you all come to a decision!”
Wang Chong said impassively.
This partnership would only work out if both sides were willing to work with one another. The strength of the Wang Clan would be bolstered if it gains a stake in the Zhang Clan, but it would all be for naught if the Zhang Clan refused to cooperate.
Wang Chong bore some expectations for this partnership. The Zhang Clan was facing a huge crisis, and they needed a solution urgently. On the other hand, Wang Chong had provided them with feasible solution that could tide them through their current crisis.
While it wouldn’t look good on the Zhang Clan if they gave up a portion of their authority and allow an outsider to interfere in their internal affairs, it wasn’t something entirely unacceptable for them. On top of that, the deal Wang Chong proposed was a mutually beneficial deal. They wouldn’t lose out in this exchange at all.
That very afternoon, the head of the Zhang Clan appeared before Wang Chong.
“Chong gongzi, regarding the matter of becoming a stakeholder in the Zhang Clan, may I know how much authority do you hope to obtain, and on which aspect of the Zhang Clan do you want to hold sway over? Also, how much Wootz steel are you willing to offer us?”
The head of the Zhang Clan dived straight into the main point.
This was the first time Wang Chong was meeting the head of the Zhang Clan. In his previous life, he had been a profligate scion, so he didn’t have the qualifications to meet the heads of distinguished clans.
Wang Chong carefully observed this important future collaborator. The head of the Zhang Clan was dressed in white, and he had a refined image. Even so, he wasn’t lacking in the disposition that the head of a powerful clan should possess. On top of that, his words and actions were decisive.
It was just in the morning that Wang Chong sent off Zhang Jian and Zhang Cong, and that very afternoon, the other party had already knocked on his doors.
Clans like the Zhang Clan had a long heritage before them, and giving up their authority to an outsider was something completely unacceptable. If it was any other clan, even if they were willing to accept it, it would be after a long period of contemplation and hesitation.
Even so, the head of the Zhang Clan was able to come to a decision swiftly.
This decisiveness and insight were not something that ordinary men could possess. Just on this itself, Wang Chong felt that he had made the correct decision.
“Simple!”
The edges of Wang Chong’s lips curled up slightly, and slight glow appeared in his eyes. Before this distinguished clan head, Wang Chong revealed his young ambitions for once:
“I want half of the weapons that the Zhang Clan forges from this day onward to go to me. As for the other half, I’ll buy them off the Zhang Clan. On top of that, all weapons can only be sold to me. If we come to a deal, I request for the Zhang Clan to dedicate all of their resources to work for me for the next thirty years. After thirty years, the Zhang Clan is free to decide on their next course of action. In fact, I’m willing to withdraw from the Zhang Clan then and return all authority to you all.”
“Thirty years?”
The head of the Zhang Clan was taken aback. He couldn’t understand why Wang Chong needed so many weapons. The Zhang Clan was incapable of forging weapons on the level of the Wootz steel, but other than that, their production quality and quantity were definitely among the top of the capital.
Given the Zhang Clan’s efficiency, thirty years of continuous production would stack up to an astonishing quantity of weapons.
The head of the Zhang Clan couldn’t comprehend the logic behind Wang Chong’s decision.
“I am willing to accept your conditions!”
Even though he was doubtful, the head of the Zhang Clan accepted the deal without any hesitation. Wang Chong’s request was much more relaxed than he had imagined. Furthermore, for some reason, he could sense that what this youngster was interested in wasn’t the authority over the Zhang Clan, but in the weapons that the Zhang Clan could forge.
In the end, becoming a ‘stakeholder’ was only to make it convenient for him to fulfill his purpose.
An inexplicable and indescribable emotion welled up within the head of the Zhang Clan.
“However, is that it? Is there no other conditions?”
The head of the Zhang Clan asked doubtfully. He didn’t think that Wang Chong’s motive was that simple. The scale was still clearly sided toward the Zhang Clan, and this incurred his suspicions.
“It’s indeed easy to communicate with you!”
Wang Chong chuckled.
“Shen Hai, bring it over.”
The head of the Zhang Clan stared doubtfully as Shen Hai carried a wooden box over. After the latter removed the cover, he realized that there were only a few pieces of paper in it.
The confusion of the head of the Zhang Clan deepened.
“You should take a closer look!”
Wang Chong gestured.
The head of the Zhang Clan nodded. He carefully picked up the first paper and took a look at it. With a glance, he could tell that it was the blueprint of a caltrop. However, it was significantly different from the traditional caltrop.
The caltrop that Wang Chong drew had long and sharp spikes around it, a clear upgrade of the traditional version. Just by looking at it, one could feel shivers down one’s spine.
As for the second blueprint, he wasn’t able to determine what it was. It looked like a gigantic steel wall, but the bizarre four corners indicated that there was more to it. 
The third blueprint was similar to the second blueprint, but there seemed to be some additional rivets on the steel wall.
The fourth blueprint was still a steel wall, but there were many holes of different sizes on it. 
And the fifth was slightly different from the fourth.
…
Browsing through the blueprints, the bewilderment of the head of the Zhang Clan intensified. As the head of a prestigious swordsmithing clan, he had seen all kinds of bizarre weapons and blueprints.
But other than the first caltrop blueprint, he wasn’t able to discern what the others were.
Those bizarre wall-like structures… The head of the Zhang Clan had a feeling that they were parts of a gigantic machinery.
Wang Chong had only divided them into smaller parts.
The head of the Zhang Clan had no idea what form the final product would take, but there was one thing that he was sure of. It was no ordinary weapon.
“War machines!”
Recalling the caltrops on the first blueprint, a thought flashed across his mind and he suddenly understood something. Slowly, his face turned grave.


                                                                        Chapter 152: Bizarre Happenings! 

                                                                                “My demands are simple. If we can to an agreement, the Zhang Clan will have to help me produce the items drawn on the blueprint continuously for the next thirty years. The items must be forged strictly based on the blueprint, and every single one must be forged to the best to your abilities. All of the steel parts must be inscribed with ten layers of resilience enchantment.”
Wang Chong didn’t know the thoughts running through the mind of the head of the Zhang Clan at this instant, or perhaps he knew but didn’t pay it any heed.
He lightly tapped on the table with the forefinger of his right hand, and the rhythmic sounds seemed to feel reassuring.
“Ten layers of resilience enchantment? The cost will be at a frightening level!”
The head of the Zhang Clan frowned.
He nearly thought that the Wang Clan was going to revolt. However, upon hearing the ten layers of resilience enchantment, he immediately realized that he was overthinking it.
“There’s no need for you to worry about that! I’ll pay for the cost of the inscription!”
Wang Chong replied calmly.
Of all things he might lack, one thing he didn’t need to worry about was money. The fee for inscription was expensive, but given Wang Chong’s current financial ability, it wasn’t a problem at all.
“There’s no problem then. We’ve no qualms in bearing the cost of the inscription in advance. Moving on, what about the Wootz steel?”
The head of the Zhang Clan asked. He stared concernedly at Wang Chong.
Of the entire deal, this was what he was the most concerned about.
Wang Chong could own a share in the Zhang Clan, and he didn’t mind even if there wasn’t a thirty year cap imposed. What the Zhang Clan was the most concerned about was the mysterious and highly sought after Wootz steel, which Wang Chong still had a monopoly over.
Only those in the circle would understand what kind of fearsome standing the youngster before him possessed.
Three hundred thousand gold taels for a single sword was sufficient the send the entire industry into a frenzy. At this moment, nearly all weapon traders viewed this youngster as their god.
Most of them would kill for an opportunity to work for this youngster.
However, this youngster rarely appeared in public, and it wasn’t easy to strike up a connection with the Wang Clan either.
Otherwise, were this youngster to just take a walk around the weapon market, the prestige he possessed would immediately shine through.
And this influence, coupled with the name of the Wootz steel, were what the Zhang Clan was interested in. If they could work together, their prestige would surely reach higher heights. Just like what Wang Chong said, becoming the number one swordsmithing clan wouldn’t be just a dream.
This was also the main reason why he chose to appear here today.
“Simple. I can sell you all the Hyderabad ore for 20000 gold taels per jun. How much you all manage to earn is your problem, it has nothing to do with me. However, I have two conditions on the sales of the Wootz steel sword. Firstly, you all cannot use my name.”
(12.5~13kg)
“Secondly, I’ll determine how much Wootz steel sword you all can sell per month. For now, the sales of the weapon cannot exceed four per month. If there’s any changes in the future, I’ll inform you all. Also, during this period of time, the Wootz steel sword can only be sold to the Imperial Army!”
Wang Chong said.
“Four? That’s too little. Can you increase it by a little?”
With a slight frown, the head of the Zhang Clan asked.
“Heh, no can do!”
Wang Chong smiled. Even though he looked as though he was open to negotiation, his words spoke a completely different story.
“Rarity determines the value of an object. If the Wootz steel were to become commonplace in the market, do you all think that it’ll be able to fetch its current price? But of course, I wouldn’t be too surprised if some unfilial son of the Zhang Clan were to sneak out a few Wootz steel weapon out into the market from time to time. Don’t you agree?”
“Haha, gongzi is indeed wise. Don’t worry, our Zhang Clan will definitely fulfill the end of our promise!”
The head of the Zhang Clan couldn’t help but feel impressed by the wisdom of the young man before him.
Just like what Wang Chong said, rarity determines the value of an object. If too much Wootz steel sword were to appear in the market all of the sudden, the price would surely plummet. However, if one or two weapons were to appear in the black market from time to time, not only would it not affect the prices of the Wootz steel sword, it might even fuel the market’s desire for it.
In fact, it was highly possible that the prices in the black market would exceed even that of the Imperial Army.
This was indeed the best way for them to achieve maximum profits from the Wootz steel trade in the long run. On this aspect, this youngster had indeed considered the matter thoroughly.
Very few clan heads possessed the same insight as him.
“There’s also one last matter. I believe that gongzi should know that we don’t have any ores to use at the moment!”
Slyness gleamed in the eyes of the head of the Zhang Clan as he brought up this matter.
The Zhang Clan’s mines were about to depleted, and this was the greatest problem regarding their partnership, as well as the greatest weakness of the Zhang Clan. The Zhang Clan was afraid that this would influence Wang Chong’s decision, so he left this matter to the very end.
“Hahaha…”
Wang Chong laughed heartily as he stood up from the back of the table. He seemed to have expected the head of the Zhang Clan to bring up this matter.
“This matter is even easier to settle. I’ve already prepared a new large-scale ore deposit for you all!”
Saying so, Wang Chong shook his sleeves, and the deed he prepared beforehand dropped into his grasp. Then, he placed it on the table and slid it over to the other party.
“!!!”
Upon seeing the deed, shock finally cracked through the pokerface of the head of the Zhang Clan for the first time. He couldn’t have expected that the greatest problem of the Zhang Clan, the matter which concerns their survival, would have already been solved by Wang Chong!
…
With a dazed look, the head of the Zhang Clan stepped over the doorsill of the Wang Family Residence, holding a deed tightly in his hands. Even until now, he still felt a little floaty, and he found it hard to believe what that had just happened.
It had been many years since he had become the clan head, and his emotions no longer swayed easily to external factors. However, this time, grasping the deed in his hands, he couldn’t help but feel as though he was in a dream.
“Young master, the profits of the Wootz steel is extremely great. Why do you want to give it away to the Zhang Clan? Isn’t it better to keep it to ourselves?”
Standing behind Wang Chong, Shen Hai asked doubtfully.
In the Wang Clan, Shen Hai and Meng Long were the very few people who could refute Wang Chong’s decision. 
The profits involved in the Wootz steel trade was simply too great. Shen Hai couldn’t help but feel that they had lost in this trade.
“This is the best way to maximize our profits!”
Wang Chong answered calmly.
The Wootz steel weapon that he designed could bring in massive profits. Taking the Death’s Abyss for example, just that single saber had fetched for an astronomical sum of three hundred thousand gold taels.
This was something that most would dare not imagine.
But in the end, the monthly production rate was still way too slow. However, if Wang Chong didn’t work on it personally, it wouldn’t be able to fetch that price.
Thus, selling the Hyderabad ore to the Zhang Clan would then become the most ideal option.
This way, he could create various different tiers for the Wootz steel without dragging down his own reputation. Not only would it not affect the sales of his own weapon, he could also bring in additional profit.
Only with sufficient money would he be able to proceed on with his next plan!
…
The Zhang Clan was much more efficient than Wang Chong thought. That single deed had rattled the entire Zhang Clan. On that very night, it had already signed a secret agreement with Wang Chong.
For a sum of five hundred thousand gold taels, the Zhang Clan purchased the rights to develop the mine. At the same time, they paid Wang Chong a million gold taels to purchase the partial rights to sell products of the Hyderabad ore.
The total sum of the agreement cost one and a half million gold taels! Due to the lack of liquid assets in the Zhang Clan, Wang Chong granted them a three months excuse from payment. Then, within the next three years, they would pay in installments in gold or any other forms agreed on by both parties to clear the debt!
This matter hasn’t been announced yet, and other than Wang Chong and a few other core elders in the Zhang Clan, no one else knew about the details of the agreement.
…
Time passed swiftly, and unknowingly, several days had passed.
A bright moon hung on the night skies, and silence loomed in the sleeping city.
In the east of the capital, around a hundred zhang away from Zhou Ji Charcoal Wine Brewery, trees protruded eerie shadows on the ground. It felt as though phantoms were traversing across the area. 
Bringing one’s gaze slightly upward, a dark silhouette was flitting staggeringly on the rooftops beneath the dark night.
“Wretched disciple! I treated you as though my own son, how dare you collude with outsiders to betray me…”
Staggering on the rooftop, the dense black smoke puffed from the dark silhouette. As though a ferocious beast, it exuded an aura of savagery. The dark clouds parted, and beneath the slight illumination of the moonlight, one could vaguely see an unkempt black-haired elderly gritting his teeth.
Blood seeped through the gaps of his left hand, which was grabbing his chest tightly. However, what was even gruesome was that a long sword had stabbed a chi in from his back.
(~33.3cm)
“Wretched disciple, I’ll never forgive you! I swear that I’ll return this debt to you! …”
Beneath the moonlight, the eyes of the elderly shone the bright color of scarlet, and staring into it, one could almost see a mountain of corpses and a sea of blood.
Hua hua hua!
From a tree beside the building, birds alarmed by the overwhelming aura of savagery squawked loudly and flew into the distance. In a courtyard nearby, a few dogs were also agitated by the sudden malicious presence, and they started barking restlessly.
“What’s going on? What are those dogs barking in the middle of the night for?”
In the house, the displeased mutterings of a couple who had just woken up to the ruckus vaguely sounded.
The black-haired elder’s legs suddenly caved in, and kacha, a few tiles broke and he fell from the rooftop. He struck the fencing around the residence before tumbling into the dark, dirty alley and passed out.
Fresh blood flowed ceaselessly from his body, and with each moment, the breathing of the elder grew fainter. His black hair also turned white all the way down to the roots at visible speed.
In the blink of an eye, that elder’s hair was already completely white. Just like that, he laid on the floor, motionless.
Hualala!
A few moments after the elder lost consciousness, a few auras reminiscent of the vast mountain and ocean appeared in the distance. These figures moved at shocking speed, and it was impossible for one to see even their silhouettes. All one could see in the empty air were a few blurred shadows.
Sou sou sou!
In the blink of an eye, the few phantom-like figures appeared on the roof where the elder tumbled down from. Sensing great danger, the few dogs started barking furiously.
“Noisy!”
Harrumphing coldly, a dark figure turned around and glanced at those dogs. Despite being a dozen zhang away, the few dogs dropped to the ground and fell silent. Crimson blood flowed out of their seven apertures. 
“That old man couldn’t have gotten too far!”
“If he recovers, the one to die will be us!”
“Look carefully! We’ve to find him no matter what!”
…
Standing on the rooftop, the three figures looked about with cold eyes that would reap the lives of those their gazes fell on. Even the air seemed to distort slightly from their gazes.
Soon, the eyes of the trio caught the figure of an elderly lying on the streets. However, upon seeing the other party’s snowy hair, their eyes soon turned away.
“It’s just an old beggar. Let’s go!”
…
Sou sou sou!
No one could see how these men moved, but in an instant, they disappeared in three different directions.
…
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Morning, in the backyard of the Wang Clan, Wang Chong swallowed the Tiger Bone Divine Pill that he bought from Six-fingered Zhang.

Kachacha!

The crisp sound of bones cracking sounded all over Wang Chong’s body. A huge mist suddenly billowed within the acupoints all over his body. Roar! The roaring of a tiger echoed, and Wang Chong finally reached Tiger Bone 3-dan!

“The effects of this pill is indeed much better than the one before!”

Wang Chong was delighted. He could clearly sense the rise in his strength. More importantly, his root bone cultivation had finally reached Tiger Bone 3-dan, the peak of the Tiger Bone realm. His strength, endurance, stamina, and burst power would improve by leaps and bounds.

Boom!

Wang Chong’s palm struck down, crushing a fake hill into dust. The extent of destruction was much greater and grander than before, and dense smoke billowed into the surroundings.

Even so, Wang Chong didn’t feel much of an ache on his hand despite the massive force he had just exerted. This was the effect of his enhanced physical resilience and tolerance to pain from the rise in his root bone cultivation.

“Time to test my speed!”

Wang Chong’s eyes lit up and his gaze swiftly swept across the surroundings. There were quite a few trees in the Wang Family Residence, and a sizeable number of birds were attracted to it as a result.

Some of the maids even used the remaining snacks in the residence to feed them, thus bringing in even more canaries.

Soon, Wang Chong’s eyes fell on a light-vented bulbul which was jumping gleefully on the branch of a plum blossom tree not too far away.

“This will be it!”

Energy gushed through Wang Chong’s body. Wang Chong smiled faintly, and in the next instant, boom! A huge shock wave burst into the surrounding, and the vague roaring of a tiger could be heard. As though a ferocious tiger descending from the mountains, Wang Chong charged forward swiftly.

Qiu qiu!

Sensing danger, the light-vented bulbul immediately flapped its wings to flee, but it was still a step too late. A long, slender, but powerful arms stretched forward, and a hand closed swiftly on it. However, after a light touch, the hand opened up once more.

Flop flop flop!

Frightened, the light-vented bulbul hurriedly escaped from Wang Chong’s fingers and flew into the skies.

“Hehe, the physical exhaustion from a burst is much lower than before.”

Wang Chong’s chest rose and fell slightly for a short moment as he watched the light-vented bulbul fly into the distance. A slight smile of satisfaction crept onto his lips.

When he last used this technique, he had expended nearly all of his energy. Even though a significant amount of his stamina had been sapped this time as well, it was less than a third of the previous time.

This was the difference between Tiger Bone and Panther Bone. The endurance, stamina, and Origin Energy expenditure were at two different levels.

“Young master, young master! …”

Just as Wang Chong was immersed in delight, Meng Long suddenly rushed in anxiously, panting heavily as soon as he came to a stop.

“Young master, young master, he has appeared! The person you mentioned has appeared! He’s currently at a location not too far from Zhou Ji Charcoal Wine Brewery!”

“What!”

Hearing those words, Wang Chong’s heart immediately jolted violently. He abruptly turned his head to look at Meng Long.

…

Meng Long stuttered in agitation, resulting in his words to be unclear. Even so, Wang Chong was able to roughly comprehend what was going on by his description. Under Wang Chong’s orders, the Wang Family Residence guards had been camping around the Eastern City’s Zhou Ji Charcoal Wine Brewery and Zhou Wen.

They were only instructed to observe the surroundings, and if they noticed anything peculiar, they were to report to Wang Chong immediately. However, more than a dozen days had passed, but there was no news at all.

But today, an unknown elderly suddenly appeared in the vicinity of Zhou Ji Charcoal Wine Brewery. Meng Long and the others didn’t know whether this man was the one whom Wang Chong was looking for, but this was the only news they had received during this period of time.

“You all are referring to him?”

Wang Chong glanced at the figure several dozen zhang away. He was a white-haired elder dressed in black, and lying with his face flat on the floor, his breathing was extremely faint.

(~30m)

Quite a few people had passed him by, but not a single one spared him a proper glance, needless to say, offer him a helping hand. It was as though the old man lying on the streets was isolated from the entire world.

“He’s the one! Our brothers have looked into the matter yesterday, and within several li of this location, no one has any impression of this elder. It is as though he appeared out of nowhere. On top of that, he seems to be injured. He woke up for a moment in the morning, but he soon lost consciousness!”

“I instructed one of the brothers approach him, and he caught the faint scent of blood from him. However, remembering young master’s order to not act recklessly, we didn’t dare to get too close.”

Standing behind Wang Chong, Meng Long reported with a hushed voice.

Falling into contemplation, a slight frown marked Wang Chong’s forehead.

Wang Chong couldn’t tell for sure whether the man lying on the floor was the ‘Demonic Emperor Old Man’ or not. There was simply too little information on him.

In his previous life, Zhou Wen seemed to reluctant to talk about the Demonic Emperor Old Man, and so, there was no way for Wang Chong to ascertain the appearance, distinctive traits, and dress up of him.

Without all of these, it would be difficult for Wang Chong ascertain who was the real one.

Regardless, even though Wang Chong couldn’t confirm the other party’s identity, there was one thing that he was certain of. The old man before him wasn’t an ordinary person.

At the very least, it was impossible for an ordinary old man to still be living after sustaining such severe internal injuries!

“Let’s go! Given his current condition, he won’t survive for long!”

Wang Chong said. He hurriedly walked over to the old man who was lying by the wall. The other party was in a terrible state. Even if he wasn’t the Demonic Emperor Old Man, Wang Chong couldn’t bear to stand idly by the side and leave him be.

This wasn’t him.

“Wait a moment, young master!”

Taken aback, Meng Long hurried forward as well.

Even from a distance, Wang Chong could already catch the faint scent of blood.

“This man’s injury might even be worse than how Meng Long and the others described!”

Wang Chong frowned slightly.

Even though the old man had tried his best to conceal his wounds, based on Wang Chong’s experience and cultivation from his previous life, as well as his familiarity with all kinds of blade wounds, he could tell with a single glance that the old man had been stabbed from the back.

“It must be an attack from someone familiar. Otherwise, it’s impossible for the stab to land so accurately.”

The thought flashed through Wang Chong’s head as he examined the unconscious old man. When facing a strong enemy, even if one was unable to dodge entirely, one would still attempt an evasive maneuver. It shouldn’t be possible for a sword to strike so accurately and cleanly on one’s vital.

Only when one was backstabbed by a close kin would such a sight occur.

“I wonder what this elder’s background is. No ordinary man would be able to survive such a situation.”

Wang Chong thought.

There were a few gathering locations for expert mercenaries in the surroundings, and Wang Chong knew of at least three of them. It was possible that the other party might have come from one of these gathering locations.

However, his breathing was too chaotic and weak, making it difficult for Wang Chong to determine the origin of the other party.

“Bring some food and water. Also, call some men here to bring him to the closest Charity Hall.”

Glancing backward, Wang Chong immediately instructed. At the same time, he stretched out his hands in an attempt to turn the other party over.

Weng!

Words couldn’t start to describe how abrupt the situation was. Just as Wang Chong was about to turn him over, a sudden twist occurred. The ‘unconscious’ white-haired elder suddenly opened his eyes, and embedded within his cold gaze was fearsome killing intent that shook even one’s soul.

“Damn!”

Wang Chong’s heart froze, and a strong sense of danger immediately gripped him. He swiftly pushed himself backward in an attempt to retreat from this old man.

But before he could widen their gap, a withered but powerful hand grabbed Wang Chong’s wrist firmly, as though an iron plier.

“Who in the world are you?”

The old man questioned sharply with a frosty expression. Under the other party’s grip, Wang Chong could only feel his arm turning numb, and the strength in his body seeped away from him. Before this elder, he found himself being unable to exert even the slightest bit of strength.

“You!”

Wang Chong was astonished. Staring at the old man before him, his entire body suddenly felt completely weak, and he couldn’t even find the strength to open his mouth. This situation far surpassed any expectations he had.

The aura of this elder was extremely weak, and Wang Chong should have been able to push him down easily. Yet, despite his cultivation that had just reached Origin Energy Tier 7, he found himself devoid of any strength to retaliate.

Through some unknown method, that grip on his wrist seemed to have sealed his strength and his Origin Energy.

Klang!

At the same moment, the crisp sound of metal sounded in the air.

“Let go of our young master!”

“Old man, what in the world do you want?”

“Hurry up and release the young master. Otherwise, don’t blame us for getting nasty!”

…

Drawing his sword, Meng Long immediately gestured for the guards to surround the old man. At this moment, his complexion was indescribably awful. To think that they were still thinking about saving this old man a moment ago! In the blink of an eye, this old fellow had already made a move on the young master, leaving him shocked and infuriated. If not for fear of the young master’s life, he would charge forward and slay this old man at this very instant.

“Ah!”

The passers-by also exclaimed in shock upon catching a glimpse of the sight. They hurriedly walked away, as though avoiding a plague.

“Hmph! If any of you dare to approach, be prepared to collect your young master’s corpse!”

Callousness flashed across the face of the elder. He exerted slightly more strength in his grip, and Wang Chong immediately grimaced in pain. It felt as though countless ants were biting all over his entire body, and cold sweat dripped from his forehead.

“Old man… What… are you trying to do?”

Amidst the excruciating pain, Wang Chong could only utter powerlessly.

“Hmph! Young man, do you think that I am blind? Those stationed in the surroundings are your men, and these people have been here at least four times already!”

“You are looking for something, right? Speak! Did that bastard send you here?”

At which, the elder’s grip tightened further, and a powerful killing intent burst forth from his eyes.

At that very instant, from the other party’s gaze, Wang Chong understood his current plight.

If he were to answer incorrectly, this man would kill him without any hesitation, even if he had to do it before such a huge crowd within the capital!

For experts like the old man, Wang Chong’s existence was no different from an ant. Killing an ant was nothing more than an insignificant feat, and there was no need for guilt or hesitation to do so.

“This man… is the Demonic Emperor Old Man!”

Cold sweat gushed down Wang Chong’s body. Under such dire situation, it suddenly became obvious to Wang Chong whom the other party was!
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Wang Chong had been looking for the ‘Demonic Emperor Old Man’ all along, but he didn’t expect for it to be under such a dire situation. This was something he hadn’t expected at all.

At this moment, Wang Chong was very certain that the old man before him was the ‘Demonic Emperor Old Man’ whom he had been searching all around for. The malevolent aura that he exuded, the callousness of viewing human lives as insignificant, and the ‘bastard’ he mentioned… More importantly, he didn’t think that there was anyone who could subdue him so easily despite possessing a lower cultivation.

Wang Chong wasn’t even able to react. The other party’s experience, reaction speed, and judgemental ability far surpassed his. Through this, he was certain that the other party’s cultivation must have once reached an astonishing level, a level even above that of him when he was at the peak of his strength.

The only one who fulfilled all of these conditions was the mysterious Demonic Emperor Old Man.

After confirming the identity of the old man before him, Wang Chong also realized that he had made a huge blunder. He had been tapping into all available resources to find the Demonic Emperor Old Man, but he failed to consider the fact that the man before him was still a demon who had no regard for human lives.

Finding the Demonic Emperor Old Man and obtaining the 《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art》 was not as simple as he thought, and huge risks were involved in the matter.

Humans can change.

The Demonic Emperor Old Man did become a kind person in the future, even going to the extent of giving up his unparalleled cultivation and his own life to fulfill another person.

But this change wasn’t something that could happen in a single day. The Demonic Emperor Old Man had just undergone betrayal, and given his skeptical personality, it would be more dangerous than ever to approach him at this moment.

Wang Chong just had to meet him when he was at his most unstable and aggressive state.

What was even worse was that he realized that he had underestimated the Demonic Emperor Old Man.

Even though the other party was severely wounded, he still possessed his means, dexterity, mental resilience, and wariness.

Wang Chong had stationed his men around the Eastern City’s Zhou Ji Charcoal Wine Brewery to look for the Demonic Emperor Old Man, but the other party saw through his arrangements in an instant. This matter had become a sharp dagger placed against his neck instead.

If Wang Chong couldn’t find a good reason to convince him, all that awaited for him was death.

“The most powerful divine art… I should have known that it wouldn’t be so easy to obtain them!”

This was the only thought left in Wang Chong’s head.

The more powerful a martial art was, the more difficult it would be to obtain it. Even though Wang Chong possessed the advantage of knowing the future, this logic still held.

The surrounding was completely silent, and a tense atmosphere loomed over the area.

At this moment, Shen Hai arrived at the scene, and upon seeing the situation, his complexion immediately turned incomparably awful.

Trading gazes around, everyone came to a decision that as long as that old man were to make a move, they would immediately charge forward to tear him to shreds.

“Old man, you’re mistaken. I’m not whatever you’re speaking of!”

With a pale face, Wang Chong replied calmly.

This was the second time that Wang Chong felt that the embrace of death was just a single touch away. The humongous pressure the old man was exerting on him felt as though the Sword of Damocles was hanging right above his head, threatening to fall at any moment.

The Demonic Emperor Old Man might abandon evil and turn to kindness in the future, but that is then, now is now. At this very moment, he was still that brutal Demonic Emperor Old Man.

Wang Chong knew that his next words would determine whether the Demonic Emperor Old Man would spare him or not.

“Hmph, feigning ignorance before me? Looks like you’re tired of living!”

The Demonic Emperor Old Man sneered coldly, and frigid killing intent flashed across the depths of his gaze. Did this lad think that he would be able to fool him?

He abruptly tightened his grasp. Kacha, it sounded as though something within Wang Chong’s body snapped.

“Stop!”

“How dare you!”

“Release the young master!”

…

Shocked and infuriated, the faces of the crowd flushed in agitation. They wanted to charge forth and slay this old man, but they were afraid that the other party would do harm to their young master. 

Of the entire group, Meng Long felt exceptionally frightened.

He was the one who informed Wang Chong on the news of the old man, and he was the one who followed Wang Chong here as well. Just a moment ago, the group was even thinking of bringing him to the Charity Hall to treat him, yet, in the next instant, such a matter occurred.

“Old man, you’re really mistaken! I’m looking for someone here, but the person isn’t you!”

At such a dire moment, Wang Chong calmed down instead.

The Demonic Emperor Old Man was a cunning and skeptical person. Wang Chong knew that he couldn’t leave this matter in the hands of fate; he had to utilize all of his wits to escape from the present situation.

“The truth is that I’m looking for the assassins from the Assassin Pavilion who managed to escape the onslaught of the Imperial Guards. They had once sent their men after me, but I managed to borrow the might of the Imperial Army to destroy their nest. However, a few days ago, I received news that they might be hiding in the eastern part of the city. If you don’t believe me, you can ask around.”

Wang Chong calmly pushed everything to the Assassin Pavilion. He didn’t fear the Demonic Emperor Old Man seeing through his lies. Even though he had deployed many men for this operation this time around, the order that most of them received was just to take note of suspicious individuals.

Other than Wang Chong’s close aides, no one knew what was going on.

“Furthermore…I don’t know who the bastard you spoke of refers to, but given that I come from a clan of generals, there’s no reason for me to listen to the orders of another.”

As Wang Chong said so, he retrieved the Wang Clan token by his waist with trembling hands. It was around the size of a palm, and amidst a background of clouds, a gigantic tiger head stood imposingly at the very center. On the other side, a huge ‘Wang (王)’ character was inscribed.

This was a typical token the members of a general clan carried!

This was also Wang Chong’s final resort!

And fortunately, Wang Chong’s plan worked. Upon seeing the token belonging to the clan members of an official of the Great Tang, the malevolent killing intent of the Demonic Emperor Old Man retreated by a portion.

“To think that you are an offspring of the Wang Clan!”

Suddenly, Wang Chong’s hand was emptied. Before he could see perceive what had happened, the Demonic Emperor Old Man had already snatched over the Wang Clan token to examine it. He slowly examined the detail of the token before glancing at the youngster beofre him with a complicated gaze.

The royal court and the pugilistic world were two separate worlds.

If this child was truly an offspring of a general clan, then it was impossible for him to be in collusion with that wretched disciple of his. That fellow still wasn’t sufficiently influential to issue commands to the clan members of a Great Tang general clan.

But first, he had to check for himself to see whether it was true or not…

Chi!

A small dark shadow flew out as though a bolt of lightning from the hand of the Demonic Emperor Old Man. It flew in an arc before flying back into his hands.

Only at this moment did Shen Hai, Meng Long, and the others manage to catch a clear glimpse at what it was. It was actually a copper coin!

“What are you doing?”

A guard stepped forward and bellowed. But at that moment, the sound of something dropping on the floor sounded. Dang dang dang! Then, amidst shocked exclaims, a token fell from the waist of each of the guards.

Ignoring the uproar amidst the crowd, the Demonic Emperor Old Man stretched out his hand, and a token immediately flew into his grasp.

“Indeed!”

Upon seeing the token, the sharp eyes of the Demonic Emperor Old Man slowly softened. Since these men were the guards of a general clan, it was impossible for them to be in collusion with that wretched disciple.

It seemed like this matter was truly his misunderstanding.

Hu!

Wang Chong could feel the pressure on his wrist lighten significantly. At the same time, he heaved a long sigh of relief.

Even though Wang Chong didn’t know who the wretched disciple of the Demonic Emperor Old Man was, it was a fact that he was here for him!

At least, he had passed this trial!

“Elder, you seem to be severely injured. Allow me to treat you!”

Wang Chong said.

“Hahaha! Treat me?”

Upon hearing Wang Chong’s words, the Demonic Emperor Old Man laughed sorrowfully.

“That wretched disciple colluded with outsiders to destroy my spirit sea. On top of that, they even damaged seven of my meridians and twenty-three of my acupoints, especially my ren and du meridians. Currently, I don’t even wield a hundredth of my previous strength, and I’ll only continue to grow weaker. In less than three days, all of my strength will dissipate completely. Unless I manage to obtain a Saint-tier recovery pill, I won’t be able to retain the slightest bit of my cultivation.”

“However, only the royal family possesses pills of that level, so how can it be easy to obtain it? It’s all too late now. That wretched disciple! I’ll never forgive him! ——”

Recalling his disciple, he immediately grew agitated, and ‘pu!’, and a mouthful of blood spurted from his mouth. He was already injured beforehand, and under such heavy injuries, he still had to escape from powerful pursuers. As soon as his spirit relaxed, all of his injuries immediately acted up. The sight before him turned dark, and he passed out.

“Kill him!”

“Bastard!”

“Protect the young master!”

…

Shen Hai, Meng Long, and the other Wang Family Residence guards had been staring at the situation intently. Upon seeing the injuries of the Demonic Emperor Old Man acting up, they immediately rushed forward and placed their swords by the neck of the old man.

“Wait a moment!”

Wang Chong hurriedly stopped them.

“Young master, we can’t leave such a person. Despite saving him out of goodwill, he nearly killed you! Ungrateful fellows like him deserve to die!”

Meng Long clamored furiously. The situation before was truly a huge fright. If some mishap were to happen to Wang Chong, he didn’t know how he could face the old master and madam.

“Don’t worry. If he wished to kill us, he would have long done so! Do you all remember that copper coin? If it was directed at your necks, can you imagine the consequences?”

Wang Chong said.

Hearing those words, everyone suddenly felt a chill on their necks, and they instinctively took a step backward. Indeed! Given this person’s cultivation, if he wanted to kill them, that copper coin would have sufficed.

Ignoring the crowd, Wang Chong massaged his numb hand for a moment before turning his attention back to the unconscious Demonic Emperor Old Man.

He could tell that the old man had truly passed out this time. However, what Wang Chong was concerned over wasn’t this.

“Weird, why are his injuries so severe?”

Wang Chong stared at the Demonic Emperor Old Man in bewilderment.

The Demonic Emperor Old Man had said that his cultivation would dissipate entirely within three days. If that was the case, how did he pass on his cultivation to Zhou Wen back then? And how did he teach him martial arts?

It seemed that the Demonic Emperor Old Man had sustained injuries that were much more severe than in his previous life.

Wang Chong subconsciously thought of Zhou Wen.

Could it be that his action of luring Zhou Wen away changed the fate of Zhou Wen and the Demonic Emperor Old Ma, resulting in such an occurrence?

However, this wasn’t the time to be musing over such questions. The urgent matter at hand was to save the Demonic Emperor Old Man. Otherwise, the 《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art》 would be a thing of history.

All of the effort he put in previously would have gone to vain as well.
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“Shen Hai and Meng Long, hurry up and carry him to my carriage. We’ll bring him to the Charity Hall.”

Wang Chong beckoned.

By now, a large group of spectating passers-by had already gathered in this area. Wang Chong wasn’t afraid of the congregation of a large crowd, but if the disciple of the Demonic Emperor Old Man and his companions were still around this area, this might potentially alarm them.

Thus, Wang Chong glanced toward Shen Hai. The latter nodded and started to bellow loudly.

“Darned old beggar! I don’t know where you came from, but how dare you disrespect our young master? Carry him up to the carriage and give him the beating he would never forget! Then, just bury him by the city walls!”

The Wang Family Residence guards immediately understood the intentions behind Shen Hai’s words, and they hurriedly carried the Demonic Emperor Old Man into Wang Chong’s carriage.

Initially, the crowd was still curious at what was going on. However, upon hearing the other party confirm that it was just a scruffy old beggar, they lost their interest and scattered.

While there were a handful of sharp-eyed people who saw the movements of the Demonic Emperor Old Man and knew that this matter wasn’t that simple, they could only follow the crowd. Besides, they had nothing to do with this matter, so there was no reason for them to think too much into it.

Before long, the carriage rumbled away from the vicinity of Zhou Ji Charcoal Wine Brewery.

The entire carriage was silent.

The Demonic Emperor Old Man lay on the mat motionlessly, and his breathing was very faint. Wang Chong glanced at him with a complicated expression. 

To think that he would succeed in getting this close to obtaining the almighty 《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art》 that was way out of his reach in his previous life!

Back then, he would have never imagined that there would come a day that the mysterious Demonic Emperor Old Man would be right before him.

Even so, Wang Chong knew that the operation couldn’t be considered as a success yet.

“The catastrophe is approaching, and a top-notch expert like the Demonic Emperor Old Man would be an invaluable asset. No matter what, I have to find a way to cure him!”

Wang Chong thought silently.

In his previous life, the Demonic Emperor Old Man had transferred all of his strength to Zhou Wen, allowing Zhou Wen to become a top-notch expert overnight.

However, in Wang Chong’s opinion, there was no need to sacrifice the Demonic Emperor Old Man for one to master the 《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art》 and become a top-notch expert.

The best case scenario was to get the best of both worlds.

Even if an unparalleled expert like the Demonic Emperor Old Man lost his cultivation, his experience, discernment, and skills were still present… Ordinary men still weren’t a match for him.

Only in his hands would the unparalleled mystic art, 《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art》, display the greatest might!

While the callous personality of the Demonic Emperor Old Man was a huge flaw, and Wang Chong himself nearly died because of it, he still believed that the other party could change. After all, the experience from his previous life already showed that it was possible.

Just by this itself, Wang Chong felt that it would be worthwhile to go through all the effort to save him.

Not only so, he was determined to find a way to safeguard his cultivation foundation as well.

As such thoughts flashed across Wang Chong’s mind, an epiphany suddenly struck Wang Chong.

“Saint-tier recovery pill… I wonder if this one works?”

Stretching his hand into his embrace, he retrieved a large round recovery pill. This was the pill he received from Six-fingered Zhang during the last trade. Even though he wasn’t sure if it was a Saint-tier pill, it did come from the royal palace.

“Forget it, I should just give it a try. Even though I don’t know whether this pill is a Saint-tier recovery pill or not, at the very least, it’s of much higher quality than all other medicinal pills out in the market.”

Thinking so, Wang Chong squatted down, pried open the Demonic Emperor Old Man’s lower jaw, and placed the round recovery pill inside. The pill immediately dissolved as soon as it entered his mouth.

In just a brief moment, the entire pill was reduced to a puddle of medicinal fluid, and it flowed straight into the stomach of the Demonic Emperor Old Man.

In a few short breaths, a red glow appeared on the pale face of the Demonic Emperor Old Man.

His faint and erratic breathing also gradually grew stronger and more stable.

“At least I didn’t spend that two hundred thousand gold taels for nothing!”

Bending down, Wang Chong checked on the physical condition of the Demonic Emperor Old Man before heaving a huge sigh of relief. He suddenly felt relieved that he had spent that huge sum of money in approaching Six-fingered Zhang and paying for the Shadow slot to join the secret alchemist organization.

This, by itself, meant that his investment had paid off.

The effectiveness of the recovery pill crafted by the imperial alchemists was much more potent than what Wang Chong expected. If not for this pill, the Demonic Emperor Old Man would have most probably lost all of his cultivation.

“Shen Hai, head to the Falling Jade Pavilion and tell Six-fingered Zhang that regardless of the means, bring me three more of such recovery pills as soon as possible. The more potent it is, the better it will be! I’m fine with using my quota this month to purchase them.”

“Yes, gongzi!”

Without wasting any time, Shen Hai turned around, opened the carriage door, leaped out, and immediately dashed straight for the Falling Jade Pavilion.

“Wait a moment!”

Right after Shen Hai left, Wang Chong pondered for a moment and changed his mind.

“Head to the Purple Bamboo Garden instead!”

‘Purple Bamboo Garden’ was the secret residence that Uncle Li Lin prepared for Wang Chong. As Wang Chong didn’t think that it was appropriate for him to move out at such a young age, it had been lying empty for awhile now.

The Demonic Emperor Old Man was currently severely injured, and what he needed at the moment were tranquility and rest. The Purple Bamboo Garden happened to fit these criteria.

The carriage made a turn and headed straight for the southern part of the city.

Soon, a silent residence came into sight. It was surrounded by a lush and dense bamboo forest, and it looked exceptionally refined and peaceful.

At the entrance, there was a plaque that read Purple Bamboo Garden.

The carriage rumbled through the entrance, and soon, they arrived at the courtyard.

The Purple Bamboo Garden was large, and everything within seemed to have been crafted from materials available in the surroundings, be it the garden, pond, buildings, pavilions, training ground, living quarters… The entire residence exuded elegance.

However, there wasn’t a single person in the residence, be it maids, guards, or servants, 

As Wang Chong had yet to move in, there wasn’t anyone hired to tidy up the place.

“Stand guard at the door and protect the courtyard. Don’t allow anyone to approach this area!”

Wang Chong instructed.

“Yes, gongzi!”

The guards answered.

Wang Chong placed the Demonic Emperor Old Man on the bed. Around an hour later, Shen Hai entered drenched in sweat. Having accomplished the task asked of him, he returned with three even larger recovery pills on him.

Six-fingered Zhang was indeed loyal; upon hearing that Wang Chong needed it urgently, he immediately fetched three of the most potent recovery pills without any hesitation and handed it over to Wang Chong without demanding for any money at all.

After consuming the three top-notch Saint-tier recovery pill from the royal palace, the condition of the Demonic Emperor Old Man seemed to have alleviated, and the wound on his back gradually closed up into a scar.

Around four hours later——

Ka!

Five forceful fingers shot out from the bed and grabbed Wang Chong’s neck.

“Let go!”

“What are you doing?”

…

The room flew into a panic. Seeing the unconscious Demonic Emperor Old Man suddenly making a move on Wang Chong, everyone was scared out of their wits. They hurriedly drew their swords, and the atmosphere grew tense, similar to the situation back in the streets.

“Sheathe your swords, it’s just a reflex action!”

Wang Chong ordered nonchalantly, as though the neck the Demonic Emperor Old Man was grabbing wasn’t his.

“His vigilance is incredible!”

Wang Chong thought.

Of the entire room, probably only Wang Chong was capable of telling that the movements of the Demonic Emperor Old Man was instinctive. The stronger a person was, the more guarded he was. If someone were to approach him, his body would respond automatically.

Even Wang Chong was the same in his previous life, needless to say, a member of the unorthodox like the Demonic Emperor Old Man.

“Lad, you’re the one who saved me?”

On top of the bed, the Demonic Emperor Old Man finally roused from his sleep, and he slowly released his grip. Due to the foreign surroundings, he felt a little lost.

However, he recognized the lad before him. He was the young man who intended to ‘save him’ on the streets.

“That’s right.”

Wang Chong smiled, not denying the matter.

Then, the room fell silent. The Demonic Emperor Old Man sat up, and his gaze swiftly swept across the surroundings. Soon, he realized that he was in some kind of living quarters.

“Is this your house?”

The Demonic Emperor Old Man asked.

“It isn’t.”

Wang Chong shook his head. You must be jesting! Before confirming whether the Demonic Emperor Old Man had changed for the better, how could he dare bring the other party to his home?

Nostalgia flashed across the eyes of the Demonic Emperor Old Man, but soon, he noticed something shocking.

“You actually treated my injuries? You possess Saint-tier recovery pills of the royal palace?”

The Demonic Emperor Old Man was astounded.

Even though it took him awhile to realize it, he could clearly sense that most of his injuries had healed.

He was already prepared to have his cultivation crippled, but to his delight, he realized that his Origin Energy had stopped seeping out from his spirit sea, and it had fallen into a calm state.

This meant that he managed to retain a bit of his foundation.

“Has elder forgotten that I’m from a clan of generals? Surely it isn’t surprising that I would possess some of the recovery pills of the royal palace?”

Seated by the corner of the bed, Wang Chong replied with composure.

The Demonic Emperor Old Man hesitated for a moment before nodding in agreement. What Wang Chong said made sense.

Even though the Saint-tier recovery pills of the royal palace was hard to procure, it might be slightly easier for the offspring of a clan of generals to obtain it.

“It’s truly heaven’s will! To think that I would end up being saved by a noble. Perhaps, this is the arrangements the heavens has laid out for me.”

The Demonic Emperor Old Man smiled bitterly as he glanced at the ceiling. Numerous emotions flickered across his face, and for a long moment, he wasn’t able to utter a single word.

“Lad, are you willing to become my final disciple? As long as you agree to take me in as your master, I’ll impart you everything that I know. However, I hope that you can agree to a wish of mine.”

Weng!

Hearing those words, Wang Chong’s heart beat furiously. No matter how slow he might be, it was clear that the thing he had been wishing so fervently for was finally coming true! 

Despite being betrayed by his closest kin, the Demonic Emperor Old Man probably felt that he was incapable of exacting his vengeance. Thus, he decided to accept one last direct disciple to deal with that wretched disciple who betrayed him!

Finally, the unparalleled art, 《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art》, had shown a glimmer of itself to Wang Chong. A huge opportunity was waving right at him.

“I’m willing!”

Delighted, Wang Chong immediately kneeled before the Demonic Emperor Old Man.

“Hahaha, you saving me and me taking you in as my disciple, it feels as though the working of destiny! I, Zhang Wenfu, swore that I’ll never accept anyone from the pugilistic world as my disciple anymore, but you don’t count within that category. ——What’s your name?”

“Wang Chong!”

“Haha, good! Wang Chong, you’re my last disciple! As long as you don’t betray me, I’ll never betray you!”

“Teacher!”

Wang Chong hurriedly greeted him.

“Hahaha, to think that I, Zhang Wenfu, would find myself another disciple!”

The Demonic Emperor Old Man laughed heartily. He thought that all that awaited him was death, but when the ominous clouds parted, the heavens showed him another ray of hope.

He was filled with resentment toward the pugilistic world. Even to his deathbed, he was unwilling to accept any disciple from there.

However, Wang Chong, as the offspring of a clan of generals, an indirect member of the royal court, wasn’t related to the pugilistic world.

He had never accepted a person from the royal court as his disciple before.

But now, he felt that it was worth a try.

Seeing the Demonic Emperor Old Man putting down his guard and laughing heartily without any hidden intentions, Wang Chong suddenly felt as though he had discovered another side to him.

Unknowingly, a smile crept onto Wang Chong’s lips as well.

He had finally found a person who was worthy of becoming his teacher!
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The Demonic Emperor Old Man had an eccentric and callous personality, and he had no qualms about claiming a person’s life. Wang Chong had sensed this quality in him back at Zhou Ji Charcoal Wine Brewery.

If he wasn’t from a demon of the unorthodox, it would impossible for him to emanate such a malevolent aura.

Even so, Wang Chong realized that there was another side to the Demonic Emperor Old Man.

While it was true that he had a skeptical personality, once one manages to earn his trust, he would let drop his guard and treat one as his confidant.

If not for this earnest personality of his, he wouldn’t have felt so indignant and furious at the betrayal of his disciple. 

If being skeptical was his nature, he trusted no one at all and was wary of everyone, he wouldn’t have been so agitated by that matter.

“To think that he would accept me as his disciple so quickly!”

Wang Chong was caught by surprise.

Logically speaking, he should have been traumatized by the betrayal of his disciple, and it wouldn’t be bizarre if he refused to take in any disciples from then on.

As such, for this operation, Wang Chong was prepared for a long battle.

Yet, the actions of the Demonic Emperor Old Man caught Wang Chong off guard.

Wang Chong guessed that it might be due to him saving the other party’s life. As his benefactor, it wasn’t too surprising for the Demonic Emperor Old Man to regard him differently.

Wang Chong also suspected that it might be because he belonged to the government instead of the pugilistic world. This probably made the Demonic Emperor Old Man subconsciously feel that he was different from that unfilial disciple of his.

On top of that, the Demonic Emperor Old Man also craved for vengeance. Perhaps, it was due to his wish to borrow Wang Chong’s strength to get back at his unfilial disciple that he chose to make an exception and take Wang Chong in as his disciple!

“Disciple. Remember, my name is Zhang Wenfu. I might be powerless now, and my cultivation is only at Origin Energy realm, but before I was backstabbed by that bastard and his colluders, I was a Saint Martial realm expert, one that had a chance at reaching God Martial realm. Of the entire world, there was only a handful who were capable of rivaling me!”

Even though the Demonic Emperor Old Man had taken Wang Chong in as disciple, he seemed to fear that his own disciple was oblivious to his brilliant history and would underestimate him as a result of that, so he hurriedly filled him in on the details.

“In the pugilistic world, there’s no one who wouldn’t tremble upon hearing my name. None of those sect elders and leaders dare to speak of me, needless to say, the others.”

When talking about his previous glory, a hint of pride glowed on the Demonic Emperor Old Man’s face, and unknowingly, the disposition of a conqueror shrouded him.

Even Wang Chong couldn’t help but shudder before it.

The heaven-swallowing ocean-billowing imposing aura that the Demonic Emperor Old Man exuded flowed out naturally. To be capable of harnessing such powerful disposition despite his weakened state, it was hard to imagine how powerful he was when he was at his peak.

“Right, you still don’t know my title, do you?”

“Demonic Emperor Old Man!”

Wang Chong nearly replied instinctively upon hearing this question. Not only did he know the other party’s title, he knew quite a bit about his background as well.

However, it was fortunate that he bit his tongue to stop himself from speaking on time. Otherwise, he would be in deep trouble.

“My title is Demon… Sigh, you should just call me Demonic Emperor Old Man!”

Halfway through his words, the Demonic Emperor Old Man seemed to have thought of something, and he sighed deeply, changing his mind. This time, Wang Chong was truly astonished.

“The Demonic Emperor Old Man isn’t his true title!”

Wang Chong didn’t expect this.

All along, he thought that the Demonic Emperor Old Man was his official title. From the look of it, that wasn’t the case at all. The Demonic Emperor Old Man was just a random name that he came up with on the spot.

As though to sever his past from him.

“Disciple, I’ll ask you a question now, and you’ve to answer it seriously.”

The Demonic Emperor Old Man stared at Wang Chong with a grave expression.

“Teacher, feel free to speak.”

Wang Chong was taken aback. Even though he didn’t know what the Demonic Emperor Old Man was up to, he replied immediately.

“Disciple, if I were to impart you a set of demonic arts despised by the world, will you still be willing to learn it?”

His face was extremely grim when he spoke those words.

In an instant, the atmosphere in the room grew heavy, as though it was laced with lead.

“I’m willing to learn!”

After contemplating seriously for a moment, Wang Chong replied.

“What if it’s the kind of demonic art that leaves heaps of corpses in its wake?”

The Demonic Emperor Old Man asked once more.

“I’m still willing to learn!”

Wang Chong replied without any hesitation. The 《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art》 was a skill that absorbed the energy of another. It was a skill that stole from the creations of the heaven, and it was definitely one of the most malevolent techniques among the demonic arts.

“Even if you’ll be despised as a demon and criticized for turning to the malevolent ways, are you still willing to learn it?”

At which, the face of the Demonic Emperor Old Man turned cold and austere as though a wintry night. 

As though Wang Chong had said something wrong.

“Hahaha, teacher, are you jesting? Humans can be classified as righteous and evil, but can the same be applied to martial arts? If it is used for righteous purposes, then it would be righteous. If it is used for depraved purposes, then it would be malevolent. If one cultivates orthodox martial arts and commit depraved acts, is he not considered as evil?”

At this moment, Wang Chong straightened his back and chuckled.

The Demonic Emperor Old Man stared fixedly at Wang Chong with a sharp gaze, seemingly trying to peer into him to see if he truly meant his words.

Wang Chong knew what the Demonic Emperor Old Man was thinking of.

Normally, even if one didn’t hold any qualms toward demonic arts, one wouldn’t speak of it as casually as Wang Chong did. After all, the horrid reputation of demonic arts was too deeply etched in society.

However, Wang Chong truly didn’t harbor such thoughts.

What orthodox and unorthodox martial arts? In the end, it was just the classification created by self-righteous men! In the future, when the catastrophe struck, the beacon of war would strike the entire world. Not a single person would be spared.

Unorthodox?

Orthodox?

In the end, everyone was just ashes beneath the hoofs of the steel cavalries. Would one be spared just because he cultivated orthodox martial arts?

Furthermore, during the catastrophe, a Martial Arts Fusion Conference was held, and everyone offered up their own martial arts. Of which, quite a sizeable amount was demonic arts.

Thus, Wang Chong truly held no qualms toward the unorthodox and demonic arts.

Martial arts couldn’t be classified by orthodox or unorthodox, what was righteous and evil were the hearts of the humans!

Wang Chong met the eyes of the Demonic Emperor Old Man.

Time seemed to have stopped as the elder and the youngster stared at one another silently.

“This child…”

Looking at the youngster before him, profound emotions welled up within the Demonic Emperor Old Man. He had met all kinds of people in his long life. There were some who spoke arrogantly, only to be empty inside. There were some who declared confidently, only to be trembling within. There were some who said that they didn’t mind the unorthodox ways, only to not mean what they said…

Even that unfilial disciple of his also claimed that he didn’t mind demonic arts at the very start, but on the inside, the Demonic Emperor Old Man could see that he was panicking.

But Wang Chong…

This was the first time he saw someone who truly held such beliefs, a person who didn’t bear the slightest prejudice toward the unorthodox ways.

A person who believed that there were no unorthodox or orthodox to martial arts, only righteous and evil people!

He had never felt this way before, and this caused him to fall into a daze.

“To think that I would find a person who truly bore no prejudice toward demonic ways in my later years!”

Words couldn’t begin to describe the emotions the Demonic Emperor Old Man was going through.

All along, he had been looking for a successor with such beliefs. However, all he met with was disappointment time and time again. Even the disciples that he picked carefully turned out to be hypocrites who put on a false front before him.

In the end, the Demonic Emperor Old Man despaired, and reality forced him to give up.

To think that after being backstabbed by his disciple, when he was in his worst state, he would find the disciple he had been searching for.

“This is truly heaven’s will!”

The sharp edge in his gaze dulled, and his eyes gradually grew gentler.

The Demonic Emperor Old Man realized that he might have just found the disciple he was the most satisfied with.

“Now, shall I see how your talent is?”

Gazing at Wang Chong, the Demonic Emperor Old Man thought.

Hua!

A hand darted as though a flash of lightning from the sleeves of the Demonic Emperor Old Man. Before Wang Chong could react, his hands had already slid around Wang Chong’s wrist.

“Teacher!”

Wang Chong was astonished.

The Demonic Emperor Old Man’s skill was truly shocking. Even though he had fallen to Origin Energy realm, Wang Chong realized that he had no way of escaping from the other party at all.

Thinking about it, this was the third time the Demonic Emperor Old Man had made a move on him.

But soon, Wang Chong realized that the Demonic Emperor Old Man didn’t harbor any malicious intentions. His hands slid around the place and pinched on Wang Chong’s bones and joints.

Wang Chong wasn’t foreign to this technique. Back then, in his previous life, the other elders also used it on him.

This was known as the ‘Bone Perceiving Technique’, and it was used to test one’s root bone.

Wang Chong sat quietly, allowing the Demonic Emperor Old Man to slowly perceive his bones.

The first thing one had to do when accepting a disciple was to perceive one’s disciple’s root bone. This technique had been passed down from generation to generation over a very long period of time, and the Demonic Emperor Old Man was well-versed with it.

Only after one’s root bone was perceived could one’s teacher choose a suitable martial art for one to learn. Otherwise, being too over ambitious could potentially ruin a person.

“Tiger Bone!”

As soon as his palm touched Wang Chong, the Demonic Emperor Old Man was taken aback.

To think that a fifteen-year-old boy would have reached Tiger Bone, this was something inconceivable.

“Wait! This isn’t just Tiger Bone 1-dan, but Tiger Bone 3-dan, the highest level of Tiger Bone!”

The more the Demonic Emperor Old Man perceived, the more shocked he became.

As a mere Origin Energy realm cultivator, Wang Chong wasn’t particularly strong. However, his root bone was so good that it could scare people to death. 

It was common knowledge that it was the most difficult to raise the level of one’s root bone. 

But for some reason, Wang Chong still managed to achieve Tiger Bone 3-dan at such a young age.

“No, that’s not just it. There are signs of a dragon!”

The shock the Demonic Emperor Old Man felt only continued to deepen. Initially, he thought that it was just an ordinary Tiger Bone, but when he started touching Wang Chong’s heel, he could feel a vague majesty of a dragon hidden within his bones.

‘Dragon Imbued Tiger Bone’! This meant that Tiger Bone wasn’t Wang Chong’s limit. The signs of a dragon meant that Wang Chong had the potential to push through the final barrier and reach Dragon Bone!

In other words, he possessed unparalleled talent!

With such talents, one was eligible to cultivate more than 99% of the different martial arts in the pugilistic world without worry. The Demonic Emperor Old Man didn’t expect that the offspring of a clan of generals would actually possess Dragon Imbued Tiger Bone!

In that moment, the Demonic Emperor Old Man was dumbstruck.

Just as he had lost everything, the disciple he casually accepted turned out to be overflowing with talent, possessing the top-quality root bone that didn’t even appear one in ten thousand!

None of his three previous disciples possessed such talents.

Not to mention, Wang Chong was only a fifteen-year-old child!

This meant that his bone was still malleable, and endless potential lay within his body.

“Inconceivable! Truly inconceivable! …”

The Demonic Emperor Old Man was completely stunned.

This was truly a godsent opportunity!
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“Hahaha, the heavens are on my side!”

Initially, the Demonic Emperor Old Man was still feeling a little depressed, but at this very instant, all his negative emotions were swept clean.

“Chong-er! Do you know why that bastard betrayed me?” The Demonic Emperor Old Man abruptly turned to glance at Wang Chong.

“I don’t.”

Wang Chong was actually rather curious about this matter. He knew that the Demonic Emperor Old Man was betrayed by someone who was likely to be his disciple, but he hadn’t heard the details.

“Hmph. I treated that bastard as my own son. Even though I, Zhang Wenfu, am… I would never mistreat my disciple. It was due to that bastard’s lacking talent that I chose to impart him the Little Yinyang Art only. Yet, he suspected that I was withholding my secret arts from him, and he conspired with outsiders to backstab me.”

“That bastard never tried to consider the fact that given his root bone, talent, and that he has missed the ideal period for tempering one’s root bone, if I were to impart him my ultimate art, it’ll just a matter of time before his cultivation goes berserk.”

“I treated him so well, taking his welfare to be my priority, yet he backstabbed me!”

The Demonic Emperor Old Man’s rage surged as he recalled the past.

Wang Chong fell silent. The Demonic Emperor Old Man wasn’t a good person, but Wang Chong could feel that he treated those whom he held dear kindly.

It might be karma that landed the Demonic Emperor Old Man in his current state, but regardless, his disciple shouldn’t have been the one holding the knife.

“Master, rest assured! I’ll surely avenge you!”

Wang Chong spoke in a heavy tone.

“Hahaha, good! Chong-er, I truly didn’t misjudge you. I’m content with just your words.”

Delight shone on the Demonic Emperor Old Man’s face. He took off his belt as he spoke, and Wang Chong realized that there were some inner workings to his belt.

It looked ordinary on the surface, but there were several hidden compartments to it.

The Demonic Emperor Old Man opened one of the compartments and took out a heavy, black thumb-sized pill.

“What’s that?”

Wang Chong was taken aback.

“This is the last Dragon Transcension Pill in my possession! Only those who have reached Tiger Bone 3-dan pinnacle can use it! Initially, as long as that bastard behaved obediently and cultivated his root bone to Tiger Bone 3-dan pinnacle, I would have given it to him. However, that bastard was simply too anxious, and so, he missed out on this Dragon Transcension Pill.”

As he spoke, the Demonic Emperor Old Man generously passed the Dragon Transcension Pill over to Wang Chong.

“I’ll officially give this Dragon Transcension Pill to you. Chong-er, once you assimilate this pill, you’ll be able to reach Dragon Bone realm. After which, I’ll impart you some martial arts.”

“Thank you, master!”

Wang Chong was delighted. He thought that it would take a lot of time and effort for him to reach Dragon Bone realm, and he didn’t expect such an opportunity to come his way. To think that he would obtain the legendary ‘Dragon Transcension Pill’ from the Demonic Emperor Old Man.

Swallowing the Dragon Transcension Pill, Wang Chong felt a deep aura gushing through his body. This aura felt incomparably powerful, and there was a trace of a violent and destructive power within it.

“The pills of the unorthodox ways are indeed different!”

Wang Chong only managed to formulate this thought before he ‘exploded’. Kachacha, the crisp sound of bones cracking echoed from his body, and this very moment, all he could feel was a blazing heat searing every single cell in his body.

“Hold your breath, guard your spirit, and slowly take in the medicinal energy. Don’t move recklessly!”

An imposing voice sounded in Wang Chong’s ears.

Wang Chong’s heart jolted, and he quickly stopped all motions. Then, a palm struck his mingmen from behind, and a surge of warm Origin Energy immediately seeped into his body.

(An acupoint)

Then, from another location, the palm struck once more, and another surge of Origin Energy seeped into his body.

Under the assistance of these external palm strikes, the burning inferno within Wang Chong’s body seemed to have been quenched with cool, refreshing spring water, alleviating the searing heat.

Time slowly passed, and Wang Chong soon reached an imperturbable state.

After an unknown period of time!

“Yin! ——”

A crisp roar of a dragon sounded, and the air behind Wang Chong blurred. Vaguely, one could make out the silhouette of a flood dragon.

The flood dragon danced in the air for a moment before disappearing.

At the same time, Wang Chong opened his eyes, and a piercing light glared out from within.

“Finally, Dragon Bone realm!”

Wang Chong relaxed his arms, overjoyed.

Even though Wang Chong had only reached Dragon Bone 1-dan, there was a significant qualitative improvement to his physical condition.

He could feel energy surging through his body, and his endurance, stamina, and burst strength were enhanced greatly. His cultivation was still Origin Energy Tier 7, but his foundation became extremely solid.

“Finally, I’ve reached the realm that I was unable to break through in my previous life!”

Wang Chong thought in exhilaration. Since the Dragon Bone was forged, he would no longer be limited by his root bone as he was in his previous life.

“Good, you’ve succeeded. To be able to reach the Dragon Bone realm at fifteen, you have a boundless future before you!”

An ancient voice sounded from behind him. The Demonic Emperor Old Man’s face had turned white, and his voice was trembling in weakness.

“Thank you, master!”

Upon seeing the weak state of the Demonic Emperor Old Man, Wang Chong felt touched.

“Master, don’t worry. Even if the entire world betrays you in the future, I’ll never betray you!”

“Hehe, I’ll take your word for it then. This is the foundation formula for 《Little Yinyang Art》. No matter what cultivation technique one cultivates, one has to build on it steadily. Be it unorthodox techniques or orthodox techniques, there is nothing that can escape this rule! After you master the foundation formula, I’ll teach you the complete 《Little Yinyang Art》. Then, once you master the 《Little Yinyang Art》, I’ll impart you my true ultimate art!”

“Thank you, master!”

After taking the foundation formula for the 《Little Yinyang Art》, Wang Chong instructed Shen Hai and Meng Long to stand guard at the Purple Bamboo Garden before leaving.

…

“Paying respect to master!”

Just as Wang Chong left the Purple Bamboo Garden, at another residence in the east of the capital, several hundred black-robed men were gathered together, and every single one of them exuded a powerful malevolent aura. Facing the roof, they kneeled and paid respect to a young black-robed man whose face was concealed with a ghost mask.

This courtyard was hidden deeply amidst trees, making it impossible for anyone to notice this location from the outside.

“Listen well!”

Standing on top of the roof, with his hands behind his back, the masked black-robed young man lifted his head coldly and gazed down on the others with a look of superiority.

“That old geezer isn’t dead yet! I want you all to infiltrate deep into Great Tang’s capital and search through the alleys in the region. It’s impossible for that old geezer to mask his malevolent aura given the creation plundering demonic art he cultivates. I’ve obtained a unique search tool that will allow you all to sense that old fellow as soon as he comes into a certain radius around you.”

Sou!

The masked black-robed young man flung his sleeves, and a black flame flew forth from his hands. The flame dissipated in midair, splitting into thousands of fragments. With a sound reminiscent of the wailing of ghosts, the fragments dived into the bodies of the black-robed men below.

Their bodies jolted, and their aura immediately changed slightly.

“Go!”

“Yes, master!”

The hundreds of black-robed men immediately scattered in all directions.

“You all are too careless!”

Not too long after the black-robed men scattered, a black silhouette appeared before the masked black-robed young man.

“A snake that doesn’t die will strike back. Do you all know what will happen to us if that old geezer survives?”

A black circle vaguely appeared in his eyes, giving him a bizarre and demonic appearance.

“How could I have expected that the old geezer would have cultivated a secret escaping art? I’ve been with him for so long, but I’ve never noticed it.”

The masked black-robed young man said indignantly.

“Even so, he can’t escape for long. His spirit sea was shattered, and on top of that, given the searching tool and my Origin Energy, we’ll definitely be able to find him within twenty days even if he were to burrow underground!”

“Let’s just hope so!”

The silhouette replied, and in the next instant, he vanished from the rooftop.

…

After finding the Demonic Emperor Old Man and acknowledging him as his teacher, Wang Chong was finally able to lay down a burden on his heart, and he felt much more relaxed. In the next few days, other than accompanying Su Zhengchen for chess matches in the Ghost Tree District and visiting the Demonic Emperor Old Man at the Purple Bamboo Garden, Wang Chong devoted all of his time to cultivating the foundation formula of 《Little Yinyang Art》.

“Have you met someone recently?”

Beneath the Chinese scholar tree, Su Zhengchen suddenly stared at Wang Chong and asked.

“What?”

Wang Chong’s heart skipped a beat. Su Zhengchen’s gaze felt as though it could peer straight into his heart, and he suddenly felt a bad premonition.

“Elder, are you pulling my leg? There are so many people walking to and fro the streets every day, of course I’ll meet with a lot of people every day!”

“Is that so?”

Su Zhengchen replied impassively. Then, he picked up a white stone and continued on with the chess match, not pursuing this matter any further, as though nothing had happened.

Hu!

Wang Chong heaved a deep sigh of relief within. Su Zhengchen was the war god, a top-notch expert. It was highly likely that his skills were par with the Demonic Emperor Old Man.

For a moment, Wang Chong forgot that these two men stood at two polar ends of the spectrum, and their relationship was like water and fire.

“How did I forget about Elder Su’s righteous personality? He bears a deep hatred for evildoers. Fortunately, I have only just started cultivating the 《Little Yinyang Art》, so perhaps he hasn’t realized anything yet.”

Wang Chong suddenly felt his hair stand on end. Being caught cultivating the 《Little Yinyang Art》 was a small matter; more importantly, if Su Zhengchen were to notice the existence of the Demonic Emperor Old Man, it would cause a calamity.

“Darn!”

Wang Chong thought.

“Your mind is wandering.”

A calm and nonchalant voice suddenly drifted by Wang Chong’s ear. Brought back to reality, Wang Chong realized that he had made a wrong move.

“Hehe, elder, you sure are incredible. To think that I would misread the situation… Come, come, eat a slice of braised beef!”

Wang Chong chuckled as he placed a large slice of braised beef into Su Zhengchen’s plate.

Su Zhengchen had an austere personality, and upon seeing Wang Chong place a piece of braised beef on his plate, his face froze.

“Haha, come, let’s continue with the match!”

Wang Chong felt that it was a close call. He hurriedly made a move to divert Su Zhengchen’s attention.

The match lasted from noon until early evening, and eventually, it ended in Su Zhengchen’s loss, as usual.

“Elder, you’ve lost again.”

Wang Chong burst into laughter. Then, just like the previous times, he bade his farewell and left.

Su Zhengchen smiled silently in response. When Wang Chong finally disappeared into the distance, the smile of Su Zhengchen’s face faded, replaced by graveness.

“Fang Hong!”

“Master, what is it?”

Behind the tree, the old servant Fang Hong appeared.

“That child seems to be dabbling in demonic arts recently. A person from the unorthodox ways must have approached him recently. Bring me a black kite, I need it!”

(Black kite is a bird species)

Su Zhengchen spouted coldly, and a hint of killing intent flashed across his face.

If the Great Tang wanted to soar to greater heights, then the grooming of the younger generation was of utmost importance. On top of dabbling in demonic arts, Wang Chong even tried to conceal the matter, not knowing that he had already seen through it.

That child’s gift didn’t come easily, and even Su Zhengchen had no choice but to admit that he wasn’t a match for him. In the future, he would surely become an important pillar of the royal court. He couldn’t allow anyone to lead him astray.

“Master, you said that he has cultivated demonic arts?”

Old servant Fang Hong was astonished.

“Un. Don’t reveal this matter before him, I’ll deal with it myself.”

Su Zhengchen replied.

“Yes, master!”

Old servant Fang Hong lowered his head.

Before long, a huge black kite was brought over. This was a special breed exclusive to the Su Residence, and it was very gifted in tracking. Huala! Su Zhengchen took off the collar around its neck and waved a black stone that Wang Chong held just awhile ago around its nose before releasing it. Hu! The black kite took off to the skies. It hovered around the area for a moment before darting straight to the direction where Wang Chong left…
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                                                                                Gululu!
A carriage bearing the Wang Clan’s insignia traveled on the streets. Wang Chong sat motionlessly in the carriage, silently cultivating the 《Little Yinyang Art》 foundation formula the Demonic Emperor Old Man gave him.
Even though it was just the foundation formula, this cultivation technique wasn’t as easy as Wang Chong imagined. In fact, it was more difficult than all the other cultivation techniques that Wang Chong had learned in his previous life. However, it was fortunate that the Demonic Emperor Old Man had warned him about it in advance. The first step was always the hardest one to make, and the cultivation of the 《Little Yinyang Art》 became easier the further one progressed. As long as Wang Chong broke through the initial bottleneck, the latter parts would be relatively easier.
Origin Energy coursed through his body, and under Wang Chong’s control, it charged through one acupoint after another.
None of the paths between the acupoints collided with the cultivation techniques Wang Chong cultivated before, and every single one of these paths was bizarre and peculiar.
“No wonder this cultivation technique is called a demonic art. Just the pathways for the Origin Energy is unorthodox in itself.”
Wang Chong mumbled.
An hour later, a slight crisp sound echoed. Wang Chong had succeeded in forging a path between two acupoints once more.
With the clearing of this path, Wang Chong’s Origin Energy grew slightly denser.
Weng!
Just as Wang Chong was immersing in his gains, he suddenly felt an interruption, and his Origin Energy turned chaotic.
“Hm? This feeling…”
Wang Chong’s eyebrows twitched. He reached out and parted the window. Amidst the huge crowd outside, without any hesitation, his eyes fell on a cold-faced and suspicious man, who happened to be looking in his direction as well.
Wang Chong could sense a familiar aura from their body.
“They’re people from the unorthodox ways!”
A thought flashed across Wang Chong’s head, and he immediately understood what was going on.
The other party swiftly retracted his gaze, but this brief moment was more than sufficient for Wang Chong to realize that something was amiss.
“Turn around, head southwest!”
Wang Chong knocked on the carriage compartment and ordered.
This was the first time someone was tracking him in so many days.
“Let’s go over and take a look!”
In the crowd, two figures hurriedly followed the carriage. The carriage traveled through several alleys, but it didn’t seem to be headed for the Purple Bamboo Garden. Instead, it was traveling toward somewhere remote.
“Heh, he’s looking for it. I was just thinking that there wasn’t any opportunity to strike when he delivers one to my doorstep!”
“Even though he isn’t that old geezer, given how that brat is able to induce an Origin Energy disturbance similar to master’s, he must be related to him. As long as we capture him, we’ll be able to find the whereabouts of that old fellow!”
…
The duo hurriedly followed behind Wang Chong, and despite being on their own two feet, they were still able to catch up to the carriage easily.
Before long, they reached an area shrouded by trees. There were very little passers-by in the region, and vaguely, one could hear the high-pitched squeaking of pigs being slaughtered.
This was a butchery, and due to the stench from the huge amount of livestock here, no one, other than butchers and traders, would be here at such a late timing.
Jiya!
Around a thousand meters away from the butchery, Wang Chong’s carriage stopped.
“You’re courting death!”
Delighted, the two disciples of the unorthodox ways drew their swords, and without even thinking twice, they charged straight for the carriage. However, even though they were fast, Wang Chong was even faster!
Boom!
The windows of the carriage broke apart, and Wang Chong darted out of the carriage like a cannonball. In midair, he had already started executing the Single Character Consecutive Slash with agility and preciseness way above the duo.
“Shit!”
“Be careful!”
…
The two disciples of the unorthodox ways only saw a gleam of light, and Wang Chong was already right above their heads. Klang klang klang, Wang Chong’s sword swiftly flew around as though bolts of lightning streaking across the air, and for a moment, he was actually able to stand his ground despite facing the assault of the two simultaneously.
His movements were profound, turning left at a moment, right at the next, forward in an instant, backward in the next. On top of that, the movements of his sword were completely unpredictable. Amidst their clash, not only was Wang Chong completely unscathed, he even managed to inflict a few wounds on the other two.
Peng!
After one of the strikes, Wang Chong suddenly used the momentum to push himself ten zhang back, pulling open some distance with the pair.
(~36m)
“You must be eager to die!”
The two disciples dashed forward swiftly.
“Miyasame, what are you waiting for!”
Wang Chong suddenly bellowed.
Sou!
As if responding to Wang Chong’s voice, a black, lithe figure suddenly darted from the crown of a nearby tree, flying straight toward the trio.
Chi! Without any warning, during a momentary lapse of concentration by one of the unorthodox disciples, a sword stabbed straight through his heart cleanly and swiftly.
Klang!
At the same moment, Wang Chong dashed forward and utilized the Single Character Consecutive Slash to tear apart the other disciple’s defense. Then, making use of the momentum from the clash, Wang Chong flipped to the other party’ back, and stabbed his sword straight into the other party’s right chest.
“AHH!”
Amidst a scream of agony, the second disciple of the unorthodox ways clutched onto his chest and dropped to the ground.
Wang Chong’s swordsmanship was way too bizarre, he couldn’t guard himself against it at all.
“Speak! Who are you? Why are you following me?”
Wang Chong crushed the disciple of the unorthodox ways beneath his feet while pushing his sword against the other party’s neck. Just by a slight force, blood immediately streamed down the sword.
“Pui! Do you think that I’ll tell you?”
The other party spat a mouthful of bloodied saliva at Wang Chong.
“Heh, don’t worry, you’ll speak.”
Wang Chong replied calmly. Then, he turned around and said:
“Miyasame, he’s yours.”
Extracting intelligence was one of the necessary skills for an assassin. Wang Chong didn’t have to wait too long for Miysame Ayaka to pry open the other party’s mouth.
“Master, there’s some trouble. It seems like the other party has sent quite a huge group of men to locate an old man, and these two are only a small part for the group. On top of that, they seem to possess some unique mean to sense the presence of that old man.”
Holding a bloodied sword in her hand, Miyasame Ayaka walked over.
There were some things she didn’t point out. Given that the duo had tracked Wang Chong even though their mission was to find an old man, it was clear that Wang Chong had a complex relationship with the person they were looking for.
“I got it. You should return for now, I’ll settle the matter here myself.”
Wang Chong waved casually.
Miyasame Ayaka nodded before retreating, disappearing into the trees, leaving behind Wang Chong in silent contemplation.
“Those fellows sure work fast!”
Lifting his gaze, Wang Chong thought.
Wang Chong didn’t point the matter out clearly before Miyasame Ayaka, but he was certain that the ‘master’ that the unorthodox disciple was referring to was the ‘wretched disciple’ the Demonic Emperor Old Man spoke of.
“Three hundred men, and on top of that, they can determine the Demonic Emperor Old Man’s presence through his aura. If that’s the case… the Purple Bamboo Garden isn’t safe.”
Wang Chong couldn’t help but feel worried about the Demonic Emperor Old Man.
“This can’t do. I have to discuss the matter with master.”
Wang Chong threw the disciple that Miyasame Ayaka had knocked out and tied up after the interrogation into the carriage, hopped on himself, and headed straight for the Purple Bamboo Garden.
“… So, that’s the situation.”
A moment later, at the Purple Bamboo Garden, Wang Chong threw the disciple on the ground and explained the entire matter.
The presence of this unorthodox disciple was more convincing than any words Wang Chong could have said.
“That bastard!”
Seeing the unorthodox disciple on the ground, the Demonic Emperor Old Man trembled in anger. It was his martial arts that the disciple was cultivating, how could he possibly not recognize it?
The cultivation technique that these men were using came from him.
“Does he really think that I have no way to deal with him just because my spirit sea is shattered?”
The Demonic Emperor Old Man stretched out his hand, and a black aura gushed out of the body of the unorthodox disciple and seeped into his body.
The face of the unorthodox disciple paled, and his skin swiftly turned gray. Then, he fell motionless.
At the same time, upon gathering this surge of Origin Energy, the aura shrouding the Demonic Emperor Old Man grew by a slight bit.
“Master!”
Wang Chong was astonished. He witnessed the might of the 《Great Yinyang World Creation Art》 in his previous life, but it was clear that Zhou Wen’s proficiency was lacking compared to the Demonic Emperor Old Man.
The latter’s cultivation had already fallen to Origin Energy realm, but even so, he was still able to steal the unorthodox disciple’s Origin Energy easily from a distance.
“Chong-er, remember this. There are four layers to the lineage of our demonic art. The first layer is the foundation, the level which you are currently at. The second layer is the 《Little Yinyang Art》, and at this level, one will require a medium to absorb the Origin Energy of another. At the third layer, one will be able to absorb Origin Energy from a distance, just like me.”
“Even though my cultivation has deteriorated, my proficiency in the technique still remains.”
“There’s still another level above the third layer. According to what I know, only the creator of the technique had succeeded in reaching the fourth layer, and it seems to be related to space and time. However, as I’ve never cultivated the last level, I’m not too sure either.”
“But in any case, you’ll have to progress through the various layers one by one. If there comes a day that you reach the fourth layer, you’ll have become a God Martial expert. By then, there’ll no one who can stand against you in the world.”
As the Demonic Emperor Old Man said so, his face slowly turned pale. The Origin Energy he had just absorbed leaked out from his body as though a pierced balloon.
“Master!”
Initially, Wang Chong was still listening seriously, but upon seeing this abrupt sight, his face warped, and he hurriedly rushed forward to support the Demonic Emperor Old Man.
“Hehe, don’t worry. It’s just that my spirit sea is shattered, so I’m unable to retain Origin Energy. If I forcefully execute the Great Yinyang World Creation Art, I’ll suffer a backlash. That wretched disciple knew about this, that’s why he dares to send these small fries against me.”
The Demonic Emperor Old Man pushed against the table with his hands to support his body.
“Master, are you infusing Origin Energy into your acupoints?”
Wang Chong suddenly asked.
“You know of the Myriad Spirit Sea Art?”
The Demonic Emperor Old Man looked at Wang Chong in astonishment, but he soon nodded.
“This is an ultimate art of our lineage, and since ancient times, only the sect leader is entitled to cultivate it. On top of that, it’s extremely hard to cultivate, and there are very few people who succeeds in it. As my spirit sea is shattered, resulting in my inability to infuse Origin Energy into my dantian, I can only use my acupoints to replace the role of my spirit sea to retain Origin Energy. This is the only option I have left.”
The Demonic Emperor Old Man didn’t bother hiding anything before Wang Chong.
Stunned, Wang Chong couldn’t find a word to say.
He had heard of the theory of utilizing one’s acupoints as spirit sea, and he knew that there were some incredible techniques in the world capable of this feat. However, this was an extremely abstract and profound topic, and even Wang Chong had never seen it before.
Even the elders in his previous life had described this cultivation technique as bizarre and profound, and it wasn’t something that an ordinary person could cultivate.
“No wonder he’s able to infuse energy into Zhou Wen eventually!”
Wang Chong suddenly understood something.
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“Teacher, if you cultivate the Myriad Spirit Sea Art, will you be able to regain your previous cultivation?”

Wang Chong suddenly asked.

“How can it be that easy? Not only is the Myriad Spirit Sea Art extremely difficult to cultivate, it’s also only a method to replace one’s spirit sea. If not for one’s spirit sea being shattered, no one would bother with such a troublesome technique. From the very start, the idea of using one’s acupoints to replace one’s spirit sea is far-fetched. At the very least, of our lineage, I haven’t heard of anyone succeeding yet.”

The Demonic Emperor smiled bitterly. Then, turning to Wang Chong, he patted his shoulders and he said:

“Child, I understand your intentions. Even though it has only been ten days since you became my disciple, I’m heartened by your thoughts.”

When the Demonic Emperor Old Man said these words, Wang Chong saw a glint in his eyes.

Wang Chong wasn’t foreign to this kind of expression. It was the face of one who had decided to sacrifice himself.

“Since the Myriad Spirit Sea Art is difficult to cultivate, and there are very few people who can succeed in it, it means that it’ll impossible for him to regain the unparalleled cultivation he possessed back then. Could it be that… he intends to do what he did with Zhou Wen to me; cultivate the Myriad Spirit Sea Art to a certain level and infuse his energy into me!”

Wang Chong’s heart jolted.

The price of such an infusion was great. One had to abandon his life to pass on his cultivation to another person.

It seemed as though many things had changed because of Wang Chong’s interference, but some things still remained the same. In the end, the Demonic Emperor Old Man still chose to give up on his cultivation and life for his disciple, just that the person became him.

This left complicated emotions within Wang Chong. Even though his primary goal was the 《Great Yinyang World Creation Art》, he could feel that the Demonic Emperor Old Man had truly regarded him as his own disciple, and he unreservedly cared for him.

This struck a chord in Wang Chong’s heart.

“No matter what, I must stop him!”

Wang Chong made up his mind.

Previously, Wang Chong’s understanding of the Demonic Emperor Old Man stopped at his unparalleled cultivation and top-notch cultivation technique. However, at this moment, the impression Wang Chong had of him was completely different from before.

Unknowingly, in the depths of Wang Chong’s heart, he had already truly recognized the person before him as his real master.

“Master, what are the conditions to cultivating the Myriad Spirit Sea Art?”

Wang Chong asked.

“Hehe, there are many conditions for it. The martial artist’s aptitude, talent, willpower, and comprehension are the most basic factors. Beyond that, one required an immense quantity of spiritual energy, luck, as well as mystic tools, pills, and such. Chong-er, if you’re interested, I can impart this technique to you.”

The Demonic Emperor Old Man mistook Wang Chong’s intentions.

“Spiritual energy…”

Wang Chong mumbled silently as a storm raged in his head.

“I can’t say anything about the rest, but spiritual energy… I do have an unlimited supply of it!”

Wang Chong suddenly recalled the spirit vein he found not too long ago. Even though he didn’t know the exact details of the Myriad Spirit Sea Art, he had an intuition that it was closely related to the Origin Energy of the world.

At the very least, with sufficient spiritual energy, the success rate of cultivating the ‘Myriad Spirit Sea Art’ would increase significantly.

“Master, I don’t have that intention. Putting that aside for now, given that that person has sent his disciples to search through the city, it isn’t safe for master to remain in the capital any longer. I know of a place that master can hide at for the moment. Furthermore, that location might be useful to teacher’s cultivation of the Myriad Spirit Sea Art.”

Wang Chong said.

“Oh?”

The eyebrows of the Demonic Emperor Old Man shot up.

Chuckling, Wang Chong revealed the matter about the spirit vein. Upon learning about the matter, the Demonic Emperor Old Man was astonished. He stared at Wang Chong with a look of disbelief.

Spirit veins were incredibly precious, and they were extremely difficult to find. One might not even be able to find a single spirit vein amidst few hundred mountains. Yet, despite Wang Chong’s young age, he was able to find one and buy down the entire mountain in advance. This, in itself, seemed inconceivable to the Demonic Emperor Old Man.

“To think that there would be such a matter…”

The means of this disciple of his had really left him shocked.

There was one thing Wang Chong was right about. A spirit vein was indeed helpful to the cultivation of the Myriad Spirit Sea Art.

“Let’s follow your arrangements then.”

The Demonic Emperor Old Man agreed to Wang Chong’s plan.

“Then, rest well, master. I’ll arrange to have someone send you out of the city tomorrow.”

Wang Chong chuckled. After chatting a moment longer with the Demonic Emperor Old Man, Wang Chong left.

Not too long after Wang Chong left on his carriage, the Demonic Emperor Old Man’s retracted his smile, and a grave expression surfaced instead.

Walking out of the room, the Demonic Emperor Old Man lifted his head and gazed at the skies. A huge black bird was circling in the aerial space above the residence, and seemingly alarmed by the Demonic Emperor Old Man’s gaze, it immediately flapped its wings and darted west.

“Hmph, beast! Since you’re already here, don’t dream about leaving!”

The Demonic Emperor Old sneered coldly. Lifting his hand, a black surge of energy shot forth from his finger. The surge of energy wasn’t particularly strong, especially given the Demonic Emperor Old Man’s Origin Energy realm cultivation, but for some reason, it was extremely pure and dense. Despite the long distance, the surge of energy didn’t dissipate in the least, retaining its full strength.

Pu!

The surge of energy struck the black kite accurately, piercing through its body. Blood spurted in midair, and the black kite suddenly fell silent. Then, it began to plummet from the sky.

Only upon seeing the black kite fall did the Demonic Emperor Old Man’s grave expression alleviate. Even though his cultivation had fallen tremendously after his disciple’s betrayal, his sensitivity to the surroundings still remained.

Even though the thick roof was hindering his senses, he still clearly perceived the presence of this bird as though a torch in the middle of the night as soon as it arrived the aerial space above the Purple Bamboo Garden.

“This black kite definitely isn’t sent by Chong-er, there’s totally no need for him to do so. Someone must be using him to trace me.”

A deep crease slowly furrowed on the Demonic Emperor Old Man’s forehead. At the same time, he recalled the powerful but inconspicuous sword intent that rubbed off Wang Chong’s body.

That sword intent had reached an incredible level, to the extent that Wang Chong wasn’t able to perceive it. However, the Demonic Emperor Old Man was able to sense it clearly.

As soon as Wang Chong walked in, he had already noticed it.

This sword intent didn’t bear any malicious intent toward Wang Chong, but it contained a heavy warning intent, seemingly threatening him to stay away from Wang Chong.

“Lingering sword intent, that person’s swordsmanship cultivation has reached an unfathomable level! He’s probably at Saint Martial realm pinnacle as well, not weaker than me previously in any way. To think that such a formidable figure would be hidden in Great Tang’s capital.”

The Demonic Emperor Old Man muttered, and a slight worry rippled in his eyes. When one’s swordsmanship cultivation reached a certain level, one’s would be able to condense the destructive force of a sword qi into a single thread easily.

Even when he was at his peak of his strength, the Demonic Emperor Old Man had to be careful when facing an expert of this level.

On top of that, the 《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art》 also happened to be unsuited for absorbing sword qi.

“My disciple sure is acquainted with a formidable figure!”

Upon recalling how protective the sword intent was toward Wang Chong, the Demonic Emperor Old Man flashed a bitter smile. The other party’s sword intent was upright and valiant, clearly reflecting his identity as an orthodox cultivator.

Most probably, this matter arose from the 《Little Yinyang Art》 he imparted Wang Chong.

The other party seemed to have misunderstood him.

Wang Chong’s root bone was top-notch, reaching Tiger Bone 3-dan at just fifteen-year-old. Such talent was extremely rare in the world. Given the other party’s overwhelming strength, the Demonic Emperor Old Man didn’t think that it was possible for the other party would overlook this.

Most probably, the other party was also interested in taking in Wang Chong as his disciple.

“… My disciple sure is popular! However, it’s impossible for me to give up! Since you wish to vie with me, let’s see how it goes down then.”

The Demonic Emperor Old Man laughed heartily, and a domineering aura naturally flowed out from him.

That’s right!

The other party might be skilled in swordsmanship, but he wasn’t an ordinary person either. In the past, it would be no different from a joke if someone tried to steal his disciple.

Since the other party wanted to take Wang Chong as his disciple as well, he was free to try.

Placing his hands behind his back, the Demonic Emperor Old Man turned around and walked back into the residence.

…

“The black kite is dead!”

Just as the Demonic Emperor Old Man was walking back into the residence, beneath a Chinese scholar tree in the city’s west, the great ex-war god, Su Zhengchen, was in the midst of meditating when his eyes suddenly opened.

“Ah!”

Old servant Fang Hong, who was standing beside Su Zhengchen to wait on him, was astonished by the latter’s words.

“How is this possible? The black kite’s flight altitude is over a thousand zhang, even arrows aren’t able to reach that high. How could someone hurt the black kite?”

(~3000m)

“The black kite is indeed dead! Without a doubt, the other party’s cultivation is formidable. Not only did he kill the black kite, he even dissipated the sword intent I left on it. We’re only left with the rough location of the other party now.”

Su Zhengchen spoke nonchalantly, as though he was just recounting an ordinary and insignificant matter. However, the shock on the face of the old servant beside him deepened.

“How is this possible… How can anyone in the capital be capable of dissipating master’s sword intent!”

Fang Hong widened his eyes in astonishment.

The old master might be old, and he had retreated out of the royal court and given up on his martial arts training. However, Fang Hong knew that not only did the old master’s martial arts not deteriorate, it was even advancing steadily.

It was because what the old master was cultivating wasn’t sword qi, but sword intent!

The cultivation of sword intent was many times harder than that of the cultivation of sword qi.

After so many years, the old master’s cultivation had already transcended the realm of swordsmanship that ordinary cultivators knew of. What the old master left on the black kite was also sword intent instead of sword qi.

This was because sword intent was much sharper than sword qi, and it was much harder to eradicate it.

However, the old master had just said that some had dissipated his sword intent!

How could there be someone capable of such a feat in the world?

“That Chong gongzi… How did he get acquainted with such a formidable figure?”

Chapter 160: A Gale Blows! 

                                                                                
			

Troops are valued on their speed. 

The eyes of Wang Chong’s ‘Third Senior’ were spread all over the capital. According to Wang Chong’s master, his Third Senior wasn’t capable of such a feat by himself.

Saint Martial realm experts were involved in this matter, and even the Wang Clan was helpless toward it.

Sects had always operated by a different law from the rest of Great Tang. That world was never comprehended by Wang Chong, be it in his current life or previous life. All he knew was its existence.

“I can only hope that master can pass through the city gates and reach the spirit vein safely.”

Plagued with worry, Wang Chong subconsciously tapped his forefinger continuously on the table in the study. The city gates were the only way out of the capital; Wang Chong knew that it was impossible for the other party to not station any men there.

However, the city gates were manned by the Imperial Army.

Wang Chong had already informed Uncle Li Lin and Zhao Fengchen of the matter. Given their current standing in the royal palace, they could easily liaise with the gate guards and have them cause a huge ruckus to clear away those unorthodox disciples.

“I’ve already sent Li Zhuxin and Miyasame Ayaka to support them… There shouldn’t be any problem.”

Even so, Wang Chong couldn’t help but feel slightly anxious.

Wang Chong should have gone over to assist as well, but he had just started cultivating the 《Little Yinyang Art》. It was possible that his presence might simply worsen the situation.

“Report!”

Suddenly, a Wang Family Residence guard rushed in hurriedly. His entire forehead was filled with sweat.

“Young master, the old master has been sent out successfully!”

“Great!”

Hearing those words, Wang Chong’s face flushed in agitation. Now that his teacher had been sent out of the city, that was another burden off his heart.

“Where is Li Zhuxin and Miyasame Ayaka?”

Wang Chong asked.

“Following young master’s orders, the two of them are currently escorting the old master. They’ll return once they are ten li deep into the mountains.”

(~5km)

The guard replied respectfully.

Hearing those words, Wang Chong heaved a huge sigh of relief.

Those who participated in this exercise were old guards who served the Wang Clan for more than a decade. There was no questioning their loyalty.

As for Li Zhuxin, based on Wang Chong’s understanding of the other party, he was definitely trustworthy. If he gave his words, he would definitely accomplish it, even if it meant his death.

On the other hand, even though Miyasama Ayaka might not be as loyal and trustworthy as the others, she shouldn’t be a problem since she didn’t know much about the matter.

The only order that she received was to cooperate with Li Zhuxin.

“… As long as she wants the solution to the flaws of the Spectre Steps, she should remain loyal to me.”

Wang Chong thought.

Different people require different ways to utilize. For Miyasame Ayaka, her fatal flaw lay in the Spectre Steps, and she knew it herself.

Thus, as long as she wished to preserve her own life, she would remain a reliable ally.

“It’ll be up to master to see whether he can change his own destiny.”

Wang Chong muttered under his breath.

He didn’t know what the Demonic Emperor Old Man went through in his previous life, but given the limited strength and influence of him and Zhou Wen, he probably didn’t fare well against the pursuers of that wretched disciple of his.

Everything had changed in this life, and toward the very first master in he acknowledged in his current life, Wang Chong presented him the massive spirit vein out of filial piety.

With the support of endless spiritual energy, the progress and success rate of cultivating the ‘Myriad Spirit Sea Art’ should much faster and higher than in his previous life.

Wang Chong also hoped for the success of the Demonic Emperor Old Man.

Hu!

A gust of wind blew through the room, and Wang Chong returned back to reality. Slowly, he turned his gaze to the 《Little Yinyang Art》 formula on the table.

This was the complete 《Little Yinyang Art》 formula the Demonic Emperor Old Man gave to Wang Chong this morning.

Wang Chong was still unable to cultivate anything further than that.

The 《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art 》 had to be cultivated step by step. As long as Wang Chong didn’t reach the apex of 《Little Yinyang Art》, he would not be able to cultivate the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art.

Browsing through the manual on the table, Wang Chong was soon immersed into it.

…

This morning was silent, and just as everyone thought that it would end peacefully, a slight chaos occurred by the gates of the capital.

The chaos dispersed as quickly as it came, so most of the populace was unaware of it. In the end, some unorthodox cultivators were captured and locked in cells.

Then, peace returned to the city gates.

…

“I came too late!”

Not too long after the Demonic Emperor Old Man left the capital, a black silhouette appeared outside the Purple Bamboo Garden. His figure was taut, as though a massive sword piercing through the heavens.

Su Zhengchen gazed at the silent and empty Purple Bamboo Garden coldly. On his shoulder was a black kite, and despite its sharp beak and powerful wings, it seemed to feel uneasy.

By his feet was the carcass of the black kite the Demonic Emperor Old Man killed yesterday night.

Silently gazing at the empty Purple Bamboo Garden, Su Zhengchen slowly turned around and disappeared into the thin morning fog.

…

Time passed slowly. The departure of the Demonic Emperor Old Man seemed as though a magnet, pulling away the storm within the capital together with him. Slowly, tranquility returned to Wang Chong.

However, in somewhere beyond Wang Chong’s sight, a giant storm was brewing.

A few days later.

Peng!

The room to Wang Chong’s study was abruptly pushed open with great strength. Then, a beautiful maid who was sweating profusely dashed into the room.

“Xiao Zhu?”

Halting his cultivation, Wang Chong glanced at the doorway in astonishment.

He recognized this maid. She was his mother’s personal maid, Xiao Zhu. Based on what he remembered, she was a smart and astute person. Under normal occasions, she would never interrupt him.

On top of that, Wang Chong clearly remembered instructing the personnel of the entire residence to not disturb him without his permission.

“Young master, madam urges you to head to the lounge now! This matter is extremely urgent, so you have to rush over now! Quick!”

Before Wang Chong could say anything, Xiao Zhu grabbed onto the door frame to support her exhausted body and hurriedly spouted a huge bunch of words. Her tone was swift and anxious, and it seemed like she was in a rush.

Wang Chong was taken aback.

It wasn’t like Xiao Zhu to make such a breach in etiquette. What had happened to leave her in such a state?

Wang Chong was intrigued.

“Young master, hurry!”

Xiao Zhu stomped her feet as she urged Wang Chong to hurry up.

Seeing how anxious Xiao Zhu was, and considering that it was his mother’s instructions, Wang Chong didn’t dare to dilly-dally. He swiftly stripped off his loose training clothes and changed into a set of formal clothes before rushing to the lounge along with Xiao Zhu.

“Un? How fragrant!”

The lounge was tightly shut, and from more than twenty zhang away, Wang Chong suddenly caught a whiff of the concentrated smell of incense.

(~66m)

“This is the smell of top-quality incense! For such an incense to be used, what kind of esteemed guest has arrived at our Wang Family Residence?”

Wang Chong thought in astonishment.

Almost all nobles would collect some incense in their residence.

There were different grades to incense, and usually, it wouldn’t be used unless an esteemed guest visits.

Such a top-quality incense wouldn’t be used even if King Song visits. Yet, Wang Chong was certain that he wasn’t mistaken.

“What’s going on?”

Wang Chong was getting more and more bewildered.

Jiya!

Pushing the door open, Wang Chong saw his mother kneeling respectfully on the floor. Beside her were a group of nannies and maids, and they were kneeling as well.

Standing in front of them was a eunuch dressed in a yellow robe with cloud embroidery. Behind the eunuch were around a dozen gold-armored Chamberlains of Imperial Insignia, and each of them exuded an extremely powerful aura.

The creaking of the door from Wang Chong’s entry caught everyone’s attention, and all eyes immediately shot toward him.

As soon as Wang Chong’s eyes met that of the leading eunuch, ‘gedeng!’, his heart skipped a beat, and his face warped in shock.

This was a eunuch of the royal palace!

On top of that, a yellow-robed eunuch!

Yellow was a color representative of the dragon, and there was only a type of eunuch who dared to don on a yellow robe with cloud embroidery—the head eunuchs who served the Sage Emperor.

This was the first time Wang Chong was meeting with a person of such high standing in his current life.

“Hurry up and kneel down!”

Fearful of offending this head eunuch, Madam Wang’s stern voice echoed across the lounge. Recovering from his shock, Wang Chong’s face changed, and he hurriedly stepped across the doorsill and walked in.

“Paying respect to gonggong!”

Wang Chong’s heart beat furiously and he hurriedly bowed politely. Even though the person before him was a eunuch, he was representative of the emperor.

Head eunuchs would never appear outside the royal palace for no good reason.

“Little gongzi, receive the imperial edict!”

The head eunuch glanced at Wang Chong and spoke nonchalantly. His face was austere, and not a single thing could be discerned from his expression. He felt unfathomable.

Just like his mother, Wang Chong kneeled down. However, what he was kneeling to wasn’t the head eunuch, but the yellow imperial edict on top of the silver plate in the head eunuch’s hands.

“In place of the heavens, the emperor proclaims:

The son of the Wang Clan, Wang Chong, is to enter the palace immediately to face the emperor. End of edict!”

The head eunuch picked up the imperial edict within the silver plate, unrolled it, and read it before Wang Chong and his mother. The entire imperial edict only consisted of that single sentence.

“There isn’t anything else?”

Dumbstruck, Wang Chong lifted his head and stared blankly at the eunuch before him.

“Little gongzi, what are you waiting for? Hurry up and receive the imperial edict!”

The head eunuch glanced at Wang Chong, and his snowy eyebrows frowned slightly, indicating his displeasure.

“Wang Chong accepts the imperial edict!”

Wang Chong hurriedly stood up, and with a lowered head, he respectfully took the imperial edict from the head eunuch’s hands. Only then did the head eunuch nod his head in satisfaction.

“Wang gongzi, hurry up and cleanse yourself. You’ll follow me to the royal palace to meet His Majesty after you’re done with your preparation!”

“Wang Chong understands. You’ve been troubled, gonggong.”

…

An incense’s time later, Wang Chong was clean and tidy. He wore a loose white robe with an amethyst coronet on his head.

The courtyard was silent. All of the servants had retreated, leaving only the head eunuch and the Chamberlains of Imperial Insignia waiting there.

Wang Chong gazed at the sky, and ominous cloud seemed to be pushing down on the earth, exerting some sort of pressure on those standing below.

“A gale blows!”

Wang Chong thought silently as he looked at the sky. For an instant, at somewhere beyond the scope of his physical eyes, Wang Chong seemed to catch the scent of a wind.

Hu!

As though responding to Wang Chong’s inner voice, a huge wind blew, scraping the fallen leaves off the ground and tugging on Wang Chong’s robe.

Amidst the powerful wind, Wang Chong dived into the carriage in the courtyard.

A moment later, the carriage galloped out of the Wang Family Residence’s gate.

…
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The carriage to the royal palace was extravagant, and the floor was covered with a persian rug colored in gold and red. It was said to be a gift from the Abbasid Caliphate’s royal family to Emperor Taizong.

The walls were also cloaked with a layer of expensive and opulent fabric.

All in all, the interiors were extraordinarily beautiful and comfortable.

Unfortunately, Wang Chong wasn’t in the mood to enjoy it.

While seated in the carriage, Wang Chong’s heart beat furiously.

The Sage Emperor was a legend of the Central Plains! At the same time, he was also the greatest emperor the Central Plains had ever had.

It was in his hands that Great Tang expanded its territories and capable individuals were brought into the royal court, thus ushering in an age of prosperity. The affluence of Great Tang towered over the other states, and countries from all directions visited and paid respect to Great Tang.

It was in his hands that the might of Great Tang was brought into greater heights, perhaps even becoming the strongest it had ever been in history.

At the same time, he was also the one who eventually indulged in alcohol, neglected politics, promoted corrupted officials, and turned away from capable subjects, thus pushing the entire empire into an abyss.

How could such a vast difference occur in the same person? It was as though he was replaced by an entirely different persona.

This was one of the greatest doubts Wang Chong harbored, as well as the unsolvable mystery in everyone’s hearts back then.

In his previous life, Wang Chong was only a profligate scion. He couldn’t even step through the gates to the royal palace, needless to say, meet the emperor.

By the time Wang Chong woke up and strived hard, the Wang Clan had already fallen from grace. He didn’t even have the rights to meet with powerful officials, lest to be said, the emperor.

Eventually, when Wang Chong became the Grand Marshal of the Central Plains…

The noble Sage Emperor of Great Tang had already been reduced to nothing, disappearing into the annals of history.

Throughout his entire life, Wang Chong had been unable to meet the noblest Sage Emperor of Great Tang.

This was one of his greatest regrets!

But upon reincarnation, this was about to change!

This was Wang Chong’s very first time meeting the emperor.

“I wonder why His Majesty would summon me”

Wang Chong felt uneasy. Countless thoughts flashed through his head, and even though he had some guesses of his own, he couldn’t confirm anything at all.

This summon came too abruptly.

Just as Wang Chong’s heart was beating furiously, the carriage suddenly halted. Some voices could be vaguely heard from the outside.

“Hai gonggong, pardon me! …”

“Lord Wang?”

…

It seemed like someone had stopped the carriage. To dare to stop a carriage of the royal court, the other party must be of exceptionally high standing.

“Big uncle!”

Hearing the voice, Wang Chong abruptly sat upright in surprise. One of the voices belonged to the head eunuch, while the other one… was Wang Chong’s big uncle, Wang Gen!

Wang Gen was an influential official of the royal court. He had the rights to participate in politics, and due to the importance of his position, he possessed a high standing. This ‘high standing’ didn’t just apply to the royal court, it gave him a say in the affairs of the royal palace as well.

The duo negotiated in a hushed voice, so Wang Chong only heard the final words of the head eunuch.

“Lord Wang, go on. However, don’t take too long.”

Hua!

As soon as the head eunuch finished his words, the door to the carriage opened. With a grave expression, Big Uncle Wang Gen bent down and dived into the carriage.

“Chong-er, we’re lacking in time, so listen well. You must remember these few things!”

Seated opposite to Wang Chong, Wang Gen was still wearing the robe from the morning assembly. Wang Chong had known his big uncle for a long period of time, but this was the first time he had seen such a grave look on him. It was even graver than the time he learned of Yao Clan’s ploy against his son.

“The regional commanders policy and the utilizing Hu talents policy, which the prime minister had liaised with many officials and Hu generals in the royal court to appeal with His Majesty to pass, has been refuted by your grandfather!”

Wang Gen dove straight into the point, dropping a bomb immediately.

“AH!!”

Wang Chong’s body jolted in shock. It really was about the regional commanders policy! However, what Wang Chong was the most concerned wasn’t this, but his big uncle’s words of ‘refuted by your grandfather’.

Wang Chong didn’t know much about politics, but being in the Wang Clan, he came into contact with such matters fairly often, and over time, he learned a fair bit of it.

The regional commanders policy and utilizing Hu talents policy were proposed by the prime minister. Given that grandfather had refuted it, it meant that the relationship between the Wang Clan and the prime minister would be severed.

Things didn’t just end here. In the Great Tang, grandfather possessed extraordinary standing. He had many students and old subordinates, which gave rise to his immense influence.

Even though he rarely participated in politics, he held great influence over the royal court.

It was unprecedented for him to publicly object to policies like that. Wang Chong knew that the impact of the matter in the royal court wasn’t as simple as big uncle said.

“What is His Majesty’s view on this matter?”

Wang Chong suddenly asked.

“You sure are smart to be able to think of the crux of the matter so swiftly!”

Wang Gen praised. His nephew was truly intelligent, understanding matters with just the slightest hint. Sometimes, he found himself being amazed by him as well.

“This is where the problem lies. The officials didn’t expect your grandfather’s response, so there was a huge chaos in the morning assembly this morning. However, the biggest problem is that the Sage Emperor didn’t express a clear view on the matter, so no one knows what His Majesty is currently thinking.”

“AH!”

Wang Chong exclaimed silently, seemingly comprehending something.

“Now, do you understand why His Majesty has summoned you to the royal palace so abruptly?”

Wang Gen asked.

He had only received news of the summon after the end of the morning assembly. Just as he was leaving, he heard that the head eunuch was at the Wang Family Residence, and an imperial edict was issued to summon Wang Chong to the royal court to meet the emperor.

This news caught Wang Gen by surprise, and he was unnerved by the matter. Instinctively, he sensed danger.

Meeting the emperor was a huge matter for any prestigious clan. ‘The Son of Heaven doesn’t summon one for no reason’. If the meeting goes well, all would be fine. However, if it goes badly, that could spell a huge calamity for the entire clan.

In the previous dynasty, there had been clans who lost favor with the emperor and fell from grace due to such matters.

Wang Chong was inexperienced in this aspect, so Wang Gen couldn’t help but worry. Due to the limited time available, Wang Gen could only try to stop the carriage on the route.

“Wang Chong, this matter concerns our entire Wang Clan. It won’t just affect you. Your father, me, your big aunt, your uncle, everyone else will be implicated as well.”

Wang Gen explained gravely. He truly didn’t know whether it was a blessing or a calamity for Wang Chong to enter the royal court. All he could do was to pray for no mishap to happen.

“Thus, listen well. Once there, no matter what His Majesty asks, you have to respond. Even if you don’t know, you have to say that you don’t know. If His Majesty doesn’t ask anything, don’t speak at all. Don’t try to say anything unnecessary, and don’t try to flaunt your talents!”

Wang Gen stared at Wang Chong fixedly, and the entire atmosphere grew heavy.

Wang Chong could sense the worry of his big uncle. Even if he were to close his eyes, he could hear the other party’s heart beating furiously. ‘The Son of Heaven doesn’t summon one for insignificant matters’. On top of that, the prime minister, grandfather, the officials of the royal court, the Han, the Hu, and more importantly… the future fate of Great Tang. All of them hung in the balance

“Big uncle, don’t worry. I know what I should do!”

Wang Chong closed his eyes, and after a moment of contemplation, he replied. His expression was composed, and his calmness somehow assured Wang Gen.

“Alright.”

Wang Gen nodded his head. Then, he swiftly explained the various details one must take note of when meeting the emperor, and Wang Chong listened attentively to his words. 

“Lord Wang, it’s about time.”

A sharp voice sounded from beyond the carriage, and the head eunuch knocked on the compartment of the carriage.

Wang Gen didn’t dare to delay them any longer. He re-emphasized some of the main points before swiftly diving out of the carriage.

Then, under the escort of the dozen or so Chamberlains of Imperial Insignia, the carriage proceeded straight into the depths of the royal palace.

“I can only pray that nothing goes wrong for this child!”

Wang Gen gazed at the back of the carriage worriedly.

…

The Great Tang royal palace was grand and elegant. Its thick walls towered several dozens of zhang into the air as they gleamed under the shine of the radiant sun. Seated within the carriage, Wang Chong parted the curtains slightly, only to see imposing palaces and patrolling Imperial Army members everywhere.

(~60m)

Amidst the grandness was a strict regime.

Looking at the tall palaces, Wang Chong suddenly felt a little nostalgic. In truth, Wang Chong had been to the royal palace before, but at that time, all that was remained were shattered walls and desolate ruins.

The huge contrast between what he saw back then and the majestic royal palace before him now evoked some indescribable pain deep within Wang Chong’s heart.

‘A fallen empire as though catkin amidst storm, a person’s standing as if duckweed before rain’. Back then, standing before the ruins of the royal palace, Wang Chong recited these two lines.

The royal palace was the heart of the Great Tang, a symbol of unparalleled power within the Central Plains! The royal palace didn’t just represent authority, it also embodied the fate of the population.

“What’s over is over. In this life, regardless of the price, I won’t allow history to repeat itself.”

Clenching his fists tightly together, Wang Chong’s fingernails sunk deep into his flesh.

“Wang gongzi, the Taiji Palace is right before us, and the Sage Emperor is waiting for you inside. Make sure to take note of your etiquette later on so as to not offend His Majesty.”

Outside the carriage, the voice of the head eunuch sounded.

“Thank you, gonggong. I understand.”

Recovering from his daze, Wang Chong nodded.

Weng!

Suddenly, a bizarre sensation rose within Wang Chong without any warning. The world before him darkened, and in the blink of an eye, an immense power that left even the heavens trembling in fear gushed straight at him from all directions.

It felt as though he had stepped from a world into another.

This intangible force weighed down on Wang Chong, and his body sunk. It was as though a mountain was pushing down against him, and his face paled slightly.
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The pressure was so great that even the air felt as heavy as mud.

The further Wang Chong proceeded, the greater the pressure weighed down on him. In just a few moments, the pressure on Wang Chong’s shoulders had already multiplied several folds.

“Wang gongzi, you may alight now. We’ve arrived at Taiji Palace!”

At that moment, the impassive voice of the head eunuch sounded. Dong! A finger lightly knocked on the compartment of the carriage.

The bright rays of the sun glared at Wang Chong as the door opened. However, the world outside was extremely quiet, and a formless might seemed to linger in the air.

Grabbing the edges of the doorframe, Wang Chong walked out from the carriage. Gululu… As soon as Wang Chong alighted, the head eunuch sent the carriage away.

As Wang Chong looked ahead, he saw an imposing, golden palace towering right before him, and it seemed to reach up to the clouds.

At its corners stood four powerful gold-armored generals who seemed like deities guarding the massive palace in the center.

The four gold-armored generals exuded an intimidating aura that made one feel as though one was standing helplessly amidst a huge storm. A large radiant circle shone beneath their feet, giving on the impression that the palace they were guarding was the ‘Home of the Gods’. 

“The Dragon Guards of the Son of Heaven!”

A thought flashed across Wang Chong’s mind. Even dragons had their own custodians so naturally, the Son of Heaven also had his own guards. These four gold-armored generals were the mysterious Dragon Guards of the Son of Heaven.

It was said that every one of the Guards of the Son of Heaven was a Saint Martial realm expert, and each of them was skilled in a top-notch ultimate art bestowed from the royal family.

They were the most loyal subordinates of the Son of Heaven!

The immense pressure Wang Chong felt earlier came from these Saint Martial realm ‘Dragon Guards of the Son of Heaven’.

Taking a deep breath, Wang Chong calmed himself down. Lifting his gaze, he saw a white jade stairway that extended right up to the massive gates of the golden palace.

In the distance, Wang Chong could make out majestic, golden characters on a plaque hung above the entrance of the palace:

“Taiji Palace!”

Wang Chong muttered.

These words carried immense authority and even when gazed upon from afar, they weighed on one’s heart as though a mountain was pushing down on it.

The personal quarters of the Son of Heaven, the sacred Taiji Palace!

This was the first time Wang Chong was seeing the Taiji Palace with his own eyes.

The very core of Great Tang was right in front of his eyes!

At this very moment, the most renowned and powerful man in the Great Tang Empire stood just a short distance away from him!

Wang Chong couldn’t help but feel agitated.

Unbeknownst from when, meeting the noblest Sage Emperor had become Wang Chong’s greatest wish. However, this wish of his never came true in his previous life.

But starting afresh, Wang Chong had finally gained a chance to fulfill his wish.

How could someone living in this world not know of its greatest overlord? Regardless of whether it was prosperity or destruction, he was the lynchpin of the empire.

If Wang Chong wanted to fulfill his mission and change the destiny of this world, he could not possibly overlook the greatest overlord of Great Tang.

“Reporting, Wang Chong is entering the palace! ——”

While Wang Chong was standing there in a slight daze, , a loud, crisp voice suddenly reverberated across the entire area.

“Reporting, Wang Chong is entering the palace! ——”

“Reporting, Wang Chong is entering the palace! ——”

“Reporting, Wang Chong is entering the palace! ——”

…

The voice echoed unceasingly through the surroundings. 

Wang Chong’s heart jolted, and he snapped back to reality. Stepping onto the white jade stairs, he began walking up to the high up Taiji Palace.

With every single step Wang Chong took forward, the pressure on his shoulders ratcheted up a notch. It felt as though massive boulders were tied to his body, making every single movement heavy and exhausting. 

The Dragon Guards of the Son of Heaven!

No one could approach the Sage Emperor without passing through his guards first. 

The white jade stairs were the stairs leading up to the Son of Heaven. If one didn’t possess an exceptional will or incredible cultivation, they were not qualified to meet the Son of Heaven.

Countless people had been stopped before these white jade stairs.

Wang Chong had missed the opportunity to meet the Son of Heaven in his previous life, and he refused to allow this opportunity slip past him once more.

Dah! Dah! Dah!

In the silent Taiji Palace, Wang Chong’s loud footsteps seemed to be the only sound left in the world.

Time passed slowly.

In Wang Chong’s perception, the Taiji Palace in front of him felt like a huge storm. The closer he approached the eye of the storm, the greater the pressure on him.

Beads of cold sweat dripped down Wang Chong’s forehead, but he was completely oblivious to it.

The white jade staircase was several thousands of steps high.

Wang Chong had never walked up such a long stairway before, and gazing upward, he felt as though it would stretch on endlessly to the end of the world. Sweat trickled down his body profusely, drenching his entire white robe. 

The pressure weighing on him continued to escalate, as though someone was piling mountains on his shoulders. 

As he moved upward, both his Origin Energy and physical stamina were being drained swiftly. His limbs felt as though they were filled with lead, and his body felt slow and cumbersome. From Wang Chong’s perspective, this climb seemed to last an eternity. 

Weng!

After an unknown period of time, Wang Chong’s mind suddenly jolted. All of a sudden, the entire world before him changed. An aura carrying the hint of an unparalleled being, majestic, authoritative, austere, and powerful, gushed straight at him, enveloping his entire world.

Wang Chong heart trembled before it. Taking a closer look, he realized that he had reached the end of the white jade stairs.

And standing right before him was a grand and sacred golden palace.

Wang Chong felt an inconceivably powerful aura from within the palace. Even though the other party was already trying to restrain his aura, just its lingering force was enough to send him the shivers. 

Wang Chong had gone through innumerable wars in his previous life, and he had encountered innumerable life-and-death situations. His will had already been tempered to become incredibly resilient.

But before this aura, Wang Chong couldn’t help but feel deep deference. It was like the difference between heaven and earth. All mortal beings couldn’t help but feel inferior and insignificant before this powerful aura.

In an instant, Wang Chong’s attention drifted away.

Some long forgotten memories seemed to have been dredged up. Wang Chong suddenly recalled some of the contentions in his previous life:

Who is the number one expert in Great Tang? 

Is it the Grand Marshal of the Central Plains? The warrior who shouldered the responsibility of the fate of the world during the catastrophe, leading the remaining troops to stand against the foreign steel cavalries for more than a decade, and eventually slaying Kangya Luoshan in an internecine battle before his death?

Or is it the man who, in the final moments of his life, valiantly slaughtered tens of thousands of foreign invaders, the great ex-war god, Su Zhengchen?

Or could it be the renowned and powerful experts in the pugilistic world like Wang Chong’s teacher, the Demonic Emperor Old Man, whom, with their overwhelming might, dominated the lands?

Or perhaps, it was the unkempt but unfathomable enlightened monk who lived in the great snowy mountains in the high plains of Ü-Tsang?

…

In the blink of an eye, innumerable famous figures flashed across Wang Chong’s head, but eventually, Wang Chong refuted them one after another. If someone could rise above all of these formidable figures to become the irrefutable number one expert of the world, then Wang Chong believed that there was only one person capable of doing so:

The unfathomable and unparalleled Sage Emperor of Great Tang!

The words of the elders who helped him to the position of the Grand Marshal of the Central Plains were deeply etched in his head. They once said that if the Sage Emperor of Great Tang was still alive, if the greatest emperor ever known to the Central Plains was still alive…

Then perhaps, the circumstances might have been completely different!

Because in the long history of Great Tang, there was only one person known to have survived the breakthrough to ‘God Martial Realm’: The Sage Emperor of Great Tang! 

The difference between ‘Saint Martial realm’ and ‘God Martial realm’ was reminiscent of the difference between heaven and earth, the difference between a mortal and god. The two couldn’t even be mentioned in the same breath. 

Most Saint Martial realm experts didn’t possess the qualifications to try for the God Martial realm despite trying till their last breath. Even Wang Chong was unable to reach the boundary between mortal and god.  

There were many contentions regarding the Sage Emperor reaching God Martial realm back then. 

Some claimed that he had failed. However, those elders told Wang Chong that they had certainly felt the aura of a God Martial realm expert from the Sage Emperor.

In the end, no one except the Sage Emperor knew whether he had succeeded or failed in his breakthrough. Perhaps, it might even be a half-success half-failure… but nobody else would ever know the truth. 

“Judging from the time, the Sage Emperor’s breakthrough must be a fairly recent event.”

Wang Chong thought as he lifted his gaze.

Wang Chong had once resented the Sage Emperor, but right now, as he walked up to the Taiji Palace, when he was inches away from meeting him, Wang Chong realized that the only thing left in his heart was respect.

The other party might have erred greatly in his later years, and he might have been the one to send this powerful empire into ruins as well. However, at this very moment, all Wang Chong could remember was how he ushered in the era of unrivalled prosperity in Great Tang.

The man who most actively turned the wheels of progress in the Central Plains! 

The doors of the Taiji Palace opened. Wang Chong took a deep breath, and withstanding the immense pressure weighing down on him, he stepped into the Taiji Palace. 

Boom!

As soon as he stepped past the door, the entire world around him rumbled. It was just a single step, but he seemed to have entered a whole new world. 

Instantly, Wang Chong noticed a powerful aura, an aura that far surpassed his own from when he was at the peak of his previous life. 

An even more unfathomable and unparalleled existence than Su Zhengchen and the Demonic Emperor Old Man.

For an instant, the world fell silent.

All that was left in Wang Chong’s sight was that towering figure.

“Wang Chong pays respect to the Sage Emperor!”

At the very end of the Taiji Palace, Wang Chong knelt down respectfully, and his voice echoed throughout the entire hall.
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The entire Taiji Palace was silent, and Wang Chong could sense an imposing gaze staring down on him from above.

There was only one word to describe the feeling Wang Chong got from that gaze… ‘unfathomable’. 

From ancient times, it was said that ‘accompanying the emperor is no different from accompanying a tiger’ and ‘the heavens are unpredictable’. Wang Chong couldn’t feel any emotions from the gaze, and he couldn’t peer into the thoughts of the Great Tang’s ultimate overlord either.

Wang Chong kneeled motionlessly on the ground. The palace was so silent that he could hear his own heart beating.

Perhaps it was countless eons later, or maybe it was just an instant, but Wang Chong finally heard an authoritative voice reminiscent of thunder booming in the palace.

“Wang Chong. I heard that you oppose to my regional commanders and utilizing Hu talents policies?”

The voice was nonchalant, and not a single emotion could be sensed from those words.

Wang Chong’s heart jolted. The question of an emperor had to be answered, just that, this question wasn’t a simple one at all. To put in mildly, Wang Chong was expressing his opinion on the Sage Emperor’s intentions, but at the same time, it could also be said that he was refuting the Sage Emperor.

“Yes!”

Wang Chong replied despite his hesitation. 

“Speak!”

That authoritative voice replied nonchalantly with a single word.

“Yes!”

Lowering his head, Wang Chong replied respectfully. An air current gushed through the palace, blowing straight toward Wang Chong. Wang Chong’s heart flew away along with this gust of wind.

Somehow, Wang Chong suddenly heard Big Uncle Wang Gen’s words in his ears:

“The less you speak, the fewer mistakes you make. If you don’t say anything, it’s impossible for you to be wrong!”

“No matter what His Majesty asks, you have to respond. Even if you don’t know, you have to say that you don’t know. However, take note of your words, and exercise caution.”

“You don’t understand politics, so for your first meeting with His Majesty, don’t aim to accomplish. Instead, aim not to err.”

“This matter concerns our entire Wang Clan. It won’t just affect you. Your father, me, your big aunt, your uncle, and everyone else will be implicated as well. Thus, no matter what, you mustn’t be reckless. Remember this!”

…

This advice was the distilled essence of Wang Gen’s decades long career in politics, Although it sounded cowardly, there was no better advice for inexperienced scions such as Wang Chong. 

‘The less you speak, the fewer mistakes you make. If you don’t say anything, it’s impossible for you to be wrong’. Facing the emperor was no small matter. Given the Wang Clan’s current standing, there was no need for Wang Chong to contribute to the family through this matter.

What was imperative however was for him to not err!

Just that… Recalling the matters in his previous life, Wang Chong couldn’t allow himself to remain silent. The regional commanders and utilizing Hu talents policies were the source of Great Tang’s calamity.

The opportunity to face the emperor didn’t come by easily. This was a golden chance for Wang Chong to advise him. If he were to miss out on this chance, he would never be able to forgive himself.

Thus, Wang Chong steeled his resolve and purged himself of all hesitation. 

“His Majesty, the regional commanders and utilizing Hu talents policies are sure to be sources of calamity for Great Tang. These policies mustn’t be passed!”

Kneeling on the ground, Wang Chong voiced his thoughts in detail. This included the arguments he used to convince the elders back then in the Four Quarters Embassy. 

No one knew better than Wang Chong what kind of dangers the regional commanders policy would bring in the future. The chance to reverse destiny was lying right before Wang Chong, and he had to grasp it!

“Your Majesty, the Hu is an independent faction in itself. They will only protect and promote their own members! Such behaviour would inevitably bite back at Great Tang. Your Majesty, please reconsider this matter!”

After finishing his piece, Wang Chong kneeled motionlessly on the floor.

These words came straight from Wang Chong’s heart, and they were his earnest opinion lf the matter. Those who had never experienced that chaos back then could never imagine the extent of the ramifications of the issue.

To Wang Chong, the words he spoke to his grandfather and the Sage Emperor wasn’t just a possibility. They were a prophecy of something that would come!

However, he was currently the only one in the Central Plains who knew what would happen if things were allowed to go down this path. No one could have imagined that the ultimate fate of Great Tang hung by the thoughts of the Sage Emperor at this very instant.

For a very long time, the palace was silent.

After what that felt like an eternity, a voice finally sounded.

“I understand, you may leave now! After you return, compile what you have just told me into a memorial and submit it to the royal court!”

This was the third and final time the emperor had spoken to Wang Chong ever since he entered Taiji Palace.

“Yes!”

Wang Chong jolted in surprise. He hurriedly answered before bowing respectfully and backing out of the palace. 

Hu!

Walking back down the white jade stairs, the huge gust of wind blew, and Wang Chong shuddered involuntarily. Only then did he realize that he was completely soaked from his top to his shoes.

‘Accompanying the emperor is no different from accompanying a tiger’, the pressure he felt in the brief moment in the Taiji Palace was simply too great. Under that pressure, the effort required to verbalize each word was a battle in itself. 

However, that wasn’t what Wang Chong was concerned about.

“I wonder if His Majesty has taken my words in.”

As he went over the encounter in his mind, Wang Chong felt worried. Even until now, he still wasn’t able to fully comprehend what had just happened, and he wasn’t able to determine whether the trip was a success or a failure. He had no way of telling whether or not  his words had struck a chord with the emperor. 

During the meeting, Wang Chong had raised many issues, speaking of all that he thought was necessary to deal the future catastrophe. But from the start to the end, the Sage Emperor had only spoke to him three times.

“Wang Chong. I heard that you oppose to my regional commanders and utilizing Hu talents policies?”

“Speak!”

“I understand, you may leave now! After you return, compile what you have just told me into a memorial and submit it to the royal court!”

With just these three sentences, not only was Wang Chong unable to gauge whether the Sage Emperor was infuriated or pleased, he couldn’t even ascertain whether the other party had listened to what he had said. 

On top of that, what did the Sage Emperor mean by instructing him to submit a memorial?

“Wang gongzi, this way!”

A familiar voice beckoned. Recovering from his daze, Wang Chong saw a golden carriage parked not too far away. A eunuch dressed in a golden robe inlaid with cloud-pattern embroidery stood beside it; it was the same head eunuch who led him to the palace previously.

“The mind of an emperor is truly unfathomable!”

Wang Chong sighed as he stepped into the carriage.

Amidst the rumbling of the carriage, Wang Chong left the royal palace, returning back to the Wang Family Residence.

…

‘The emperor’s decree must not be defied’. As soon as Wang Chong returned, he penned down his thoughts, along with some of his ideas regarding the kingdom’s currency into the memorial.

That very night, Wang Chong passed the memorial into the hands of the head eunuch to have it sent to the royal palace.

After which, Wang Chong pushed everything to the back of his mind and began cultivating the complete version of 《Little Yinyang Art》.

Hong long!

It was said that something as small as the flutter of a butterfly’s wing can ultimately cause a typhoon halfway around the world. Wang Chong could have never imagined the far-reaching consequences of his memorial. The following day, when the memorial appeared within the royal court, a huge uproar erupted amongst the officials.

“Ridiculous! Wang Gen, is this the stance of your Wang Clan? Your Majesty, your humble subordinate wishes to impeach Wang Gen, as well as that Wang Chong!”

During the morning assembly, Head Censor Zhou Zhang became immensely agitated. With a sudden bellow, he dashed forward and grabbed Wang Gen’s beard.

Hua!

A commotion immediately broke out within the royal court. No one could have imagined that Zhou Zhang would actually get physical in public.

“Lord Zhou, let go!”

“Zhou Zhang, what do you think that you’re doing?”

“Before the Son of Heaven, how dare you act audaciously!”

…

The palace descended into chaos. All of the officials circled around Wang Gen and Zhou Zhang in an attempt to mediate the conflict. However, before this wave could subside, another one rose. 

Putong!

Within the Taiji Palace, the ground suddenly trembled. It was as if a meteorite had crashed onto the ground. Right before the eyes of the officials, a burly figure walked up, kneeled heavily on the ground, and kowtowed.

“Your Majesty, I, your humble subordinate, Abusi, have contributed greatly to Great Tang through my hard work. The heavens can bear testimony to my loyalty. Your Majesty, please redress my grievances!”

Following which, dong dong dong, figure after figure kneeled down within the palace. In the two centuries since Great Tang’s establishment, the Hu had already become an integral part of the royal court.

Wang Chong’s memorial had caused all of the Hu generals within the royal court to kneel and kowtow to the Sage Emperor.

In an instant, the din in the royal court vanished.

No one could say a single word after seeing those kneeling Hu officials! With his robe unkempt from the brawl with the Head Censor, Wang Gen stared at the kneeling Hu subordinates, and his face changed.

And this was nowhere near the end of the matter.

Hualala!

Countless pigeons, black kites, gyrfalcon, and eagles flew from the capital to all over Great Tang. There had never been a day where so many birds had flown out of the capital before. 

The birds completely covered the skies as far as the eye could see

Upon seeing this sight, even those who had lived in the capital for several decades were stunned.

“Preposterous! Preposterous! Preposterous!”

In the Western Regions Protectorate Manor in charge of defending against potential aggressors from the Western Regions, an emerald-eyed, full-bearded Hu bellowed furiously.

“I’ve contributed so much to Great Tang by guarding its western borders. How dare a small child insult me like that! He has to die!”

Hong long!

The emerald-eyed Hu raised his hands and slammed it on the metal table before him. With a loud boom, it crumbled beneath his immense might. The force even caused the ground to tremble, raising a dust cloud of nearly a hundred zhang high above the manor.

“‘The Hu is a faction in itself. The Han promotes the Hu, but the Hu only promotes the Hu.’ Feng Changqing, aren’t you a Han as well? How dare this brat spout such lies, he must be tired of living!”

In the desert of the Western Regions, a sandstorm blew. An army consisting of five thousand armored troops slowly advanced. The one leading the army was a dashing general with a well-groomed beard. He had a disposition reminiscent of the towering mountains and vast oceans. 

Even though he possessed no distinctive traits which set him aside from the Han, the Silla jade token on his waist betrayed his identity.

It was the Assistant Protector-General of the Western Protectorate Manor, Duke of Miyun Go Seonji.

He was the only Silla Assistant Protector-General in Great Tang, as well as the most powerful Silla man in Great Tang. He possessed unparalleled authority among the troops stationed at the western borders of Great Tang.

Go Seonji was known for being refined, and even when infuriated, he would still retain his composure. However, at this moment, Go Seonji right hand clasped shut, and kacha, the backbone of the war steed he was riding on suddenly fractured. All of a sudden, it collapsed onto the ground, never to move again.

A short tanned Han man behind him watched the sight worriedly. This was his first time seeing the commander fly into such a rage.
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“Hmph!”

In the new city located between Great Tang’s Liupan Mountain and Ü-Tsang, an eagle-eyed, sharp-nosed general harrumphed coldly, and a piercing glint flashed across his eyes.

‘In the night beneath the Big Dipper Stars, Geshu Han visits with his saber’. In the western borders of the Great Tang, there was no one who didn’t know the Big Dipper Great General Geshu Han.

The man dressed in golden armor with a long saber by his waist was the Big Dipper Great General, Geshu Han.

There were many martial generals in the Great Tang Empire, but there were very few who were bestowed with the title of ‘great general’ and granted a standing above that of the other generals.

As the vice-commander of the Big Dipper Army, the Big Dipper Great General Geshu Han possessed unimaginable influence.

The memorial sent by that fifteen-year-old youth had caused a huge storm in the royal court. Given the uproar it had caused, it was impossible for Geshu Han to remain unaware of the matter. 

Holding onto the letter sent to him via a carrier pigeon, he faced the chilling wind atop the city wall for a very long period of time.

“It’s just like a repeat of that old Chang’an incident! Wang Chong? Hmph, he’s just another brat! Damn it!”

Geshu Han crumpled the paper in his hands violently, and his face steeled.

Back then, during the time of the previous emperor, Geshu Han had spent many decades in living in Great Tang in admiration of its culture. When Geshu Han’s mother passed away, he followed the Han’s culture of mourning his mother’s death for three years. Yet, he was mocked by a small Chang’an official, saying that a barbarian like him learning culture was a joke in itself.

Geshu Han viewed this matter as a huge stain on his pride.

It was precisely because of this that he tossed aside the brush and picked up the sword, choosing to devote his life to the military.

And today, Wang Chong’s memorial reminded him of that small Chang’an official.

Boom!

Cold killing intent flashed across Geshu Han’s eyes. Hong long, a blazing flame gushed into the air, rising more than a dozen zhang high, reducing the letter in Geshu Han’s hands into ashes.

(~36m)

In the last two centuries, the Hu population within Great Tang had grown exponentially.

Wang Chong’s memorial had truly sparked the rage of countless Hu and innumerable petitions against Wang Chong, as though sharp blades, flew in from all directions.

If that was just the case, then so be it. However, they were not the only ones who Wang Chong’s memorial offended. Protector-General and Assistant Protector-General of the Western Protectorate Manor, Fumeng Lingcha and Go Seonji, Big Dipper Great General Geshu Han, Assistant Protectorate General of Beiting Protectorate Manor, An Sishun… All of these Hu generals are of vital importance to Great Tang.

When these Protector-Generals, Assistant Protector-Generals, and great generals sent their emotionally-charged memorials to Great Tang’s royal court, the entire nature of the event changed.

Even Wang Gen was shocked.

The scale of this matter had already far surpassed his expectations, and it was spiralling out of control.

This wasn’t the end. Considering the long relationship between the Hu and Great Tang, the Hu were not the only ones who responded vehemently. The Han officials of the royal court had gotten involved as well. 

As the censors didn’t dare attack Duke Jiu, they turned their attention to the fifteen-year-old Wang Chong instead. With their impassioned words, they accused Wang Chong of ‘blindly interfering with court matters’.

Some officials even went as far as to claim that Wang Chong and the Wang Clan harbored malicious intent, and they desired to sour the relationship between Han and Hu so that they would fall into conflict, thus undermining Great Tang’s might through such actions. They demanded for Wang Chong to be punished severely, and even Big Uncle Wang Gen was dragged down into the mud as well.

Most people didn’t expect this situationto develop to this point.

The ‘Consort Taizhen incident’ had only implicated the officials within the royal court and a few other governors, and the impact was mainly limited to the Han. However, Wang Chong’s memorial of refuting the regional commanders and utilizing Hu talents policies had roped the Hu, including the great Hu generals by the borders, into the matter.

In terms of scale, this matter had far surpassed the ‘Consort Taizhen’ incident!

Deep in the night, when the capital was deep in slumber, a single candle dimly lit a room deep within the Wang Family Residence.

“Chong-er, this won’t do! You have to hide for the time being!”

Within Wang Chong’s study, Big Uncle Wang Gen paced back and forth uneasily with his hands behind his back. Huge bags hung below his eyes, exposing his lack of rest.

“The matter regarding the regional commanders and utilizing Hu talents policies has exceeded yours, mine, and the old master’s expectations. The implications of this matter is too huge, and those censors in the royal court aren’t just impeaching you and me now. They’re even preparing to strike the old master as well.”

Wang Gen’s anxiety wasn’t an exaggeration.

Only he himself knew how much pressure the Wang Clan was really under. Go Seonji, Fumeng Lingcha, Geshu Han, and An Sishun. These influential Hu kept sending in memorials to the royal court, and every single one of them, without exception, sent him a letter to question him.

While Wang Gen’s standing in the royal court was not low, the standing of these people were not inferior in any way to him. 

When Hu generals all over Great Tang were sending letters to his residence to chastise him on the matter, only the heavens knew how much pressure Wang Gen was shouldering.

And this was just the tip of the iceberg.

Everyday, without fail, the censors and the Han generals and officials who were sympathetic to the Hu cause would surround him to insult or impeach him during the morning assembly. Wang Gen has lost count of the number of times his robe had been torn.

Wang Gen had faced all sorts of problems in the past few decades in the royal court, but this matter was completely different. Wang Gen felt menacing threat from this matter.

“Hmph! They dare!”

Underneath the table, Wang Chong clenched his fists tightly in anger. He already knew everything, including the insults from the Hu from all corners of Great Tang and the censors impeaching him of ‘blindly interfering with court matters’.

From the moment Wang Chong submitted the memorial, all of the Hu in the Great Tang empire had turned against the Wang Clan, viewing them as their sworn enemy.

Ever since the Great Tang’s establishment two centuries ago, the Hu had already permeated deep into the country. Now that Wang Chong had offended all of these people, his future would surely be fraught with difficulties. 

However, regardless of whether it was the rage of the Hu generals or the impeachments of censors, Wang Chong was not afraid

All he felt was indignance.

Yes!

He was indeed impeaching the Hu!

The regional commanders and utilizing Hu policies were indeed beneficial to the Hu. Whoever opposed these two policies was opposing the interests of the Hu.

Wang Chong was aware that doing so would spark insults from the Hu. But what that left Wang Chong’s heart cold was the Han officials who supported the Hu.

‘Blinded by a single leaf, and thus failing to see Mount Tai; stuffing one’s ears with beans, and thus failing to hear the thunder rumbling’. Indeed! Qibi Heli was indeed a loyal servant. Ashina Shier had also contributed to the establishment of Great Tang.

Those two were loyal Hu generals of Emperor Taizong. However, who were the ones Emperor Taizong was fighting against?

Was it the Han?

No! It was the Hu!

Currently, north of the Yin Mountain, west of the Pamir Mountains, who were the ones waging war against Great Tang?

Was it the Han?

No! It was the Hu!

It was the Ü-Tsang!

Regardless of which era or time-space continuum one was in, there were always people who forgot their own identity and sympathized with the enemy over their own men.

They could easily put themselves in the shoes of their enemies,  think on their behalf, and consider their welfare for them. Yet, toward their own people, they were exceptionally strict, berating and criticizing them coldly, claiming they lacked in the culture and magnanimity befitting of citizens of a great nation. 

Souring the relationship between the Han and the Hu? Causing the two to fall into conflict?

What nonsense. Did Wang Chong even have to get involved for it to happen? Was this not already an established fact? Weren’t the Hu the ones who rebelled and tore apart Great Tang?

Weren’t the Hu the ones who established autonomous military districts within Great Tang?

Never overestimate the loyalty of the Hu!

This was the lesson Wang Chong learned in his previous life.

When the Great Tang was at the peak of its strength, they were more than willing to serve the country. However, once Great Tang began to fall into decline, one shouldn’t expect them to give up their lives as the Han did.

For a race to bestow authority upon another so that the other party could gain dominance in the country and fight on the battlefield to protect them…

What a laughable and naive notion!

‘Those who are in authority are the law’. Regardless of which era it was, races who failed to understand this had their own eradication coming!

“Chong-er, this is not the time to be throwing a tantrum! You have to think of some way to steer clear of this storm. You must try to keep a low profile during this period of time.”

Wang Gen advised worriedly.

“Steer clear? How do I steer clear of this matter? If the royal court summons me due to the impeachments by the censors, can I still continue to hide?”

Wang Chong replied calmly and fearlessly behind the table. It seemed as though he had already thought things through, and he was prepared for everything.

Wang Gen stared at Wang Chong with a grim expression. An indescribable emotion welled up within him.

All this time, he had viewed Wang Chong as a fifteen-year-old immature brat; that was why he had always treated Wang Chong sternly, bellowing at him frequently.

Even when Wang Chong successfully pulled one over the Yao Clan, Wang Gen still held onto the thought that he was still much too young, and he couldn’t shoulder heavy responsibilities yet.

But at this very instant, Wang Gen realized that even though Wang Chong was physically young, on the inside, he had already matured to become a splendid adult.

Even a veteran politician like him was unable to retain his composure before the matter of the regional commanders and utilizing Hu talents policies. However, this nephew of his, the one who started the entire storm, was able to maintain his composure and analyze the matter for him.

Wang Gen admitted that he would never be able to do so.

“Chong-er has finally grown up.”

Wang Gen couldn’t help but feel a little moved. Even he hadn’t noticed how drastically his view of Wang Chong had changed over time.

At some point, Wang Gen had already viewed him as a trustworthy peer whom he could discuss important matters with.

“Chong-er is right. I also think that it’s impossible for him to steer clear of this matter.”

A voice sounded by the side. Wang Chong’s little uncle, Wang Mi, having just rushed back to the capital yesterday, was sitting by the side with a contemplative look. 

Given the huge trouble the Wang Clan was in at the moment, he had no choice but to return. After all, it was best to have another person to discuss such matters with during such perilous times.

However, Wang Mi knew nothing about the affairs of the royal court. As such, he was unable to participate in Wang Chong and Wang Gen’s conversation at all. But instinctively, he felt that Wang Chong’s words were correct.

“Chong-er, I feel that you were too rash in this matter. There was no need for you to write the memorial in such a manner…”

“No! The memorial had to be written in such a manner.”

Before little uncle could finish his sentence, Wang Chong interrupted him. Even though the matter had turned out this way, Wang Chong didn’t regret his decision at all. There were some things that had to be done regardless of how thorny the path ahead was.

Even if it ended in a dead end, Wang Chong had no regrets.

“Sigh!”

Wang Mi and Wang Gen sighed deeply. When Wang Gen heard that Wang Chong was going meet the emperor, he had specially stopped the carriage to talk to him about the matter. Yet, Wang Chong still went on to act as he pleased in the end.

What was done was done, and there was no point crying over spilt milk. Even the old master approved of his actions, so Wang Gen had nothing more to say.

Peng!

At that moment, the sound of a huge collision occurred, as though someone had barged into the residence. The trio in the room lifted their gazes.

Before the trio could even stand up——

Boom!

A loud explosion sounded, and the door to Wang Chong’s study was blasted open with immense force. Then, under the shocked gazes of the trio, a few powerful guards walked in aggressively.

“You are Wang Chong?”

The group of armed guards glanced at Wang Chong coldly.

“That’s right!”

Shocked, Wang Chong replied in bewilderment.

“Alright, Wang Chong, you are being arrested. I’ve to ask you to follow us back!”

The guards walked over with a cold face, and with two people standing by the both sides of Wang Chong, they grabbed him and pulled him out of the study.

“What?”

Wang Gen and Wang Mi were taken aback. At this moment, Wang Gen noticed the token hanging on their waist, and on it was the word ‘Jail’.

These people were the prison guards of the royal court!

“Wait a minute! Under what charges is he being arrested for? According to Great Tang’s laws, those who are innocent cannot be arrested!”

Wang Gen bellowed furiously.

“Blindly interfering with court matters!”

One of the guards took out a golden arrest warrant scroll.

“This is an arrest warrant from the royal court. It has the thumbprints of the Minister of War, Minister of Justice, prime minister, and the head censor. More importantly, His Majesty has stamped his seal on it!”

“What?”

The dragon seal on it was like a bolt of lightning through Wang Gen’s head. His body trembled violently, and he could not believe his eyes.

“Lord Wang, you are an esteemed official of the royal court. I hope that you won’t obstruct the proceedings of the royal court. Otherwise, we’ll have to take you down and detain you in the imperial prison as well!”

The final words the guard threw at them left even Wang Mi stunned.

Imperial prison?

Not the Bureau of Punishments or the Court of Judicial Review, but the imperial prison of the royal palace?

Wasn’t that where prisoners on the death row were locked?

Wang Mi was completely dumbfounded.

However, the prison guards didn’t hesitate in the least. They swiftly jabbed Wang Chong’s sleep acupoint and carried him outside. In just a short moment, they had already disappeared from sight.

A long time later, a sorrowful cry sounded from the Wang Family Residence.

By then, it was already daybreak.

When the news that Wang Chong was locked in the imperial prison spread, the entire world flew into an uproar. The news sparked an unexpected, massive uproar amongst the Han subordinates.


					
							
							

                                                                        Chapter 166: Wrath of the Han 

                                                                                

Dong!

Within the royal palace, the dragon bells and dragon drums reverberated in harmony.

The news of Wang Chong’s imprisonment spread like wildfire across the entire capital, and before the morning assembly began, a white-haired old official appeared in the inner palace. His emaciated body was trembling, and an indignant look was on his face. His pale head struck the dragon bell forcefully time and time again, and it didn’t take long for crimson blood to ooze from the impact.

“There are no precedents of indicting one with the crime of ‘blindly interfering with court matters’. Your Majesty, are you making history by indicting a person for his earnest opinion?!”

Old Censor He Can knocked his head on the dragon bell time and time again with an incomparably agitated and sorrowful expression.

As an official of the previous era, the censor of the former emperor, He Can, was loyal to the country, and he spoke and admonished without bias or fear. Out of respect for his upright personality, the former emperor once bestowed him an Immunity Token. However, due to his old age, having exceeded seventy to date, he had retired and returned to his homeland.

It had been thirty years since he was involved in governance, but upon hearing about Wang Chong’s arrest, the old censor’s agitation and indignance prompted him into action. As soon as he received the news, he ordered his offsprings to prepare his official robe, and carrying the Immunity Token from the former emperor, he walked through the palace gates, headed straight for the inner palace.

“In the two centuries since Great Tang’s establishment, there has never been such a matter. If Your Majesty were to indict him because of this matter, Your Majesty will go down in history as an inept emperor!! ——”

…

This was just the start of the shock wave that Wang Chong triggered.

As soon as the morning bell was struck, the officials rushed straight into the assembly hall.

“Your humble subordinate, Zhang Yakun, pleads for Your Majesty to spare Wang Chong!”

The moment as everyone stepped into the hall, ‘dong!’, an influential official kneeled heavily on the ground. Then, following suit, the second one, the third one, the fourth one…

“Your humble subordinate, Lu Lin, pleads for Your Majesty to spare Wang Chong!”

“Your humble subordinate, Xu Hanwu, pleads for Your Majesty to spare Wang Chong!”

“Your humble subordinate, Sun Taijia, pleads for Your Majesty to spare Wang Chong!”

“Your humble subordinate, Gu Tong, pleads for Your Majesty to spare Wang Chong!”

…

All of the officials had a grim and agitated look on their faces.

“Zhang Yakun, Lu Lin, and Xu Hanwu, what are you all doing?”

Upon seeing the sight, Zhou Zhang and the others were dumbfounded. However, as soon as Zhou Zhang said those words, another even shocking event occurred.

“Your humble subordinate, Shang Guan, wishes to submit a formal report against Zhou Zhang!”

“Your humble subordinate, Li Yunlin, wishes to submit a formal report against Liu Yu!”

“Your humble subordinate, Zhang Song, wishes to submit a formal report against Zhou Jue!”

“Your humble subordinate, Liu Feng, wishes to submit a formal report against Zhang Kuai!”

…

“Your humble subordinate, Zhou Ren, wishes to submit a formal report against Great General Abusi!”

Dong dong dong, figure after figure kneeled heavily to the ground. Eventually, even Great General Abusi was dumbstruck.

In an instant, the vast royal court suddenly fell silent.

For some reason, seeing the furious gazes on the heads turning to look at them, Zhou Zhang and the others vaguely understood something, and a chill suddenly struck their hearts.

Disdain!

Overwhelming disdain!

For the first time, Zhou Zhang and the others felt stigmatized. For the first time, they understood the sensation of being held in disdain by hundreds of officials of the royal court.

Wang Chong had said that the ‘Hu formed a faction by themselves’, but these officials didn’t pay much heed to it initially, thinking those were just the babble of an immature youth. Ironically, when so many Hu generals united in their criticisms against Wang Chong, it only proved the authenticity of his claim.

Go Seonji was from Silla!

Fumeng Lingcha belonged to the Qiang tribe!

Geshu Han was a Türgesh!

Abusi was from the Tongluo nomadic tribe!

Ansi Shun was a Turk!

…

But this time, all of these people from different ethnicities had banded together under the Hu banner in order to deal with Wang Chong. Such a happening had infuriated all of the Han officials.

When they heard that Wang Chong was captured during daybreak, their anger crescendoed at new heights, triggering them into action.

‘Hu forming a faction of their own’, wasn’t the evidence lying right before them?

Wang Chong’s memorial was initially met with apathy, but given the current situation, who would dare continue thinking so? What they found the most infuriating was that Zhou Zhang and group, despite being the head censor, actually spoke up for outsiders!

Enemies were loathsome, but inner spies were the lowest of scum!

Zhou Zhang and the others didn’t know that they had already been stigmatized as stout supporters of foreign tribes. Right now, anyone who dared to speak up for the Hu would become the enemy of all of the Han officials!

Silence loomed within the royal court.

Other than Zhou Zhang’s group, Abusi, and the other Hu generals, all of the Han officials kneeled to the floor.

“Your Majesty, Wang Chong is just a fifteen-year-old child, and his loyalty to the country is evident in his words. If he’s indicted over this matter, won’t the hearts of the entire population turn cold? Your Majesty, please reconsider your decision!”

Dong! When the Duke of Xu, an official whose standing wasn’t inferior to Go Seonji and the others in any way, kneeled down, the emotions of those within the royal court were brought to even greater heights.

These words didn’t just represent Duke of Xu’s view, it was also the true thoughts of all of the officials kneeling here.

The royal court fell deathly silent.

Watching this sight amidst the crowd, innumerable emotions struck Wang Gen’s heart.

“Chong-er, do you see this?”

All this time, Wang Gen felt that Wang Chong should have never written the memorial. However, at this instant, he finally realized that Wang Chong’s decision was the correct one.

When the news of more than eighty percent of the royal court kneeled down to plead for Wang Chong’s release during the morning assembly spread, the entire capital flew into an uproar.

…

Wang Clan.

“Let me go, let me go!”

Upon hearing that her Third Brother Wang Chong had been arrested and locked in the Imperial Prison, the Wang Family’s little sister flew into a rage. Four guards, eight servants, and six maids tried desperately to hold onto her, but they were unable to withstand her immense might.

Peng!

A guard was sent flying straight into the walls, and the immense impact caused the wall to cave in. Wang Xiao Yao’s immense strength wasn’t something that an ordinary person could endure.

“I want to enter the royal palace! How dare he capture my Third Brother, I want to kill that wretched emperor!”

The Wang Family’s little sister bellowed furiously.

“Young mistress, you mustn’t!”

“You can’t say such things!!”

“You could be executed if others were to hear your words!”

…

The guards, maids, and servants paled upon hearing Wang Xiao Yao’s words. Such words mustn’t be spouted! If anyone else were to hear of it, the entire Wang Clan could be persecuted.

Six to seven hands immediately clasped onto the Wang Family’s little sister’s mouth, and more guards rushed forward to pin her down.

Seated on a wooden chair not too far away was Madam Wang. If she had heard such words at any other occasion, she would immediately deliver a slap to the other party’s face.

But Madam Wang simply sat motionlessly on her chair as tears streamed down her cheeks.

Ever since she witnessed Wang Chong being captured, she hadn’t had a single sip of water or bite of food.

“Have you sent anyone to look for the old master yet?”

Madam Wang suddenly asked.

“We have, but the gates to the Four Quarters Embassy are tightly shut. We weren’t able to enter at all.”

Upon being asked, a guard lowered his head and replied with a grim expression.

Despair flashed across Madam Wang’s eyes. As a housewife, she was completely helpless in such a situation. Her only hope right now was in her father-in-law.

However, for some reason, the gates to the Four Quarters Embassy were tightly shut, and even her brother-in-law, Wang Gen, was unable to enter.

Madam Wang had no idea what was going on, and this scared her. 

If even her father-in-law had no solution for this problem, then they were truly helpless.

Madam Wong wasn’t the only one in despair. 

“What should we do? Should we inform the young master’s teacher about this matter?”

Standing in the corner of the room was Shen Hai, and at this desperate moment, he suddenly recalled the Demonic Emperor Old Man.

“It’s no use. This is a matter of the royal court. Besides, his martial arts has already been crippled. There’s no use bothering him over this matter.”

Meng Long rejected Shen Hai’s suggestion without any hesitation.

He was eager to save the young master, but this wasn’t a viable solution.

At the same time, beyond the doors of the lounge, in the back garden of the Wang Family Residence, a gray-robed, middle-aged man sighed deeply.

Li Zhuxin was hired at an exorbitant price of five thousand gold taels, and he had sworn to protect Wang Chong under all circumstances. However, this matter was truly beyond his means.

Squatting above the walls of the residence not too far away from Li Zhuxin was Miyasame Ayaka. Her head was lowered gloomily, and it seemed like she was in extremely low spirits.

They were powerful experts, but they were helpless toward such situations as well.

…

Below the Chinese scholar tree in the Western City, Su Zhengchen was seated upright before a golden chessboard.

From dawn to evening, the opposite end of the golden chessboard remained empty. The person Su Zhengchen was looking for didn’t come.

Da da da!

Suddenly, flurried footsteps sounded. Old servant Fang Hong hurriedly walked over and whispered a few words into Su Zhengchen’s ears.

Weng!

Upon hearing Fang Hong’s words, Su Zhengchen’s eyelids twitched, and his face warped. Hu! A gust of wind blew across, and the world beneath the Chinese scholar tree fell silent.

Beneath the Chinese scholar tree, Su Zhengchen closed his eyes, and a contemplative expression surfaced on his face.

No one could tell what he was thinking.

“Seems like it’ll be impossible to play a match today!”

After an inestimable period of time, Su Zhengchen slowly opened his eyes. He reached out and cleared away the black and white stones on the table. Then, picking up the golden chessboard, he slowly walked away.

“Grandfather, you must save big brother!”

Su Zhengchen had barely taken a few steps when a figure suddenly dived toward him, grabbed his leg, and started bawling. Turning around, Su Zhengchen saw the teary-faced ‘little Jianjian’. He had always liked sweet stuff, but glancing momentarily to the side, Su Zhengchen saw that the candied haw stick he was licking just a moment ago was now lying on the ground.

“You heard our conversation?”

Su Zhengchen asked. Fang Hong had already lowered his voice, but this child seemed to possess exceptionally sharp hearing.

“Grandfather, big brother had once said that you’re an incredible person. Big brother isn’t a bad person, you have to save him!”

Little Jianjian bawled.

Su Zhengchen fell silent. Gazing down at little Jianjian, he sighed deeply. 

He slowly extracted his feet from little Jianjian’s grasp and disappeared into the shadows of the night.

The chill of the night didn’t calm down the heated atmosphere within the capital. If anything, it exacerbated.

The imprisonment of Wang Chong was already beyond the means of the Wang Clan. The Hu generals, Grand Protectorates, and Assistant Protectorate Generals had sent in impeachment letters one after another, criticizing Wang Chong. And as time passed, their anger didn’t seem to cease. Rather, the situation grew tenser and tenser, eventually leading up to Wang Chong’s imprisonment.

That day, after the morning assembly, countless memorials flew into the inner palace as though sharp blades, pleading for Wang Chong to be released. This was no longer Wang Chong’s individual issue. It was a battle between the Han and the Hu!

As night set in, countless letter pigeons flew in all directions. When the news of more than eighty percent of the Han officials had kneeled down to plead in Wang Chong’s stead leaked out, it provoked a far more intense reaction among the Hu by the borders.

The wrath of the Han didn’t make the Hu to compromise. Instead, it further fueled their anger!

“Bastard! What are those Han up to?”

In the Western Region Protectorate Manor, Fumeng Lingcha was seething with fury, and the entire ground tremored beneath his wrath.

“Their hearts turn cold, but do they think that ours don’t? We Hu have fought countless battles for the empire, guarding and expanding the territories of Great Tang. Yet, we’ve to suffer such humiliation from a young brat! If this brat isn’t killed, my anger will never be placated. Men! I want to write a blood letter to the Sage Emperor, this brat has to die!”

“Let’s see whether His Majesty will side with that young brat or with us Hu generals!”

…

In the Western Protectorate Manor, the Western Region Protectorate Manor, the Northern Protectorate Manor, the Big Dipper Army, and many others border armies, the Hu sent in countless letters to the capital.

This time, it wasn’t just Go Seonji, Fumeng Lingcha, Geshu Han, and An Sishun. It was hundreds, or perhaps, even up to a thousand Hu commanders.

And unlike the first impeachment, all of them demanded Wang Chong’s execution.

“If this brat isn’t killed, the wrath of the soldiers cannot be placated!”

“If Your Majesty doesn’t kill this brat, the hearts of us Hu soldiers will turn cold!”

…

These were the most common words that appeared within the Hu memorials. The fact that more than eighty percent of the Han officials had written and pleaded for Wang Chong’s behalf had angered nearly all of the Hu soldiers!

While the Hu generals were a seemingly endless stream of memorials to the capital, none of them realized that their actions had attracted the attention of another power.

“Bastard! Do those fellows really think that Great Tang is theirs? Do they really think that there are only Geshu Han, Fumeng Lingcha, and Go Seonji in Great Tang?”

Amidst white snow, tents were erected at the foot of a mountain. Reading through a letter, the eyebrows of a Han general slowly knitted together. Then, he abruptly slammed his palm on the table and bellowed furiously.

Chapter 167: Imperial Prison! 

                                                                                “‘If this brat isn’t killed, the wrath of the soldiers cannot be placated’? How hilarious! Where do those Hu think they are at? Just because they contributed a little bit to the country, they start to demand compensation for their effort?”
A huge wave crashed onto the shore. By a nearby pier, several warships were stationed, and a war flag drifted along with the sea breeze. Written on the flag were two words: Crouching Waves.
On the deck of a ship, a black-bearded general was reading a letter with an awful expression on his face.
“Relay my commands. Write a memorial, declaring ‘anyone who pushes for Wang Chong’s execution will be an enemy of our Crouching Waves army’!”
…
“Hahaha! Laughable! How laughable! Those fellows actually dare to threaten His Majesty? It seems like that child was right after all. Those Hu really do form a faction of their own. I would like to see whether the words of us Han count or the words of those barbarians count!”
The night cast its shadows over the undulating mountains, and the radiance of campfires was scattered sporadically across the face of a mountain. Staring at a letter with a darkened face, a powerfully-built general started laughing furiously.
“Relay my commands! Write a memorial and send it over to the royal court as fast as possible. Say that ‘I, Lu Hui, will kill anyone who dares to touch Wang Chong. Our entire Northern Army shall back Wang Chong!’”
…………
From the utmost north to the far south, similar incidents were occurring in military camps all over the Central Plains. Never in the long history of Great Tang had so many Hu generals united to demand the death of an individual.
Similarly, never before had an incident managed to incite the wrath of so many Han generals.
Di di da da. Deep in the night, the galloping of innumerable horses carrying memorials containing the wrath of both Hu generals and Han generals shook the ground as they headed swiftly toward the capital.
…
While Wang Chong’s matter was causing a huge uproar throughout Great Tang, in the depths beneath the Great Tang royal court, everything was deathly silent and still. forming a stark contrast. No commotion or news could reach this area.
“Ah!”
A silent exclamation, deep and lonely, reverberated across the dark cell. After an unknown period of time, Wang Chong finally moved.
Wang Chong awakened to the sound of a water drop falling to the ground. In this dark underground prison, the sound was exceptionally crisp and clear.
“Ouch!”
Wang Chong grabbed his head, and all he could feel at that moment was a strong vertigo overwhelming him. The Chamberlains of Imperial Insignia had struck him hard on his sleeping acupoint.
“Where am I?”
Shaking his head, Wang Chong slowly climbed up.
“This is the imperial prison!”
A voice suddenly echoed beside him.
“Surely you don’t think that we’re at a brothel, do you?”
These words incited a burst of laughter from the surroundings.
“Imperial prison?”
Wang Chong’s body trembled. As though a pail of cold water was just poured over him, he immediately awoke from his grogginess. Surveying his surroundings, he saw was a dark, damp area barely lit by several torches on the walls.
It took Wang Chong a moment before he managed to verify that he was in a cell.
This cell seemed to have a long history to it. The metal bars were filled with black spots, and taking a closer look, one could see a slight shade of crimson to it. The air was cold and a black fog seemed to linger in the air. The dense aura of death concentrated here instilled fear in the hearts of those housed here.
Imperial prison?
Imperial prison!
In an instant, countless thoughts flashed across Wang Chong’s head, and slowly, the truth seemed to dawn on him. Seemingly coming to a realization, Wang Chong gradually calmed down and sat on the ground.
“Imperial prison? Hmph, imperial prison! I truly couldn’t have expected this!”
The happenings before he passed out floated to the surface of his mind. Wang Chong knew that they were Chamberlains of Imperial Insignia, but he didn’t think that they would be prison guards of the royal court.
To think that a single memorial would infuriate the royal court and the Hu, causing him to be sent to the imperial prison. Wang Chong didn’t expect this at all.
The imperial prison was where prisoners on the death row were housed, and very few prisoners were able to walk out alive.
Since he was already here, there was no use struggling.
Thus, Wang Chong chose to face it with nonchalance.
“How can I disregard a matter concerning my country’s survival for my own convenience? If Great Tang is fated to fall, then let it start from me!”
Wang Chong thought.
Hidden in his eyes wasn’t fear of death, only deep sorrow. Having died once, he did not think that death was something to be feared anymore. If he desired for nobility and wealth, he would have never submitted the memorial.
Thus, all Wang Chong felt was sorrow.
Wang Chong, his grandfather, his big uncle, and many others had stood up and given their all to oppose and warn others of the regional commanders and utilizing Hu talents policies. However, it still eventually ended up like that.
This made Wang Chong feel defeated and despondent.
“Hehehe, look at that new brat, he is petrified! He’s actually sitting there completely motionless as though a statue.”
Peals of laughter echoed across the entire prison.
Even so, Wang Chong still remained motionless, as if he was oblivious to their mockery.
The laughter grew louder and louder, but when it failed to evoke a response in Wang Chong, it slowly died down out of boredom.
Wang Chong continued sitting there, motionless.
After an unknown period of time, the sound of footsteps echoed. Alarmed, Wang Chong abruptly lifted his head, only to see an authoritative, austere, scholarly-looking, middle-aged man walking into the underground passageway. Six to seven prison guards who carried an aura reminiscent of a powerful storm followed behind him.
Klang klang klang!
Amidst the flickering flames, the metal bars that isolated Wang Chong from the world reverberated under their knocking. A cold-faced warden stood before Wang Chong and stared down at him with a frosty and sharp gaze.
“You’re Wang Chong?”
The warden asked as he glanced at the token in his hand.
“Yes!”
Wang Chong didn’t deny it.
“Hmph! If that’s the case, you might as well confess obediently.”
The austere warden spouted coldly.
“Confess to what?”
Wang Chong finally lifted his head to look at the warden.
“Hmph, audacious! You’re already a prisoner here, do you think that there’s any use for you to stubbornly deny your sins? If you are truly innocent, do you that you would have been brought here? You should just confess obediently. This way, at least you can avoid suffering unnecessary pain!”
The eyebrows of the cold-faced warden shot up as he stared at Wang Chong in displeasure.
“I am unaware of my crimes and so there’s nothing for me to confess about.”
Wang Chong replied calmly.
“Hahaha, this fellow sure has tight lips!”
“Lad, this is a routine interrogation. You should hurry up and confess so as to avoid being tortured. There’s no one who doesn’t confess here.”
“Indeed. It’s no different from courting death to be acting tough before Lord Zhou! Lord Zhou has at least a hundred ways to pry open your mouth.”
Laughter burst in the surroundings. The prison guards gazed at Wang Chong with contempt reflected in their eyes, as though they could already see the excruciating pain Wang Chong would be subjected to in a moment’s time.
Warden Zhou Xing was a true master of interrogation.
Everyone who went through his hands ended up having their flesh parted. He had countless ways of inflicting pain on one. It was impossible to endure it even if one was made of metal.
Putting on a tough front before him would only subject one to greater suffering. It wasn’t worth it.
“Shut up!”
A furious bellow reminiscent to the roar of a lion sounded. In an instant, all of the prisoners closed their mouths, and silence returned to the imperial prison.
The imperial prison was another world in itself, and in this world, Zhou Xing was the dictator. The life and death of all here was determined by a single thought of his.
There was no one who could stand up to him here.
“Is that what you’ve decided? There’s nothing you wish to speak of?”
Zhou Xing glanced at Wang Chong with a frighteningly dark expression.
“There’s nothing for me to say.”
Wang Chong shook his head calmly.
“Very well. Since it’s your first time here and you don’t know the rules, I’ll give you several hours to think it through. If you’re going to offer me the same answer at daybreak, I’ll be extremely displeased!”
Zhou Xing’s words were laced with threat. He was the law here, and whoever who dared to disobey him had to be punished!
“Let’s go!”
Soon, Zhou Xing led his group of prison guards away.
After Zhou Xing left, countless sympathetic gazes from all directions immediately gathered on Wang Chong. The gaze Zhou Xing showed before he left, they had seen it before.
The last time such an expression appeared on Zhou Xing’s face, three people in the imperial prison died.
“Sigh, it’s truly a pity for this lad.”
An old prisoner glanced at Wang Chong and sighed deeply.
Wang Chong, however, remained completely nonchalant to everything around him. Seated cross-legged in his cell, he remained motionless. Amidst the silence, time slowly crept by.
After another seemingly long period of time, when the falling water droplets sounded for the twenty-one thousand six-hundredth time, Wang Chong finally heard familiar footsteps once more.
“It’s daybreak!”
Wang Chong sighed. Opening his eyes, he saw Warden Zhou Xing standing before him with several prison guards tagging behind him.
But different from the previous time, Zhou Xing did not say a single word. Beyond the iron bars, he stared at Wang Chong with an extremely bizarre expression, as though reevaluating the person before him.
“You’re Wang Chong?”
Zhou Xing asked.
The exact same words from the exact same person, but the feeling it induced was completely different.
“I am!”
Even though he was surprised, Wang Chong still replied with the same calmness from before.
As soon as he spoke, a bizarre expression suddenly crept on Zhou Xing’s face. In it, one could see a slight trace of surprise, a slight trace of intrigue, and deep fear.
“Wang gongzi, I apologize for my offensive remarks yesterday night.”
Zhou Xing suddenly bowed deeply.
Weng!
In an instant, all of the prisoners who were waiting for Zhou Xing to bring out a full set of torture equipment were dumbfounded. What was going on?
Zhou Xing was known for his torture means!
Why would he bow to an insignificant new prisoner?
Everyone couldn’t comprehend the situation happening before them.
“You fellows, hurry up and prepare some food for Wang gongzi. Do you think that the food here is qualified for Wang gongzi‘s palate?”
Zhou Xing kicked away the rice bowl placed outside of the iron bar while bellowing to the guard beside him. After which, he turned to face Wang Chong, and carefully, he said:
“Wang gongzi, the imperial prison is damp. I’ll arrange to have my men clean your cell and lay out some mats for you. A person like you shouldn’t be locked up here or handcuffed. However, the words from the Son of Heaven can’t be disobeyed, so I seek for gongzi‘s understanding.”
Zhou Xing secretly glanced at Wang Chong fearfully.
“What happened?”
Unable to hold it in anymore, Wang Chong asked.
“This… gongzi, forgive me, but I can’t reveal the details.”
Halfway through his words, Zhou Xing hesitated.
After cleaning up the rice spilt on the floor, he left hurriedly, as if intimidated by Wang Chong’s presence. Only after investigating the matter did he realize what kind of figure the new prisoner locked here was.
Zhou Xing had met all kinds of powerful officials in his entire life. Be it grade-9 officials or grade-1 officials, small county governors or renowned generals and ministers, none of these mattered to him.
In the imperial prison, there were only prisoners. And all prisoners had to obey him.
But this youngster… was too unique. Zhou Xing had never encountered with such a matter throughout his entire life. The other party was not an influential official, and neither was he a general nor a minister.
However, he was not someone who should be held in a small cell like this.
Zhou Xing had intended to subject him to cruel torture, but after learning of the happenings that had transpired in the royal court this morning, even if someone were to inflate his guts by a hundredfold, he would never dare to lay his hands on him!
Someone like him could not afford to offend such a figure!
From morning to noon, batch after a batch of golden-armored prison guards kept walking up Wang Chong’s cell.
In here, unless a torturing session was being conducted, it was generally impossible to meet these prison guards.
But in a single day, the prisoners here had met at least thirty to forty of the guards. This left them into contemplation, and they racked their minds to deduce the identity of this newcomer.
Curiosity and fear gleamed in their eyes.
But none of the guards said a single word. After loitering outside Wang Chong’s cell for a moment, they would leave hurriedly.
This made the prisoners in the area even more curious. No one could comprehend this bizarre sight, and they couldn’t fathom what kind of backing this young man possessed to induce such fear in the guards of the royal court.
Chi!
After another seemingly long period of time, when another group of prison guards walked by yet again, one of them discreetly threw a crumpled piece of paper onto the ground in front of Wang Chong.
When the group left, Wang Chong stood up, walked over, and picked the paper up.
Opening the crumpled note, Wang Chong’s complexion immediately warped into shock at the first glance. Only at this moment did he realize what kind of storm had happened while he was locked in the imperial prison!
Just that, Wang Chong could not have imagined that the true situation outside was much more intense than what that was described.


                                                                        Chapter 168: Rattling the World! 

                                                                                Most people could not have imagined the extent of the rage the Han generals felt when they heard that the Hu generals were sending in memorials demanding Wang Chong’s execution.
All of them were triggered into action.
Thus, in the morning assembly the next day, a small mountain consisting of nearly a thousand memorials appeared in the royal court, leaving all of the officials with their jaws on the ground.
These memorials came from all around Great Tang. Every single one of them bore the seal of a general, and every single sentence was packed with extreme rage.
The pressure that came from the memorials from nearly a thousand generals was unimaginable.
Never had such a situation appeared in the history of Great Tang. It was unimaginable to have a thousand Han generals stand up for a single person!
Yet, Wang Chong did it!
‘Whoever who pushes for Wang Chong’s execution will be our enemy’, such charged words appeared in nearly every single one of the memorials.
Even though the phrases they chose to use was different, they all conveyed the same meaning. On top of that, it seemed like they were unwilling to compromise at all.
For the first time, the Han commanders expressed their intentions as a whole.
This ‘expression of intention’ was not just limited to the memorials sent to the royal court, many letters were sent to the Hu generals as well.
Countless of military reports stuffed with the rage of the Han commanders reached the table of the Hu generals by the borders. Nearly all of the Hu generals who demanded Wang Chong’s execution received letters from the Han commanders in their own armies.
Similar letters also appeared on the tables of great Hu generals such as Go Seonji, Fumeng Lingcha, Geshu Han, and An Sishun.
The impact of this incident shocked the Hu generals. For the very first time, they felt the strength of the Han generals as a whole.
That noon, when a petition containing the signatures of a hundred generals appeared on the royal court, the scale of the event was pushed to even greater heights.
The signatures that appeared on this document did not come from ordinary generals, but from the ‘Conferred Generals’ of Great Tang.
Tracing back to the previous Qin dynasty, Western Han, all the way back to Great Han, only influential military generals who had contributed immensely to their country could receive a unique ‘conferment’, and these people were known as ‘Conferred Generals’.
Ordinary generals could not start to compare to the weight of the words of these people.
The Crouching Waves General, the Myriad Ships Admiral, the Breakout General, the Nine Cauldron General, the Myriad Crossbows General, the Sea Dominating Admiral, the Barbarian Slaughtering General, the South Guardian General, the North Eradication General, the South War General, the Dragon Martial General, the Dragon Cavalry General, the Vanguard General…
These Conferred Generals were scattered all over Great Tang, but due to Wang Chong, the signatures of all of them were gathered in a single day. This feat, in itself, was incredulous.
A document carrying the names of nearly all of the famous generals in Great Tang; the weight of it was unimaginable.
In the document, on top of bailing Wang Chong, the hundred Conferred Generals also questioned Geshu Han, Go Seonji, Fumeng Lingcha, An Sishun, and the other Hu generals, telling them to reflect on the proportion of Hu generals and Han generals in the military.
There were three hundred thousand Han soldiers by the border, but there were only slightly more than a hundred thousand Hu soldiers in contrast. The number of Han far exceeded the Hu, and the moment a Han soldier died, the capital would immediately dispatch someone to take his place. Despite this, who were the ones who held power in the border?
Of an army consisting of mostly Han, were there more Han commanders or Hu commanders?
Once some matters were analyzed and publicly pointed out, their nature would change completely.
The Han and Hu conflict had been present for a very long time. The Beiting Protectorate Manor, Western Protectorate Manor, Western Region Protectorate Manor, and the Geshu Han’s Big Dipper army; all of them were mainly made up of Han soldiers. Be it whether a soldier was a Han or a Hu, their equipment, bows, arrows, ration, and steeds were all provided by the royal court.
Yet, of these four important military camps, their Grand Marshals were Hu, and the ultimate authority was grasped in their hands. There were many people who were unsatisfied to see such a sight, but due to pressure from above, no one dared to bring this matter up.
However, due to Wang Chong, all of these burst out as though a leaking dam.
The officials in the royal court might be unsure of the matters raised by Wang Chong in his memorial, but to the generals in the military, Wang Chong’s words mirrored their thoughts!
On this aspect, they stood on the same line as Wang Chong. In truth, the memorial Wang Chong sent was vying for the interests for the Han generals.
They would not be able to accept it if Wang Chong was executed by the royal court over this matter.
No one had expected this matter to develop to such a point. Be it the Bureau of Military Personnel, Bureau of Punishments, the censors… The entire royal court fell into great chaos.
It had grown far beyond the scale for any individual to shoulder alone.
Innumerable memorials from the Han generals supporting Wang Chong flew straight into the royal palace from all directions. Similarly, memorials from the Hu generals demanding Wang Chong’s death to uphold the honor of the Hu also arrived at the royal palace in a steady stream.
This conflict had already blown out of proportion. Even Geshu Han, Go Seonji, Fumeng Lingcha, and the other influential Hu generals could not contain the issue anymore. After all, this was a matter concerning the interest of all of the Hu.
This was the first time the Hu and Han were clashing head on against one another in the two centuries of Great Tang’s history. Neither side was willing to give in to the other!
South of the Jianmen Pass in Western Shu, ominous rain fell relentlessly. Amidst the rain, oil torches burnt furiously. A huge army was stationed over a distance of eight hundred li across the meandering mountains.
(400km)
In the center of the army stood a gigantic residence, and on the plaque hanging above the entrance were three large golden words:
“Southern Protectorate Manor!”
These words were forceful and heavy, as though reflecting the immense power wielded by the owner of the residence.
The Great Tang Empire had established six great protectorates. Even though the Hu possessed great authority over a significant number of the powerful armies, not all of the elites were grasped in their hands.
In the Great Tang Empire, south of the Western Shu’s Jianmen Pass, a hundred and eighty thousand men strong army was stationed. They were in charge of guarding against Erhai’s Mengshe Zhao, as well as the Ü-Tsang empire located in the western highlands.
(Mengshe Zhao is a tribe in Erhai, modern Yunnan, and it’s also known as Nanzhao)
In the Great Tang empire, the Southern Protectorate Manor maintained quite a low profile. As conflicts were not as strife as compared to the other locations, there were very few reports from this area. As such, its presence felt relatively weak in the royal palace.
However, this did not mean that the might of this one hundred and eighty thousand men strong army could be disregarded.
“Hmph! The Western Protector-General, the Western Region Protector-General, and the Big Dipper army vice-commander, do they really think that they are the only ones in Great Tang?”
Flames blazed within the massive residence. A short-haired, brawny, middle-aged man dressed in black armor sat cross-legged on the floor, and placed before him was a metal board.
Placed on the board was the newest intelligence from the royal court.
“Grand Marshal, we’ve always been keeping a low profile to stay out of unnecessary conflicts. The matter in the royal court this time around is rather troublesome, so shouldn’t we avoid getting involved?”
A mustached, intelligent-looking man seated next to the Grand Marshal asked worriedly. He was the aide of the Grand Marshal, as well as the military advisor of the Southern Protectorate Manor.
Having spent thirty years together, he was well aware of the personality of the Grand Marshal. As soon as the short-haired, brawny man spoke up, he immediately knew that the other party was going to get involved in the matter.
“It’s impossible for us to derive any benefit from this matter. On the other hand, we’ll only attract the hostility of Western Protector-General, Western Region Protector-General, Big Dipper army vice-commander, and all of the Hu soldiers. This is an unwise move. Grand Marshal, please reconsider your decision!”
The mustached military advisor persuaded worriedly.
The storm in the royal court was far too great this time, and it left him unnerved. He did not think that it was a wise decision to get involved.
“Hahaha, Zhi An, you still don’t understand the situation. While it’s good to avoid trouble, there are some things that a man must do. We’ve kept a low profile all along, but this matter is different. Have you not realized yet? Anyone who stays out of this matter will become everyone’s enemy!”
Zhangchou Jianqiong chuckled, and sharpness that contrasted with his coarse outer appearance shone in his eyes. ‘Zhangchou’ was a compound surname, and even though it sounded as though he was a Hu, he was a true-blue Han.
“Zhangchou’ was a surname that was derived later on, and just like the surname ‘Cao’, it was non-existent in the initial Hundred Family Surnames. However, regardless of whether it was a derived surname or a compound surname, Zhangchou Jianqiong was, without a doubt, Han. On top of that, he was the Protector-General of the powerful Southern Protectorate Manor, and his standing was not beneath that of the Western Protector-General Go Seonji, Western Region Protector-General Fumeng Lingcha, and Big Dipper army’s Geshu Han.
“Do you still not understand the meaning behind the petition of the hundred generals? Zhi An, this is no longer a matter concerning Wang Chong’s life and death but a fight over interest between the Han and Hu. Those who try to stay out of the matter will lose their places in the military.”
“Zhi An, your thought isn’t bad, but you failed to consider the full situation!”
Zhangchou Jianqiong explained impassively. Unknowingly, a powerful aura reminiscent of the mountain and the ocean seeped out of his powerful body, distorting even the flames and space in the main hall.
The military advisor known as Zhi An was taken aback. For a moment, he was unable to refute, and a contemplative look appeared on his face.
Zhangchou Jianqiong chuckled silently. Thoughts about the youngster in the capital surfaced in his mind.
What kind of youngster could possess the nerve to submit this kind of shocking memorial? Did Duke Jiu teach him to do so?
Zhangchou shook his head. Given Duke Jiu’s personality, he would not care to resort to such tricks. If so, could it be Wang Gen?
Wang Gen possessed immense influence in the royal court. If it was not Duke Jiu, then he was the next most likely suspect.
But did he possess such courage?
Zhangchou shook his head once more.
He had met Wang Gen several times in his early years. This Lord Wang was an intelligent person with foresight, and his talent in politics was incredible.
However, this was precisely the reason why it was impossible for him to craft such a memorial. If he did not possess the resolve to do so himself, how could he teach his own nephew to do so?
At this point, Zhangchou could not help but sigh deeply. Most probably, he had already arrived at the truth.
“To think that there would be such a valiant figure in Great Tang. Even if I, Zhangchou, have to give up on my principles, I should at least give you my backing!”
Zhangchou Jianqiong sighed deeply before stretching out his right hand.
“Bring me my brush. I want to write this memorial personally!”
Hualala!
A moment later, a black kite flew through the gloomy rain and ominous clouds, heading straight for the faraway capital.
Chapter 169: War God of the Current Era 

                                                                                
			

Zhangchou Jianqiong wasn’t the only one observing the situation in the royal court.

While Zhangchou Jianqiong’s black kite was flying straight for the capital, a commotion was occurring in a massive tent erected in the northeast of Great Tang. It was filled with golden cups and silver bowls, and mats made of tiger skin were laid over the ground. It was excessively extravagant.

(Black kite is a species of bird)

Within the tent stood a spirited figure who seemed to be in his forties. He was eating and drinking in large mouthfuls while laughing heartily. Even so, he carried a ferocious disposition that intimidated those around him.

“Hahaha, Zhiyi, did you see the letter on the table? This is a petition from a hundred generals! They are all pleading with me, the Auxiliary General of Great Tang! The Protector-General of the Eastern Protectorate Manor! One of the founding dukes, bestowed with Nanyang County!”

The armor on him trembled slightly along with his movements, as though reflecting his agitation. He seemed to be in an extremely good mood.

“This… Grand Marshal, do you really intend to interfere in this matter? Back then, a single word from Duke Jiu caused you to spend almost two decades by the barren borders.”

Not too far away, across a burning pot of charcoal, a scholarly-looking, middle-aged general sat cross-legged. His mustache drooped down at the edge of his lips, giving others the impression of a refined gentleman. He was Zhang Shougui’s aide, as well as his life-and-death comrade, Wu Zhiyi.

The both of them had entered the military together, and they had once fought against the Ü-Tsang in Guazhou, which was in Great Tang’s Longxi Province. To date, Zhang Shougui had managed to become the Eastern Protector-General, and his name induced fear among the Khitans, Kumo Xi, and the Turks further up. Even so, the two of them remained as good partners, buddies that transcended beyond life and death.

Even the currently famous general who fought against the Ü-Tsang and was praised with the saying, ‘In the night beneath the Big Dipper Stars, Geshu Han visits with his saber,’ Big Dipper Great General Geshu Han, was only guarding the lands that he had once protected in the past.

In terms of qualifications, Geshu Han could only be considered a junior. Before a senior like Zhang Shougui, there was nothing for him to boast of.

There were many aggressive generals in Great Tang, and those who were able to subdue Geshu Han stood in the minority. However, Zhang Shougui just so happened to be one of them.

This was also the reason why so many Conferred Generals chose to send their letters toward the Eastern Protectorate Manor.

In the Great Tang Dynasty, there were very few people who could stand up against influential Hu generals, who wielded immense military authority in their hands, such as Go Seonji, Fumeng Lingcha, Geshu Han, and An Sishun.

However, Auxiliary General Zhang Shougui was definitely one of them.

Even though Conferred Generals had a significantly higher standing than ordinary generals, the weight of their words was still slightly lacking.

“Hmph, that Zhang Jiuling made use of his seniority to prevent me from becoming the prime minister, so how can I ever forget that?”

Hearing Wu Zhiyi’s words, Zhang Shougui’s face immediately darkened. Zhang Shougui knew that Wu Zhiyi was referring to the matter twenty-three years ago involving the Sage Emperor.

Back then, when Zhang Shougui was just assigned to Youzhou, he eradicated the Khitan Tribes, who were an immense threat to Youzhou and Great Tang’s northeast, and successfully warded off the Ü-Tsang in the Gansu Province. This had granted him immense prestige, and there were rumors that he was likely to be promoted to become the prime minister.

However, Wang Jiuling thought that Zhang Shougui was still too young and immature. Even though the latter might be capable of dominating in war, he wasn’t ready to take on the responsibilities of a prime minister to govern the royal court.

Thus, when the Sage Emperor consulted him on the matter, Wang Chong’s grandfather, Zhang Jiuling, immediately refuted him, saying that ‘Shougui has only eradicated the Khitan, and Your Majesty already wishes to make him the prime minister; if someone were to destroy the Kumo Xi and the Turks, what position would Your Majesty bestow upon them?’. With these words, he shattered Zhang Shougui’s shot at becoming the prime minister.

If that wasn’t the case, Zhang Shougui could have become the youngest prime minister in Great Tang!

The resentment that Zhang Shougui held for the other party was imaginable.

“However, even though that Wang Clan brat isn’t worth saving, that fellow, Fumeng Lingcha, is even more hateful! So many people are asking me to make a stand, and this is a good opportunity to humiliate that old fellow in the Wang Clan, as well as to suppress the arrogance of Fumeng Lingcha, so why should I stay out of it then?”

Zhang Shougui chuckled heartily.

Wang Jiuling was respectfully addressed by most as Duke Jiu, and he possessed immense prestige in the royal court. Even though Zhang Shougui was displeased with him for foiling his opportunity, he knew that it was impossible to get back at a figure like him by challenging him head-on.

Saving that old fellow’s own grandson would be the best humiliation to him. As for Fumeng Lingcha…

There were very few who could measure up to Zhang Shougui in terms of qualifications, but Fumeng Lingcha happened to be one of them.

Back then, when Zhang Shougui wasn’t the Eastern Protector-General yet, and he was still fighting against the Ü-Tsang by the Gansu Province, given that Guazhou bordered with the territory of both the Western Region Protectorate Manor and Western Protectorate Manor were in charge of, the both of them had a few clashes with one another.

This time, Fumeng Lingcha had caused a huge stir, leading to Zhang Shougui being extremely displeased with his actions. Compared to teaching this Fumeng Lingcha a lesson, saving Duke Jiu’s grandson, Wang Chong, wasn’t a huge matter at all.

“However, due to that child, the Hu and Han generals are in a hostile relationship with one another in the royal court. Our Youzhou is a little different from the locations that the other Han generals are in charge of. We have a huge number of Hu generals and Hu troops under us. If we were to get involved without careful consideration, it could potentially incite a mutiny. It isn’t worth taking such a risk!”

Wu Zhiyi frowned worriedly. The more he learned about the matters transpiring in the royal court, the more worried he became. It truly wasn’t wise to get involved in this matter without thinking it through.

However, upon hearing Wu Zhiyi’s words, Zhang Shougui burst into laughter.

“Hahaha, Zhiyi, when did you start learning from those fellows in the royal court? What Hu general and Han general, how foolish! In my Youzhou, before me, Zhang Shougui, there are no Hu and Han. There are only those who submit to me, and those who don’t submit me. Horse, don’t you agree?”

Zhang Shougui suddenly glanced to the side with a frighteningly sharp gaze. His eyes landed on a pale-skinned, plump Hu who looked like he was in his early twenties and was currently chewing on the grass on the ground.

“Ah!”

Intimidated by Zhang Shougui’s gaze, the pale-skinned, plump, young Hu trembled. Cold sweat oozed out from his forehead, and fear reflected in his eyes.

“Grand Marshal, you’re right! We Hu are horses. How can we horses compare to you? Fumeng Lingcha and Go Seonji are just like me – we are all horses!”

As he spoke, he lifted up his buttocks and chewed onto several stalks of grass. On top of that, he imitated the neighing of a horse in an attempt to fawn on Zhang Shougui.

“Hahaha!”

Seeing the fawning look on the face of that young Hu, Zhang Shougui guffawed. Even Wu Zhiyi couldn’t help but chuckle.

“Those who submit to me are allowed to live, and the only fate waiting for those who refuse to submit is death!”

As Zhang Shougui chuckled, he abruptly whipped out a token from his waist and swiftly tossed it out of the camp. Outside the tent, rain was pouring down, and a chilling wind whistled. Around a hundred prisoners consisting of Kumo Xi, Khitans, and Turks were standing in the midst of the bone-chilling wind, and standing over them was an executioner each.

“Kill!”

As soon as that voice sounded, heads began rolling to the floor. Scarlet blood spurted into the air, adding a shade of red to the dull rain. The hundred or so Kumo Xi, Khitans, and Turks dropped to the ground. And after a short moment of convulsing, they stopped moving altogether.

It didn’t take long for steel-armored soldiers to rush up and drag their corpses away. They tossed them into a ditch and buried them. The dense stench of blood gradually dissipated amidst the pouring rain.

Here, even the grasses were dyed red.

In the northeast of Great Tang, east of Youzhou, Zhang Shougui’s reputation was something that could silence even a crying infant. Just as he had said, within Youzhou, before him, there was no such thing as Hu or Han.

There were only those who submitted to him, and those who didn’t.

Those who submitted lived, and those who didn’t disappeared from the face of the earth.

Peng!

The gaping hole appeared in the tent, and the young Hu who was acting like a horse a moment ago flew out of the tent like a plump ball of flesh.

“It’s time for our two prisoners to work! Bring Ashina Zugan along with you, and if you two don’t capture two hundred Kumo Xi and Khitans by today, then two additional people will be lying in the ditch today. Don’t even dream of escaping. You should know that it’s impossible to escape!”

A cold voice that felt even more frigid than the freezing winds echoed clearly amidst the pouring rain.

Gua!

As the two Hu hurriedly left Zhang Shougui’s camp, a crow darted out of the camp into the clouds, headed straight for the Great Tang capital.

Auxiliary General Zhang Shougui, Eastern Protector-General!

Zhang Shougui’s involvement would definitely be another important chip on the side of the Han generals.

In Great Tang’s military, Zhang Shougui was a person who wielded immense influence. In the current generation under the Sage Emperor, he was one of the two legendary figures in the Central Plains.

However, within the military, there was still a person who stood above Zhang Shougui, and his contributions far surpassed him as well.

When the Youzhou’s commander, the Protector-General of Eastern Protectorate Manor, Zhang Shougui’s memorial appeared before the royal court, everyone immediately turned their eyes to the de facto leader of the Han in the military.

In the eastern part of the Great Tang royal palace, the Imperial Tutor Residence, a dashing, austere, and magnanimous-looking middle-aged man with a square-shaped face sat by his bed, and a deep frown furrowed on his forehead.

The middle-aged man seemed to naturally exude the aura of one who stood at the top of the command chain, a person who wielded unparalleled authority.

Every single unintentional gesture of his struck fear and respect into the hearts of others.

Before this middle-aged man, there was no one who wouldn’t subconsciously lower their heads, not daring to even meet his gaze.

This was the tutor of the crown prince, Imperial Tutor Wang Zhongsi.

Zhang Shougui, Fumeng Lingcha, Go Seonji, Geshu Han, and An Sishun were all influential figures in Great Tang, and any action of theirs could easily cause a huge tremor.

But Wang Zhongsi was a person who could suppress them all.

The reason was simple. The current vice-commander of the Big Dipper army, Geshu Han, was groomed personally by him.

Wang Zhongsi didn’t have any position in the military. In truth, he had already relinquished his military authority, taking on only the role of the Imperial Tutor.

But in terms of the roles he had once taken on, there was no one in Great Tang who could surpass him. Commander of Daizhou, head censor, Hedong regional commander, Yunmo general, Zuoyuli general, and even Northern Protector-General, Western Region Protector-General, Eastern Protector-General, Southern Protector-General… All of these, he had assumed before.

As for his contributions, there was no one in Great Tang who could compare up to him.

When he was the Eastern Protector-General, he quashed the Kumo Xi and the Khitans. When he was the Northern Protector-General, he swept the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganate, rendering their army completely helpless and bringing two decades of peace to that region. When he was in the Gansu Province, he had led the armies right up to Ü-Tsang’s highlands several times, forcing the Divine Monk of the great snowy mountains out to face him.

In Wang Zhongsi’s entire life, other than the area around the Western Regions’ Suyab, he had faced nearly all of the enemies within his reach.

However, he was different from the other generals.

Wang Zhongsi never wished to gain prestige from his actions, and at the end of every war, he would return the military authority. On the battlefield, he was an unmatched commander, but when he returned, he reverted back into an ordinary Imperial Tutor.

And different from other generals, Wang Zhongsi sympathized with the soldiers. Even though he had huge contributions in the military, he wasn’t willing to start wars. If it was possible to avoid one, he would try his best to do so.

At the same time, Wang Zhongsi was willing to give these opportunities to the future youngsters. This was also the reason why he was so respected in the royal court.

More importantly, despite his contributions and sweeping through so many enemies, Wang Zhongsi was only fifty this year.

Indubitably, he was the war god of the current era!

Chapter 170: Wang Chong’s Unexpected Discovery! 

                                                                                “Old master, someone is requesting for an audience.”
Just as Wang Zhongsi was frowning at the edge of his bed, deep in contemplation, a green-robed old servant walked in with a stack of visit notices.
“Sigh, ask them to leave. I won’t meet them.”
Wang Zhongsi sighed deeply within.
Wang Chong’s matter had left him in dilemma. Unlike the others, Wang Zhongsi didn’t think that there was any fundamental difference to Hu and Han. He had fought with both Hu and Han soldiers alike throughout his life.
If that wasn’t the case, he wouldn’t have promoted Geshu Han.
He didn’t think that it was right for him to refute Geshu Han, as well as the Hu generals and commanders whom he had fought alongside with in the past. Similarly, supporting Geshu Han and opposing to the Han generals was also impossible for him.
Thus, Wang Zhongsi was in a dilemma!
“Old Zhang, help me deliver this letter. This child isn’t bad at heart, and all I can do now is to persuade His Majesty to spare him.”
After a long moment of silence, Wang Zhongsi finally sighed deeply and said.
“Yes, old master!”
The old servant nodded before retreating out of the study.
…
With the involvement of the Southern Protector-General Zhangchou Jianqiong and the Eastern Protector-General Zhang Shougui, the tension between the Hu and the Han was brought to new heights.
On this matter, neither sides was willing to back down. With everything dished out in the open, what was left was the final judgement of the royal court, the verdict of the Sage Emperor.
Yet, from afternoon til sunset, there wasn’t a single news from the royal palace. Even though the Han and the Hu were sending in memorials one after another, forming a mini mountain on the royal court; even though countless influential officials were already on the brink of strangling the throats of one another, the Sage Emperor still refused to make a stand.
On the matter regarding Wang Chong’s execution, the Sage Emperor neither approved nor disapproved it. His attitude was unfathomable, and no one could tell what he was thinking.
This left many feeling perplexed and unnerved.
…
“Lord, the esteemed elder has already said that he refuses to meet anyone. You should return.”
It was evening, and the final shreds of radiance from the setting sun had finally disappeared at the horizon. Outside the Four Quarters Embassy, beneath a huge tree, an Imperial Army commander was reporting a matter to Yao Guang Yi, who had been waiting outside for a very long time.
“Did he really say that he refuses to meet me?”
Yao Guang Yi frowned as he verified the situation once more.
“That’s right. The esteemed elder has ordered us to turn away all visitors for the next three days, and this includes you.”
The Imperial Army commander spoke gravely.
“How could this be?”
Yao Guang Yi glanced at the tightly shut doors with complex emotions. It was his second time visiting, as well as the second time he was turned away at the door.
Yao Guang Yi possessed the authority to enter the Four Quarters Embassy freely, but just yesterday, his authority was just retracted.
“What is happening? Why is father refusing to meet me?”
Yao Guang Yi was bewildered.
The matter regarding the Wang Clan’s third son, Wang Chong, had caused a huge commotion in and out of the royal court. All of the Hu and Han generals had gotten involved in it.
Thus, he came over to seek his father’s opinion. He didn’t expect that, just like Wang Gen and the others, he would also be locked out of the Four Quarters Embassy.
His father had never refused to meet him before. This was the first time that such an incident had occurred, and this left him pressured.
“Old master, what do we do now?”
The subordinate standing beside him asked.
“Let’s return for now. We’ll come again tomorrow.”
After a moment of silence, Yao Guang Yi waved his hands and left the Four Quarters Embassy.
…
The night gradually devoured the heat of the day.
Beneath the veil of the shadows, an even more intense turbulence was stirring.
“Big brother, this is Lord Zhao Fengchen.”
Within the royal palace, under the cover of the night, Wang Chong’s uncle, Li Lin, walked over with Zhao Fengchen beside him. The patrolling Imperial Army members had been deployed away, and the entire area had been replaced with Li Lin and Zhao Fengchen’s subordinates.
“Lord Wang!”
Zhao Fengchen walked over. This was his first time meeting the eldest son of the Wang Clan, Wang Gen, outside of the royal court.
“You’ve been troubled!”
Walking forward to welcome Zhao Fengchen, Wang Gen didn’t bother hiding the worry in his eyes.
Even though the palace gates would close at night, Wang Gen, as an influential official of the royal court involved in the governance of the empire, possessed the rights to enter and leave the royal palace so that he could carry out his work conveniently.
Wang Gen made use of this privilege to enter the royal palace.
Even so, he couldn’t stay in the royal palace for too long.
“Marshal Zhao, is there any news on my nephew, Wang Chong?”
Wang Gen asked worriedly.
Wang Chong had already been locked in the imperial prison for two days already, and there wasn’t any news on him ever since he was taken away from the Wang Family Residence. Even Wang Gen himself wasn’t able to gather any information on the matter.
This left him disconcerted.
Uncle Li Lin worked in the Imperial Army, and he was acquainted with Zhao Fengchen. The imperial prison was under the affiliated with the Imperial Army, so it was highly possible for the latter to have some connections in there. Therefore, Wang Gen decided to request for his help.
“There isn’t!”
Unexpectedly, Zhao Fengchen shook his head grimly.
“Our Imperial Army is close with the prison guards, so usually, it wouldn’t be difficult to obtain some insider news from them. But the situation this time seems to be a little bizarre. None of us are allowed to approach the imperial prison, and the prison guards aren’t allowed to leave the underground prison either. All those who defy this command, regardless of ranking or background, will be executed. Even though I’ve been in the royal palace for several decades already, this is the first time I’m meeting with such a situation. There is something very bizarre about this matter.”
“How can this be?”
Wang Gen exclaimed in shock.
Seeing Wang Gen’s expression, Zhao Fengchen couldn’t help but sigh deeply. He had a good impression of Wang Chong, and there was one time which he had even requested Li Lin to bring the latter to the royal palace to chat with him. Thus, he was extremely concerned about Wang Chong’s imprisonment.
But for some reason, even Zhao Fengchen, despite his influence, found himself unable to lay his hands on the imperial prison this time around. There was completely no news from the imperial prison, as though the entire location was a black hole in itself.
“However, it isn’t like there’s no solutions at all.”
Gritting his teeth, Zhao Fengchen suddenly said.
“I have an ex-subordinate who is currently serving as a prison guard in the imperial prison. Back then, I saved him when he was nearly executed for flouting the rules of the Imperial Army. I’ve already requested him to deliver some news out by hook or by crook, and it’s about to reach the timing that we promised on.”
Gua!
At that moment, a cawing sounded above them. Glancing upward, the group saw a massive shadow gliding down toward them with its wings spread wide apart.
“It’s an owl!”
Wang Gen recognized the bird immediately.
The Great Tang royal palace was built on the ruins of the previous Sui’s royal palace. It was said that after the Sui dynasty fell, a huge number of rats gathered in the ruins of its former palace.
Even though numerous means were utilized to eradicate these rats when the Great Tang royal palace was first built, some of them still managed to survive.
As time passed, these rats slowly got used to the life in the royal palace. They grew bigger and more courageous, and they no longer cowered before the immense pressure that martial artists exuded.
Even though they still dared not approach the center of the palace, where the Son of Heaven lived, there was still more than enough space for them to operate in given the immense size of the royal palace.
Thus, in order to deal with these rats, the royal palace raised a group of owls.
Wang Gen had heard of this rumor, but he didn’t think that it would actually be true.
Padah!
An owl flew across the sky, and its claws suddenly loosened
A black, bloodied object fell to the ground. Taking a closer look, it was a gigantic rat that was around the size of a cat.
“It’s a rat from the imperial prison!”
Zhao Fengchen rushed forward and sliced open the stomach of the rat. As expected, there was a note inside. Reading through its contents, Zhao Fengchen’s complexion suddenly darkened.
“How is it?”
Wang Gen’s heart tightened upon seeing Zhao Fengchen’s expression.
“My ex-subordinate searched the entire area. Wang Chong isn’t in the imperial prison at all!”
“What!”
In an instant, Wang Gen’s face warped.
…
Wang Chong had already adapted to the conditions within the ‘imperial prison’.
Even though his hands were bound and it was impossible to him to struggle free of his restraints, he realized that the Origin Energy flowing through his body wasn’t repressed at all.
Thus, Wang Chong chose to continue cultivating the 《Little Yinyang Art》 in here, pushing surge after surge of Origin Energy persistently through his meridians and acupoints.
Even though he was ‘isolated from the world’, Wang Chong was given a steady supply of notes containing news on the situation outside from the prison guards, such as the ‘petition of the hundred generals’, the Eastern Protector-General and Southern Protector-General expressing their support for him, the intense dispute among the officials in the royal court, the retired censors suddenly appearing in the royal court and slapping Zhou Zhang and the other censors who impeached Wang Chong of ‘blindly interfering with court matters’, and no one daring to retaliate against them at all…
Looking at these news, Wang Chong felt relieved, amused, and moved.
So many people had stood up to speak for him. At the very least, the risk he took wasn’t futile.
He could see that these ‘guards of the royal palace’ also stood on his side.
Wang Chong tried to pass a few notes out via these guards to report to his safety to his family, but these guards hurriedly shook their heads in fear.
Eventually, Wang Chong realized that news only went one way in here.
“AH!”
Just as he was deep in contemplation, a scream of agony sounded across the wall. Frowning, Wang Chong turned his gaze over, and saw a group of people lynching an elderly.
“You refuse to speak the truth, huh? Fine!”
The group punched and kicked the individual as they hurled insults.
The imperial prison was a dark and gloomy place, and after spending too long a time here, one’s personality would also slowly become distorted. Wang Chong had already seen such lynching several times already.
Just as he was about to turn around, he suddenly heard a weak cry of agony:
“I’m not lying, I’m really Zhang Munian! I am just an agriculture official in Nanling.”
Weng!
That voice was faint, yet deafening to Wang Chong’s ears. His body jolted, and he hurriedly turned his head over.
“Hmph, how dare you spout nonsense! Where do you think the imperial prison is? How is it possible for a small official like that to be locked in here? Beat him up!”
That group of people continued raining blows upon the elderly.
“Stop!”
Wang Chong bellowed loudly, and his thunderous roar caused the underground prison to shake slightly for an instant. Everyone turned their heads over and stared at him in bewilderment.
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“Let him go!”

Glancing at the group coldly, Wang Chong ordered.

For that instant, the entire area fell silent. All of the prison guards stared at Wang Chong fearfully.

“Stinky brat, this isn’t a matter for you to interfere in!”

The leader of the group cursed loudly, but nonetheless, he lowered his head to avoid Wang Chong’s gaze.

“Let’s go! Old fellow, we’ll spare you this time!”

He bellowed as he pushed the elder furiously, as if to vent his anger upon him. 

Wang Chong might be young, everyone in this ‘imperial prison’ knew that he was a figure that couldn’t be offended. And so, none of the prison guards dared to disrespect him.

For such a trifling matter, it wasn’t worth offending him at all!

Disregarding the prison guards, Wang Chong turned to look at the grubby, bruised official curiously.

“You’re Zhang Munian?”

Wang Chong assessed the prisoner with a bizarre look.

“Indeed! Gongzi, thank you for your help!”

The prisoner seemed to be a refined person, and despite his bad state, he still bowed deeply in gratitude. He looked like he was just skin and bones, and his face was scruffy as well. But even so, there was still spirit in his eyes.

“Zhang from the characters of bow and long, Mu from adoration, and Nian from age?”

(Dissection of the characters in Zhang Munian’s name)

Wang Chong’s gaze grew more and more peculiar.

“You’re from Nanling, and you used to be an agriculture official?”

“Indeed!”

Zhang Munian was intrigued, but he still replied politely with his hand clasped. At the same time, he began to assess Wang Chong subconsciously.

A peculiar light slowly crept into Wang Chong’s eyes.

“You were arrested because you embezzled twenty thousand gold taels?”

Staring at Zhang Munian, Wang Chong suddenly asked.

“How did you know?”

Words immediately shot out from Zhang Munian’s mouth as his expression warped in shock.

Weng!

Wang Chong’s heart jolted, and towering waves gushed through Wang Chong’s mind.

“It’s really him!”

Wang Chong widened his eyes in shock and disbelief. He could have never imagined that Zhang Munian whom he had requested King Song to save, would be in the very same prison, right next to him.

Zhang Munian’s matter should have been under the jurisdiction of the Bureau of Military Personnel, so why would he appear in the imperial prison of the royal palace? Could it be that he wasn’t in the imperial prison but in the cells of the Bureau of Military Personnel instead?

But how could that be?

Intrigue slowly appeared in Wang Chong’s eyes. He couldn’t have imagined that the person he wanted to meet would be in here. This was too much of a coincidence.

“Gongzi, who are you?”

Zhang Munian asked gravely. No matter how slow he could be, it was very clear that Wang Chong knew a lot about his affairs.

“Do you wish to get out?”

Instead of replying, Wang Chong posed a question of his own in return.

“Sigh, how can it be that easy?”

Zhang Munian sighed.

“This is the imperial prison! The only way for one to get out is to be carried out; no one has ever been able to walk out of here on their own two feet. However, if gongzi really does have a way, then please do bring me out.”

“Hehe, don’t worry. I’ll definitely find a way to get you out.”

Noticing the curious gazes of the others converging on him, Wang Chong decided to stop there.

He turned his head back and continued cultivating his ‘Little Yinyang Art’. He could feel that he was about to clear another pathway between his acupoints.

…

The moon set and the sun rose. In the blink of an eye, it was already the third day since Wang Chong was locked in the ‘imperial prison’. Yet, the Sage Emperor hadn’t declared his stand on the matter.

Innumerable memorials flew like knives into the royal palace, and the Sage Emperor didn’t refuse any of them. Even so, he still chose to continue remaining silent on the matter, and his lack of response left all of the officials bewildered.

The voices clamoring for Wang Chong’s execution didn’t die down; on the contrary, they grew louder and louder. All of the Hu generals, as well as the Han officials who harbored goodwill toward them were unwilling to compromise on this matter.

Similarly, the Han generals protecting Wang Chong were determined as well. On top of expressing their support for Wang Chong, the Han generals had also started gathering together to discuss the issues regarding the Hu border forces that Wang Chong mentioned in his memorial.

Most of the soldiers by the borders were Han, and the Han generals chose to promote Hu as a show of meritocracy and equality. However, the Hu chose to only promote and protect other Hu. This caused an exponential rise in the number of Hu commanders by the border.

With the lack of opportunities to take on leadership roles, it was impossible for the new generation of Han soldiers to mature.

As such, the number of Han generals had been steadily on the decline.

This was no longer a foresight, but a truth. What Wang Chong had said was the current reality of Great Tang, and there were many examples of so. A group of Han soldiers might have pitted their lives on the battlefield to triumph over their enemies, but if their leader was a Hu, the greatest credit would be attributed to the Hu.

On the other hand, the Han soldiers were only bestowed with a few slices of meat and a few cups of wine. As this cycle repeated again and again, the soldiers would lose their motivation, causing their performance to plummet.

In other words, they were doomed to remain at the bottommost tier.

This was no longer a hypothetical situation anymore.

No one knew the current situation better than the Han generals of Great Tang.

As Great Tang’s Beiting and Western Protectorate Manor often fought in wars, a steady stream of fresh Han blood was constantly injected into those camps.

The entire Great Tang was giving in its blood and flesh to fight against the Hu. Yet, the leadership of those armies consisted nearly entirely of only Hu. This was something extremely unnatural and worrying.

Toward the dissatisfaction of the Han, the Hu also held their own ground.

The Hu were more courageous and ferocious in battle. Wasn’t it natural for the stronger side to take on leadership positions? 

In the royal court, the Sage Emperor sat silently on the throne. The Sage Emperor listened silently to the arguments between both factions from the start to the end, but eventually, when the heat of the arguments reached the peak, the Sage Emperor silently stood up and left.

“His Majesty has decreed that he would announced his judgement on the matter regarding Wang Chong tomorrow!”

When the Sage Emperor left, a cloud-embroidery, yellow-robed head eunuch appeared on the royal court. With his sharp voice, he announced the decree of the Sage Emperor.

Boom!

His voice seemed to have ignited the entire royal court, causing the tense atmosphere to rise to a new peak. Regardless of whether it was the Han or the Hu, they trembled in anticipation for the decision that would be announced tomorrow.

…

“Grandfather, you have to save big brother! Big brother isn’t a bad person!”

At the same time, beyond the royal palace, at an inconspicuous residence, a five-year-old child kneeled in front of the gates of the Su Residence and bawled loudly.

This was the third day little Jianjian had appeared here. As a child, his thoughts were innocent. All he knew was that Wang Chong wasn’t a bad person, and Su Zhengchen possessed the might to save Wang Chong. As such, he came every single day, kowtowing at the doorstep to the point that blood was streaming down his forehead.

“Sigh, don’t worry. Your big brother won’t die!”

After a long time, an old voice finally sounded from beyond the tightly-shut gates of the Su Residence.

“Grandfather!”

Little Jianjian abruptly lifted his head in delight. This was the first time Su Zhengchen had responded to his plea.

“Your big brother is fine. You are truly a silly child. Come in.”

A crack finally appeared in the tightly-shut gates of the Su Residence. Su Zhengchen’s pale hands stretched out and pulled little Jianjian in.

…

“The old master is calling for you!”

“What?! I’ll go over now!”

Yao Guang Yi was taken aback.

Tomorrow was the day that the verdict regarding Wang Chong’s survival would be announced. He was just about to visit the old master to consult him on the matter when the old master abruptly summoned him.

“Send in a memorial at this instant and publicly announce your support for the Wang Clan and Wang Chong!”

Old Master Yao was sitting in a dimly lit room. Upon seeing Yao Guang Yi, he immediately dived straight to the point.

“What?”

Yao Guang Yi was astounded.

“But the Wang Clan is our enemy! It’s one thing for us to not stand against them, but why should we support them?”

Yao Guang Yi was intrigued.

“Hmph! Let me ask you then. Was it under King Qi’s intention that you came the past few days to persuade me to announce my support for the Hu generals and Wang Chong’s execution?”

Instead of replying, Old Master Yao raised a question of his own.

“This… Yes! That’s indeed King Qi’s intention.”

Yao Guang Yi fell silent and lowered his head. After a moment, he eventually nodded. The old master was an perceptive person; there was no need to lie to him.

“However, if we were to do as you said, won’t we be standing against King Qi?”

A look of difficulty flashed across Yao Guang Yi’s face.

The most fervent supporter of the Hu, as well as the most intense opposition to Wang Chong this time around was King Qi.

“Did you relay my words to King Qi?”

“Yes!”

Yao Guang Yi didn’t deny the matter.

“No wonder.”

Old Master Yao nodded with a look indicating that it was exactly as he deduced. After learning that Wang Chong was the one who foiled his plans, it was impossible for King Qi to let him get away scot-free.

“Guang Yi, you must know that this isn’t a matter of whether we want to stand against King Qi or not, but whether King Qi wants to stand against His Majesty or not.”

“Ah?”

“Guang Yi, do you still not understand? The one we’re supporting isn’t the Wang Clan, but His Majesty. As long as His Majesty doesn’t wish for Wang Chong’s death, no one will be able to touch him.”

Old Master Yao sighed.

“However, wasn’t His Majesty still contemplating over the issue?”

Yao Guang Yi asked doubtfully.

“Hehe, His Majesty’s thoughts are getting difficult to deduce. He’s truly becoming more and more like a wise emperor. Seems like he’s no longer that crown prince back then.”

Old Master Yao suddenly sighed deeply.

“I wasn’t not too sure about His Majesty’s intentions either at the start, and that’s the reason why I refused to meet you. However, after the past three days, I’ve verified His Majesty’s intentions. Wang Chong will not die!”

“Father, please enlighten me!”

Yao Guang Yi stood up and bowed deeply, putting on an attitude of an earnest and humble student.

“Hehe, you still don’t get it? His Majesty is a decisive person. Once he decides on something, no one can refute his judgement, be it whether it’s on the Consort Taizhen incident or the regional commander policy. If His Majesty wishes to kill Wang Chong, is there a need for him to wait until now?”

Old Master Yao chuckled as he tapped his walking cane lightly on the ground in front of Yao Guang Yi.

Hong!

Those words seemed to have parted the veil cloaking Yao Guang Yi’s eyes. In an instant, all of the confusion plaguing Yao Guang Yi’s mind vanished.

“Father, thank you for your advice. I understand now.”

Yao Guang Yi respectfully bowed. Sometimes, the words of another granted one a clear glimpse of a situation.

His father had been serving the Sage Emperor for more than four decades; Yao Guang Yi knew that it was impossible for his father to be mistaken on this issue.

“But father, if what you say is true, then how will the Sage Emperor placate the Hu generals by the border?”

“Hehe, that’ll depend on how His Majesty deals with it.”

Old Master Yao replied calmly.
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Hualala!

Wang Chong woke up to the sound of several pairs of footsteps. Of these footsteps, there was a particular set that sounded exceptionally powerful and clear. Lifting his head, he saw a bright radiance at the very end of the dark passageway of the imperial prison.

Wang Chong had never felt such an aura before. Grand, powerful, and radiant, like the sun that illuminated the world.

“Who are they?”

Wang Chong widened his eyes in astonishment.

In just a short moment, a pair of cloud-embroidered shoes appeared before Wang Chong. The owner of the shoes was a towering eunuch dressed in a cloud-embroidered yellow robe. He was extremely plump, reminiscent of the Maitreya.

(; the Chinese interpretation of Maitreya’s appearance is very different from other locations)

Standing behind him were several other eunuchs, Chamberlains of Imperial Insignia, and prison guards. All of them seemed to regard him as their leader.

“This person…”

Wang Chong’s eyebrows twitched as he stared at this plump and amiable eunuch in bewilderment. Regardless of whether it was his previous life or his current life, he had never met this person before.

Nevertheless, Wang Chong’s instincts told him that this person had a massive background.

“Hehehe, Wang gongzi has suffered. I’ve come to visit you as a representative of His Majesty.”

That plump eunuch walked up to Wang Chong’s cell with a warm smile on his face. He seemed to possess a mysterious quality that made one feel intimate with him, as though one was his kin or bosom buddy.

“Gonggong, you’re being too polite.”

Wang Chong replied with composure, but a bizarre feeling was welling up in his heart.

“Hehe, gongzi, how do you find the conditions here?”

That plump eunuch asked.

“What does gonggong think?”

Wang Chong flashed a bitter smile.

“Hehe, it’s not a big deal for youngsters like you to suffer a little. Only after suffering some pain will one mature to shoulder huge responsibilities.”

The plump eunuch looked around the gloomy and dark ‘imperial prison’ as he chuckled.

Of course it’s easy for you to say so!

——This was the only thought Wang Chong had in mind.

Despite that, Wang Chong had a good impression of this eunuch.

“Gongzi, is the food still alright?”

The plump eunuch continued asking.

“The food is not bad.”

Wang Chong nodded. Despite the standard prisoner meals in the imperial prison being leftovers, even moldy at times, Wang Chong had never suffered such injustice.

Zhou Xing would always have a separate meal delivered specially for Wang Chong. This was also the main reason why Wang Chong was still able to cope in here.

“That’s good.”

The plump eunuch nodded. He continued asking a whole bunch of things, and even though Wang Chong was confused, he answered the questions one by one patiently. This head eunuch felt very different from anyone he had met before.

“Hehe, since that’s the case, I’ll report these to His Majesty then. Men!”

The plump eunuch suddenly clapped his hands, and a commotion broke out among the guards behind him. Only at this moment did Wang Chong notice the two palace maids hidden behind the group.

Their short figures were hidden behind the Chamberlains of Imperial Insignia, so Wang Chong failed to notice them earlier on.

“This person… He actually managed to bring palace maids in here!”

Wang Chong stared at the eunuch before him in astonishment. His curiosity over the other party’s identity heightened. Even the prison in the Bureau of Punishments forbade one from bringing women in, needless to say, the stricter imperial prison.

Just the fact that this eunuch was able to bring palace maids in meant that he wasn’t anyone ordinary!

“Wang gongzi, the imperial prison is cold. These pills are a gesture of goodwill from His Majesty, so don’t be shy and feel free to consume them.”

The plump eunuch said.

The two palace maids held a silver plate in their hands each, and placed on top of the silver plates were silk boxes used for storing pills. Even though the lids were tightly shut, Wang Chong could sense that the pills within were anything but ordinary.

Wang Chong’s intrigue deepened. He couldn’t understand the meaning behind the presence of this plump eunuch. Was he here just to deliver these two pills to him?

“Thank you, gonggong!”

However, Wang Chong didn’t stand on ceremonies. Stretching out his hand, he grabbed the two silk boxes on the silver plates.

Dah dah dah!

Just as Wang Chong took the silk boxes, flurried footsteps sounded. From the end of the passageway, a Chamberlain of Imperial Insignia rushed over.

“Gao gonggong…”

The Chamberlain of Imperial Insignia looked around the prison, and upon seeing the plump eunuch, he swiftly walked up and whispered into the latter’s ear.

Weng!

Hearing the words of the Chamberlain of Imperial Insignia, Wang Chong’s heart jolted. Raising his head, he assessed the eunuch before him once more.

“To think it would be him!”

A huge storm raised in Wang Chong’s mind. He finally knew the identity of the person before him. It was no wonder why he said that he could represent His Majesty.

It was no wonder why he could bring palace maids into the ‘imperial prison’.

Wang Chong didn’t expect to see this legendary figure in the imperial prison.

“Gonggong!”

Wang Chong suddenly spoke up.

“May I request something of you?”

These words were completely unexpected. In an instant, everyone’s gazes immediately gathered on Wang Chong. Even the Chamberlain of Imperial Insignia who had just rushed in subconsciously turned his head over in shock.

“Oh? Gongzi, feel free to speak.”

The eyebrows of the plump eunuch twitched slightly. A surprised look appeared on his face, but it slowly turned into one of interest.

“Gonggong, can you find a way to bring him out?”

As he spoke those words, Wang Chong pointed to Zhang Munian who was locked just right next to him.

These words left Zhang Munian dumbstruck. The other prisoners who were surveying the situation curiously were also stunned.

“Don’t! I’m here as well, Wang gongzi, ask them to let me out too!”

“Why should he be let out? Let me out instead. I deserve it more!”

“Lord, save me! I didn’t commit any mistake, I don’t deserve to die. I want to go out!”

…

The prisoners immediately flew into an uproar, and they started bellowing frenziedly.

“Hm?”

The eyebrows of the plump eunuch shot up, and he harrumphed coldly. Suddenly, the temperature in the ‘imperial prison’ plunged. The rowdy prisoners abruptly fell silent and fear surfaced in their eyes.

“Gongzi, can you tell me why I should save him?”

The plump eunuch turned around to survey Wang Chong in interest. Clearly, Wang Chong’s words had attracted his interest.

Despite being locked in the imperial prison, he was thinking about saving another person instead of saving himself. This had piqued his curiosity.

“That’s because this person will contribute greatly to the empire!”

Wang Chong replied earnestly.

“Oh?”

Graveness finally appeared in the eyes of the plump eunuch. For the first time, he assessed Zhang Munian carefully. The latter’s eyes were widened, and his astonishment didn’t seem to be any less than anyone else here.

“Gongzi, can you tell me the reason?”

The plump eunuch asked.

If it was anyone else who said those words, he might have just laughed it off. However, this youngster… After witnessing the other party’s astonishing deeds, even he did not dare to underestimate his words.

Especially after Wang Chong had said that ‘this person will contribute greatly to the empire’.

“I can’t explain it clearly now so I can only hope that gonggong will believe me. On top of that, he shouldn’t have been here. It’s all because of King Qi’s selfish act that he was sent here.”

Wang Chong replied calmly.

Wang Chong and Zhang Munian had talked about this matter. The latter should have been locked at the Bureau of Punishments.

Some time ago, Zhang Munian was about to be released when, for some reason, the decision was retracted. Eventually, he ended up being brought to the imperial prison.

This matter remained a mystery to Zhang Munian. He couldn’t comprehend the bizarreness of the situation. However, he was a prisoner on the death row in the first place so he didn’t give it much thought.

However, Wang Chong had a completely different view of this matter.

After asking Zhang Munian on the details of the incident back then, Wang Chong could roughly deduce the happenings.

King Song had indeed helped him, and Zhang Munian’s punishment had been annulled. However, someone seemed to have undone everything that King Song did later on.

Judging from the time, it was during the period that King Song was demoted and King Qi laid his hands on the Bureau of Military Personnel and Bureau of Punishments.

King Qi didn’t know who Zhang Munian was, but opposing to those supporting King Song and supporting those opposing King Song would never be a wrong move.

Thus, he canceled the annulment and even sent Zhang Munian to the more strictly guarded imperial prison.

So, to speak of it, Wang Chong was probably the main reason why Zhang Munian was brought here.

“King Qi?”

The plump eunuch frowned, and he seemed to have recalled something.

“I understand!”

“Tell your warden that His Majesty wants this person. Take him out.”

The plump eunuch casually flashed the token by his waist. Wang Chong didn’t catch a clear look on it but deference immediately appeared on the faces of the other prison guards.

As though the token was an incredible object.

The prison guards immediately rushed forward to unlock the cell. They walked in and took off Zhang Munian’s cuffs before grabbing both of his arms and pulling him out. Putting aside Zhang Munian and the other prisoners, even Wang Chong himself was dumbfounded. He became even more sure of the plump eunuch’s identity.

“Unfair! This is unfair!”

“Why did you release him instead of me? I want to go out as well!”

“Let me out too!”

Zhang Munian’s release was like a ray of hope amidst of the desolate future they could already see before them, and it incited all of them into action. With reddened eyes, they grabbed the iron bars locking them and bellowed loudly.

“Shut up! All of you, shut your mouths!”

The Chamberlains of Imperial Insignia roared ferociously.

“I still have some things to attend to so I’ll be leaving now. Lord Sun, I’ll leave the rest up to you!”

Leaving behind a few subordinates, the plump eunuch brought Zhang Munian out of the imperial prison. At the same time, a middle-aged official walked up to him.

“Lord Sun!”

Wang Chong stared at the other party in shock. The person before him was Lord Sun Qian, the finance minister of the royal court.

“Gongzi, you spoke of the usage of customs gold unit (jinyuan notes) to replace gold as a currency. Under His Majesty’s decree, I’ve come forth to understand a little more about the matter. I hope that gongzi can cooperate with me!”
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Sun Qian came prepared. He carried brush and paper on him, and a servant beside him was holding a tray with inkslab and water. All that was left was for him to jot down Wang Chong’s explanations.

An indescribable feeling welled up within Wang Chong as he looked at Sun Qian.

The matter regarding the jinyuan note was a problem that he brought up at the very end of the memorial he sent to the Sage Emperor. Wang Chong had noticed the issue when he was buying the Hyderabad ores from Ablonodan and Arloja. Huge transactions consisting of several hundred thousand gold taels were conducted on a fairly common basis, and that weighed more than ten thousand jin.

(~5000kg)

Even though it didn’t take up too much space due to the compact size of the gold ingots, it was still inconvenient to carry around.

This made massive cross-border transactions extremely difficult.

Not only so, based on his future knowledge, Wang Chong noticed a potential problem in using gold as a currency.

Gold was a limited resource.

If the rate of gold mining was unable to keep up with the development of the economy, it could severely restrict its growth. In other words, it was possible for Great Tang to run short of ‘money’ in circulation. Based on Wang Chong’s knowledge from another time-space continuum, when dynasties run out of sufficient gold and silver, they would choose to mine and produce copper coins to make up for the deficiency.

Due to the fluctuating quantities of gold, silver, and copper coins in circulation, the currency exchange rate would be highly unstable. A silver tael might be worth a hundred copper coin in one day, but the very next, it might fetch a hundred and ten, a hundred and twenty, or perhaps even more.

This caused instability in the society.

In some dynasties, the royal court had even, to Wang Chong’s incredulity, entrusted the minting of coins to private organisations. 

The problem regarding currency wasn’t just limited to the Central Plains, it was a universal one. In the world where Wang Chong was born in, even the powerful ‘Uncle Sam’ had no choice but to rally the entire world to establish the Bretton Woods system.

(A part of the Bretton-Woods agreement was to tie one’s currency to the value of gold)

Eventually, they even went further to remove gold as part of the currency.

The main reason for that was because the gold standard currency would severely limit one’s potential economic growth.

Even a country as powerful as ‘Uncle Sam’ was restricted by the gold standard as well, lest to say, other countries.

The Central Plains was currently at the peak of its strength, and Great Tang was prosperous and affluent. However, after coming into contact with the commercial world and dealing with huge quantities of gold, Wang Chong had acutely sensed a lurking threat hidden beneath the calm surface of the country.

This was also the reason why he brought up the issue of ‘currency’ in the memorial.

During the initial implementation phase of the jinyuan note, the value of the jinyuan note will be tied to gold. At the same time, the royal court would use its credibility to assure the population of its value, and stations will be set up to facilitate the exchange between gold taels and jinyuan notes.

Then, after gradually building trust in the currency, Great Tang would further propagate the use of jinyuan note.

When the jinyuan note finally grows strong enough to become an individual currency, measures would be taken to slowly weaken the ties between jinyuan note and gold. Eventually, when everyone was used to the jinyuan note, the royal court would be able to ban the trading of jinyuan note for gold.

In this manner, gold would be taken out of the economic activities of the country, and it would be safeguarded by the empire. In name, one would still be able to purchase gold using jinyuan notes, and thus, the value of jinyuan note would not depreciate.

Through such an implementation, large business deals would become more convenient. At the same time, the empire could also free itself from the restraints the scarcity of gold could cause, thus furthering the development of the economy.

A reliable currency system was the foundation of a stable society. Only when the value of money was stable could there be economic and, by extension, social stability in the country. This was what Wang Chong believed in.

Wang Chong had only brought the matter up as an afternote, so he didn’t expect the Sage Emperor to pay much notice to it. After all, in this feudal era, such ideas were unconventional and hard to accept, leave alone, implement it.

To Wang Chong’s surprise, not only did the Sage Emperor pay careful heed to his words, he also sent the esteemed finance minister of the royal court, Lord Sun Qian, to pay a visit to the imperial prison to enquire him on the matter.

“I see. This is Gao gonggong‘s true motive here.”

Wang Chong’s heart beat furiously as he looked at Sun Qian. At this moment, he suddenly realized some things.

“Lord, feel free to ask any question. I shall answer them to the best of my abilities.”

Seated cross-legged, Wang Chong spoke seriously.

Sun Qian nodded. Then, he started asking about all of the details regarding the implementation of jinyuan notes, such as how it would be made, what kind of material would be used, how it would be distributed, where it would be distributed, how much would be distributed… As well as all sorts of miscellaneous questions that Wang Chong had never thought of.

Wang Chong couldn’t help but be impressed. The officials in charge of such matters were indeed very meticulous. Despite having archaic thought patterns, they were exceedingly rigorous in inquiring about the details of the policy.

Regarding the matter of the ‘jinyuan notes’, Wang Chong had only written around a few hundred words about it in the memorial. Yet, Sun Qian had spent two entire hours asking about the matter, during which, two hundred pages of information were written down.

“Wang gongzi, thank you. I’ll bring this matter up to the royal court to discuss it with the other officials.”

Sun Qian’s face was still as impassive as before, but Wang Chong acutely noticed that his tone had become slightly more polite, and his eyes had mellowed down significantly.

“Lord Sun, you’re being too formal!”

Wang Chong smiled.

Sun Qian nodded as he left the imperial prison with his gigantic stack of notes. 

…

Amidst the silence of the night, a candlelight was lit in the Four Quarters Embassy.

“Father!”

Wang Gen respectfully bowed. It was his first time seeing the old master in recent days.

“Sit down!”

The old master knocked on the seat beside him. Wang Gen hurried forward and sat down beside him.

“Are you still worried about Chong-er’s matter?”

The old master asked calmly.

“Yes! The verdict is going to be announced tomorrow, I don’t think that I’ll be able to sleep tonight.”

Wang Gen said.

This was different from the issue of Wang Chong raping a lady. This time, the trouble that Wang Chong got into was not a small matter. There were simply too many Hu generals demanding Wang Chong’s death. Wang Gen could not help but feel helpless in this matter.

“Hehe, don’t worry. Chong-er will be fine.”

The old master smiled calmly, forming a stark contrast to Wang Gen’s anxiousness.

“Ah!?”

Knowing that the verdict would be out tomorrow, Wang Gen visited the Four Quarters Embassy in the hopes of convincing the the old master to send in a memorial asking for the Sage Emperor to pardon Wang Chong. Of the entire Wang Clan, only the old master possessed this kind of influence.

However, upon hearing the old master’s words, Wang Gen fell silent.

“Father, are you serious?”

Wang Gen asked in agitation. He unconsciously grabbed his father’s hands out of agitation and asked.

“Hehe, there’s no need for you to be worried about other matters. It’s a blessing that this child has gained the favor of the Sage Emperor. In the future, even when I’m not around, the Wang Clan will never have to worry about falling out of favor with the Sage Emperor.”

Duke Jiu smiled.

“Ah?”

Wang Gen stared at his father in shock, unable to comprehend the latter’s words.

Wang Chong was being locked in the imperial prison, and on top of that, there were many Hu generals out there demanding his death. It was uncertain whether he would live past tomorrow, and yet, the old master said that Wang Chong had gained the favor of the emperor?

What was going on?

Even though Wang Gen had been fighting in the royal court for so many decades, he couldn’t help but be lost at Duke Jiu’s words.

“Do you still not understand? His Majesty is locking Chong-er in the imperial prison to protect him, not to punish him. Think about it, why was Wang Chong locked in the imperial prison at such a timing? Even though his memorial has already incurred the displeasure of the Hu then, things hadn’t come to such a point yet.”

“Furthermore, if not for His Majesty locking Chong-er into the imperial prison, do you think that you will be sitting here quietly?”

Duke Jiu answered impassively. In his eyes, one could see wisdom capable of peering through the fabric of the world.

For a moment, Wang Gen was stunned.

Ever since Wang Chong was locked into the imperial prison, all that was on his mind was to visit all of the officials he could to rally their support to save him. He did not expect such a twist in the situation.

It was completely instinctive, but Wang Gen felt that what his father had said was true.

The day after Wang Chong was captured, the incident immediately blew out of proportions. If Wang Chong was not locked in the imperial prison, the Wang Clan might have been in a dire state now.

There would be countless people knocking on the gates of the Wang Clan to voice their displeasure.

However, due to Wang Chong’s arrest, the Wang Clan managed to avoid standing in the eye of the storm. At the same time, Wang Chong had won the sympathy of many of the Han officials.

If Wang Chong hadn’t been arrested, it would be impossible for so many Han officials to be triggered into standing up for him.

The circumstances might possibly be much worse than it was now.

“It’s a blessing that Chong-er is locked into the imperial prison, and this will prove to be beneficial to him in the future. The favor of the emperor is something that everyone strives for, but very few people will receive. However, it’s best that fewer people learn of this matter, otherwise, it might turn out to be calamitous to Wang Chong. That’s the reason why I chose to turn you all away the past few days.”

Duke Jiu said calmly.

“I see.”

Wang Gen heaved a huge sigh of relief. The doubts that he had been harboring for the past few days were finally answered. It was no wonder why his father chose to avoid him and remain silent despite the hordes of Hu generals standing up to demand Wang Chong’s death.

Even though he found it unbelievable, Wang Gen knew that his father would not be wrong on such an important matter.

“Hehe, you should go back and have a good rest. Tomorrow is the day that the Sage Emperor will announce his verdict. If I’m not wrong, that person from the Yao Clan would surely send in a memorial early in the morning to support Chong-er.”

Duke Jiu stroked his beard with a smile.

“Ah? Why would he?”

Wang Gen abruptly lifted his head in shock.

This time, Duke Jiu simply smiled, choosing not to explain the matter

…

The moon set and the sun rose. Finally, the long-awaited moment came.

Regardless of whether it was the Hu generals from the borders, the Han generals within Great Tang, or the officials in the royal court, everyone was anticipating the Sage Emperor’s verdict.

To many, this was no longer a problem of Wang Chong’s life and death. It was a matter concerning the standing and benefits of the Hu and the Han in Great Tang.

“In place of the heavens, the emperor proclaims:

The regional commanders policy will be implemented as planned, and all will be eligible for the position regardless of whether one is a Han or a Hu! As for Wang Chong, despite the biased view in his memorial, his words are not completely impractical. His suggestion of the implementation of jinyuan notes is beneficial to the country and the people. Thus, he shall be spared from the death penalty.

However, to send out a strict warning the others, he will be imprisoned for three months! End of the edict.”

When news spread out, the entire world flew into an uproar. Regardless of whether one was a Han or a Hu, this edict called for celebration. For the Hu, the fact that the regional commanders policy was not halted and that Hu could still rise up to the position was already a huge improvement for before.

This showed how highly the royal court valued Hu generals.

As for the Han generals, given that so many Hu had demanded Wang Chong’s death and the ultimate punishment was just three months of imprisonment.

More importantly, of the ‘regional commanders’ and the ‘utilizing Hu talents’ policies, only the regional commanders policy was approved.

Without a doubt, this was a huge victory!
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The next day, another decree from the Sage Emperor reached the borders:

“To resolve the conflict between Hu and Han generals, the number of Han commanders in a border army regiment cannot be below 20 percent as long as the number of Han soldiers in a border army regiment exceeds fifty percent!”

This decree was delivered to Fumeng Lingcha, Go Seonji, Geshu Han, An Sishun, and many others… All of the Hu generals in the empire were subjected to this limitation.

However, this decree didn’t cause much of an uproar by the border. After all, demanding twenty percent of the commanders to be Han when the Han troops in the regiment numbered more than fifty percent was not overboard.

The Hu generals had indeed pushed their boundaries by appointing all of their commanders to be Hu. However, since the Sage Emperor had never interfered in this matter, the Hu simply did as they pleased.

But now that the Sage Emperor had passed such a decree, they had no choice but to follow it.

Even if it was Fumeng Lingcha and Go Seonji, they could only kneel down and thank the emperor for his magnanimity.

…

“Even though that wasn’t my intended outcome, the results are still satisfactory!”

Wang Chong heard the news while he was still in the ‘imperial prison’. Even though he was fairly satisfied with the outcome, he still felt that it was a pity that the ‘regional commanders’ policy was approved.

For the sake of this matter, he had done everything in his power. The old master had also written a memorial to the Sage Emperor. He had even earned the support and approval of countless Han generals. 

However, the gears of destiny still continued to rumble on. Fate was not something that could be altered so easily.

That being said, his hard work was not completely futile.

At the very least, the ‘utilizing Hu talents’ policy had been abolished. This meant that it would be difficult for the Hu to wield as much influence over the Great Tang’s military as they did back then.

This would limit the destruction the rebellion of the Hu would cause to Great Tang. Furthermore, the decree stating that ‘the number of Han commanders in a border army regiment cannot be below 20 percent as long as the number of Han soldiers in a border army regiment exceeds fifty percent’ was also a huge improvement.

At least the Han troops had a real chance at promotion now. 

As for the three months of imprisonment, that was actually the least of Wang Chong’s worries. In any case, he could spend this period of time cultivating his 《Little Yinyang Art》. Making a rough estimate, it should be enough time for him to achieve the Minor Accomplishment. 

Hualala!

The chains shook, and Wang Chong quickly calmed down. Immediately after, balls of red light started flowing through his body.

…

“To think that he could survive even like that!”

Within the Yuzhen Palace, holding on a letter with the Sage Emperor’s verdict written on it, Yang Zhao muttered. There were many powers who had been paying careful attention to this matter, and Yuzhen Palace was one of them.

This matter would determine how those in power would treat the Wang Clan, whether they should get intimate with Wang Chong or keep their distance, and whether they should approve Wang Chong or oppose him.

This matter had caused many Hu generals to stand out and demand Wang Chong’s death; Fumeng Lingcha, Go Seonji, Geshu Han… Just their names were sufficient to leave Yang Zhao’s hair standing on end.

With such tremendous pressure, he thought that Wang Chong would be doomed. At the very least, he would be subjected to some severe punishment. Yet, he was only put through three insignificant months of imprisonment in the end.

“Brother, did you hear of the jinyuan note policy?”

Within the tent, Consort Taizhen suddenly asked. Regarding the verdict on Wang Chong, it seemed like the jinyuan note policy had played a crucial role.

“Hehe, little sister, you’ve asked the right person. Those senile bunch in the royal court are thinking that the Sage Emperor is just making up an excuse to get Wang Chong off the hook, but I can tell you that that isn’t the case. Everyone has underestimated the use of this jinyuan note!”

“If this policy were to be passed, it would contribute greatly to the development of Great Tang. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if he was conferred a nobility or given a ministerial position for this.”

Yang Zhao explained with a slight smugness hanging on his face.

Even though he was a coarse person who often spent his time in gambling dens, he possessed an innate talent and intuition when it came to money matters.

At a time when even the majority of court officials were unable to see through the value of Wang Chong’s ‘jinyuan notes’, Yang Zhao could sense the value of the policy as soon as he heard of it.

“Isn’t big brother being a little too exaggerated? Is that jinyuan note really that incredible?”

Consort Taizhen was surprised. She was only asking about the matter casually, and never did she expect her big brother to have such a high evaluation of it.

“Hehe, little sister, you’ve grown up in comfort so it’s natural for you to be unaware of the details. Do you know how much gold does Great Tang mine in a year?”

Yang Zhao chuckled. Without waiting for Consort Taizhen’s reply, he revealed the answer.

“Two hundred thousand taels! It sounds like quite a sizeable sum, right? However, I can tell you that a year ago, three hundred thousand taels was harvested, and the year before that, it was five hundred thousand taels.”

“Gold is a limited resource, and the quantity harvested is gradually diminishing every year. It might still be two hundred thousand taels this year, but in the next, it could be a hundred thousand, and in the year after the next, eighty thousand or even just seventy thousand. For an empire as vast as Great Tang to harvest only several ten thousand taels each year, do you know what this represents?”

“The empire will find itself short on money!”

“How is this possible?”

Consort Taizhen exclaimed in shock. Only then did she finally understand the severity of the matter. It would be a huge problem if the empire were to find itself lacking money in circulation.

“Hehe, little sister, there’s nothing much to be surprised about. Such a matter has occurred in the previous dynasties as well, just that the severity of the matter differs. Given the prosperity and scale of the current dynasty, I find it a peculiarity that it could persevere up until now without any major problems occurring.”

Yang Zhao smiled. He had not been idle since entering the palace. Using the name of Consort Taizhen, he had gathered a massive amount of information regarding Great Tang, diligently trying to learn as much as he could. ——And of course, most of what he learned was regarding money.

“The annual expenditure of the royal court is immense. The palace’s internal expenditure, the development of new land, the upkeep for the military, the salary of the officials… All of these add up to a massive sum. Even if one possesses a mountain of gold and silver, it’ll be impossible to keep up with this massive expenditure. The bulk of the royal court’s income comes from taxation, and without a huge amount of gold and silver flowing through the population, the sum earned from taxation will be limited.”

“However, the jinyuan note changes everything.”

At this point, Yang Zhao smiled gleefully.

“With the jinyuan note, the royal court will be able to craft and issue as much money as it requires, thus reducing its dependency on gold and silver. That will be, in the truest sense, a mountain of gold and silver, a supply of currency that will never dry out! That Wang Chong is indeed a genius!”

The compliment that Yang Zhao offered Wang Chong came from the depths of his heart!

That is what a true genius is!

Yang Zhao couldn’t understand the memorial and the Wootz steel sword, so he couldn’t say anything much on those matters. However, just on the jinyuan note itself, he was confident that the other party was a man of great talent!

He had no idea how Wang Chong could come up with such a revolutionary idea. Compared to Wang Chong, all of the finance ministers from the inception of time, be it Guan Zi or Tao Zhu Gong, were all far too lacking.

Yang Zhao rarely conceded to others, especially on a matter regarding ‘money’. But this time, he felt true respect for the other party.

In the tent, Consort Taizhen fell into deep contemplation.

…

“Cheers!”

In the Wang Family Residence, Big Uncle Wang Gen, Big Aunt Wang Ru Shuang, Uncle Li Lin, Mother Madam Wang, little sister, Cousin Wang Zhu Yan and Wang Liang, were all gathered together. Wine cups toasted with one another, and everyone’s faces were flushed in delight and excitement.

When Wang Chong’s verdict was passed, the happiest of them all were the Wang Clan members.

Even though the Wang Clan had been growing distant internally, and there were numerous shady dealings beneath the surface, for this crisis, they had gathered together and worked as one. Thus, when they heard this news, they celebrated as one as well.

None of them had realized it yet, but under the threat of Wang Chong’s execution, the entire Wang Clan had unknowingly gathered as a whole once more.

Even the usually strict big uncle was a bundle of smiles today. He even took the initiative to pour a few cups of pomegranate juice that came all the way from the Western Regions for little sister.

Such a sight was unthinkable in the past.

“Thank you, everyone. Thank you! …”

Using tea as a substitute for wine, Madam Wang lifted her cup and thanked everyone with reddened eyes. She could barely hold back her tears as she spoke. The worry she had been put through in the past few days had nearly shattered her heart.

“Sister-in-law, don’t cry. Everything is over, it’s alright now.”

Big Aunt Wang Ru Shuang hurriedly consoled her.

Madam Wang nodded and hurriedly wiped away her tears. On the other hand, the witty Wang Family little sister lifted her cup of pomegranate juice up high and declared:

“Come! Let’s toast to Third Brother’s swift release!”

Her words had piqued a wave of laughter amidst the group. All of them stood up.

“Come, cheers!”

…

The ‘imperial prison’ was completely isolated from the world. Oblivious to the various happenings outside, Wang Chong cultivated quietly.

“Lad, who are you?”

Just as Wang Chong was in the midst of his cultivation, Wang Chong suddenly heard a bright voice.

At the same moment, a familiar mechanical voice suddenly echoed in Wang Chong’s head.

【Divergence of Destiny: Mysterious Prisoner】

【Mission Reward: 100 Destiny Energy!】

Weng!

That voice caught Wang Chong by surprise.

“Who is it?”

Wang Chong abruptly opened his eyes and surveyed his surroundings. However, it seemed that nobody other than him had heard the voice.

A few other prisoners even shot bizarre glances at Wang Chong.

“Hmph, I’m talking to you. How did you get in here?”

The same voice echoed once again, but this time, it sounded slightly displeased. Its tone was extremely arrogant.

Wang Chong was taken aback.

He never thought that he would meet with this kind of situation in the imperial prison.

“Only those who have sinned would be locked in the imperial prison. I wrote a memorial that offended the Sage Emperor, that’s why I’m locked in here. May I know who elder is, and why you are locked in here?”

Wang Chong asked.

The other party’s voice had sounded right within his head. Without a doubt, this was an extremely formidable spirit secret art.

Those who were locked in the imperial prison were all sinners so the other party must have committed some kind of crime as well.

“Imperial prison? Hahaha, you actually think you’re in the imperial prison?”

Unexpectedly, the other party started laughing, as though mocking his naivety.
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“This isn’t the imperial prison?!”

Wang Chong was surprised. He had been in here for so long, but it was the first time he had heard someone say that this was not the imperial prison.

“Hehe, to think that someone would say that a palace of the previous Great Sui would be the imperial prison, what an irony! However, it isn’t entirely wrong for you to think of it as the imperial prison either. There are nine floors to the imperial prison, and you are at the tenth floor. In a way, this can be considered as an extension of the imperial prison!”

The mysterious voice sneered coldly.

“Palace of the Great Sui?”

Wang Chong’s heart skipped a beat. He abruptly lifted his head and surveyed his surroundings with a look of disbelief. He had been here for so long, but he never realized that this was a palace of the Great Sui!

Dynasties rose and fell, it was a cycle of natural change. The era before the rise of the Great Tang was the Sui dynasty. As if to symbolize that, the Great Tang royal palace was built on the ruins of the previous Great Sui royal palace. Wang Chong was well aware about this. 

Just that, he did not expect to see an intact Great Sui palace beneath the royal palace.

“Elder, it’s not that I don’t trust you, but if this isn’t the imperial prison, then why would these people be locked here as well? Even if I can’t make out whether this is the imperial prison or not, surely they would be able to sense something?”

Wang Chong asked doubtfully.

“Hahaha, them? You mean the prisoners who had been brought here just a few days ago? Do you think that these prisoners can tell where they are? If the guards claim that this is imperial prison, then to them, this would be the imperial prison.”

“I was still curious as to why so many people were brought here all of the sudden. Now, I finally understand. It’s all because of you! These prisoners were sent here because of you!”

“AH!”

The other party’s reply left Wang Chong stunned. All along, Wang Chong had thought that these prisoners had been locked here from the very start.

However, after listening to the other party’s words, he realized that these prisoners had been shifted here just awhile ago. This information left Wang Chong dumbstruck.

Although it sounded absurd, Wang Chong did not think that the opposite party had any reason to lie to him. 

“How can that be?”

Lifting his head, Wang Chong muttered silently. The underlying truth of the entire incident surfaced in his mind, but it was so inconceivable that he found it hard to accept.

If what the other party said was true, it meant that these prisoners were all brought in here in a rush to form this temporary prison.

On top of that, he didn’t expect the Stone of Destiny to regard the meeting with this mysterious man so highly.

Thinking back, when he reversed the destiny of his clan previously and obtained the title of Destiny Struggler, he was only awarded 50 Destiny Energy.

Yet, as soon this person’s voice rang, the Stone of Destiny was immediately triggered, and a notice regarding the mission reward of 100 Destiny Energy appeared in his head.

Wang Chong could not imagine what kind of person could hold such weight.

“Let me ask you a question. How long have you known him?”

Wang Chong immediately turned around and asked a prisoner while pointing to another.

“Him? I’m not too sure, I don’t really know him! I was only brought here ten days ago… Wait, it should be a month. Or was it three months? How long has it been? How long…”

Initially, the prisoner was still able to answer coherently, but eventually, his words became more and more muddled up.

Upon seeing his state, Wang Chong hurriedly stopped him. On the other hand, the other prisoners seemed to be used to such a sight.

The concept of day and time did not apply to the imperial prison, making it nearly impossible for one to determine the flow of time in here. After staying here for too long, it was easy for one to lose one’s sanity.

It might be difficult for one to determine it with a single glance, but with the right impetus, their insanity streak would immediately trigger. Even Wang Chong could only keep track of time by counting the number of water droplets falling to the ground.

“It seems like he’s right.”

Wang Chong thought. Even though the other party’s reply was slightly erratic, it was clear that they had only been shifted here awhile ago.

However, due to the long duration of incarceration in the imperial prison, they were already numb to the concepts of time and location.

“Elder, you said that there are nine floors to the imperial prison and I’m locked in the tenth. In that case, may I know which floor is elder in?”

Wang Chong tried asking.

This person was simply too bizarre and mysterious.

“Me? Hahaha! If you’re on the tenth floor, then I’m on the twentieth. The one locked at the bottommost of the Great Sui palace is me.”

The person was laughing, but from his laughter, Wang Chong could sense deep sorrow and indignance.

“Then, may I know why is elder being locked here?”

Wang Chong asked.

The laughter came to an abrupt stop. In an instant, the entire underground world fell silent. For a very long time, Wang Chong waited, but a reply did not come. It was as though everything that had just happened was just a hallucination on Wang Chong’s part.

“Elder?”

Frowning, Wang Chong asked once more.

“Young man, don’t ask too much. Sometimes, knowing too much isn’t a good thing. Aren’t you going to go out soon? I’ll answer your question the next time you return here.”

“However, I don’t like taking advantage of others, especially those younger than me. So, I’ll give you this as compensation for talking with me!”

Then, before Wang Chong could react, he felt the ground beneath him tremble. A huge surge of strength flew through the ground, charging straight into Wang Chong’s body.

Wang Chong’s ‘Little Yinyang Art’ had just met with a bottleneck; there was an acupoint that he had been unable to open up despite repeated attempts. However, under the impact of this energy, it was immediately knocked open.

The immense force didn’t stop there.. Boom boom boom, it consecutively opened up the various pathways required for the ‘Little Yinyang Art’, and only after circulating around Wang Chong’s body once did it finally disappear without a trace.

When the massive surge of Origin Energy finally disappeared, this underground world regained its tranquility. That mysterious aura within Wang Chong’s head also faded away.

Wang Chong sat blankly on the spot, and for a long moment, he was unable to recover from his shock.

To think that the other party possessed such immense strength. His Origin Energy could actually be transmitted through the ground in between them and accurately strike Wang Chong’s body.

What left Wang Chong even surprised was that the other party actually knew the 《Little Yinyang Art》. 

It was a derivative of the 《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art》, and it was the exclusive technique of the Demonic Emperor Old Man. Thus, there were very few people who knew of this ultimate art.

Did that person know of this ultimate art beforehand, or did he deduce the entire 《Little Yinyang Art》 cultivation technique through observing Wang Chong’s cultivation?

But regardless of which one it was, it was already a formidable feat to Wang Chong.

“Elder?”

“Elder?”

“Elder? …”

Wang Chong tried calling out thrice, but the surroundings remained silent. It was as though nothing had happened at all.

However, the overflowing Origin Energy within Wang Chong’s body told him that this encounter wasn’t a product of his imagination.

“Who is that person? Despite his strength, he’s still locked up in the prison. Furthermore, from the looks of it, it seems that he has been here for quite awhile already.”

Wang Chong couldn’t help but contemplate over the matter.

In his previous life, Wang Chong, as the Grand Marshal of the Central Plains, had seen and learned about the affairs many different experts, such as Su Zhengchen and the Demonic Emperor Old Man.

But Wang Chong had never heard of an expert being locked in the depths of the imperial prison. None of the experts he knew of matched the details of this elder either.

“Who in the world is he?”

Wang Chong muttered. Deep curiosity welled up within him.

But regardless of how intrigued he was, that mysterious presence had indeed disappeared.

No matter how Wang Chong tried to summon the other party, there was no response.

After a few more tries, Wang Chong could only give up.

Having successfully opened up the circulation pathways for the 《Little Yinyang Art》, Wang Chong was saved much time and effort. Thus, he turned his attention into reinforcing his foundations for the cultivation technique instead.

The next three months flew by swiftly. Unknowingly, it was already time for Wang Chong to leave the imperial prison.

【Congratulations, user. By interfering in the Consort Taizhen incident, you have successfully changed King Song’s destiny. Mission Accomplishment: 30%. Reward: 20 Destiny Energy.】

【Congratulations, user. By opposing the regional commanders policy, you have changed Great Tang’s destiny. Mission Accomplishment: 30%. Reward: 30 Destiny Energy.】

…

When the final day of his imprisonment arrived, the voice from the Stone of Destiny abruptly sounded in Wang Chong’s ears and two notices appeared in his head.

Wang Chong was taken aback. Frenzied joy filled his heart.

“50 Destiny Energy! I actually obtained 50 Destiny Energy!”

Wang Chong was surprised and overjoyed, and agitation grasped him.

This reward was indeed generous, far beyond Wang Chong’s expectations.

The previous time, Wang Chong had changed the destiny of the entire clan, and through it, changed the destiny of King Song. On top of that, there were additional rewards from unlocking the title ‘Destiny Struggler’. Adding up all of them, he was only rewarded with 50 Destiny Energy.

This time, he had only accomplished the two missions by 30%, but he was already awarded 50 Destiny Energy. If he were to complete it all together, wouldn’t he be awarded with more than 150 Destiny Energy?

This had verified a theory that Wang Chong had in mind.

“It seems like changing the destiny of a nation awards much generously than changing the destiny of an individual!”

Wang Chong thought.

The only regret he felt was that Consort Taizhen still eventually came together with the Sage Emperor. Despite his efforts, the main events were still going down the same path as before.

And the ‘regional commanders’ policy was eventually passed as well. All Wang Chong managed to achieve was to abolish the ‘utilizing Hu talents’ policy.

Otherwise, his rewards would surely be greater.

Turning his attention away from this matter, Wang Chong saw Zhou Xing leading a few prison guards toward him.

Unlocking the prison doors, before Wang Chong could say a word, a prison guard walked up to Wang Chong and pressed down on an acupoint at the back of his head.

“This again…”

With a bitter smile on his face, Wang Chong fainted.


					
							
							

                                                                        Chapter 176: Wang Chong Is Released (1) 

                                                                                Wang Chong woke up to the sound of deafening cheerings.
Slowly rousing from sleep, he saw a few silhouettes before him. The deafening cheerings came from distance, beyond the faraway palace walls. The warden of the imperial prison, Zhou Xing, along with several other prison guards, stood carefully before him with clasped hands and bent backs.
One of the guards looked exceptionally worried.
With a glance, Wang Chong recognized him as the guard who knocked him out.
“Wang gongzi, pardon me for my insolence. However, His Majesty’s orders mustn’t be defied so I ask for your understanding!”
Zhou Xing’s body posture was extremely humble and his tone was exceptionally polite. Ever since that eunuch from the emperor’s palace came by, Zhou Xing realized that this young man was not an existence he could trifle with.
“Lord Zhou, you are being too polite.”
Wang Chong chuckled, choosing not to fault him over that matter.
“Right, can I leave now?”
“Of course, feel free!”
Zhou Xing hurriedly moved to the side, opening up a path for Wang Chong. 
In truth, he direly wished for the other party to leave. Even though the imperial prison housed all kinds of prisoners, this person definitely did not belong there!
Wang Chong chuckled casually. He walked past the guards and proceeded forward. Not too far away, a carriage was prepared for him.
Zhou Xing had arranged it for him. 
Wang Chong walked into the carriage, and it rumbled off into the distance. Traveling through the complicated labyrinth of the palace, Wang Chong could sense many presences assessing him both in the open and in the shadows.
——The regional commanders incident had not only attracted the attention of the academic and military officials on the royal court, even the Imperial Army was alarmed as well. On top of that, Wang Chong possessed immense fame within the palace as the swordsmith for the Wootz steel sword.
As he approached the palace doors, the cheerings crescendoed. Even the air trembled before the frenzied voices.
Finally, the carriage reached the palace gates and stopped.
“Wang Chong!”
“Chong-er!”
As soon as Wang Chong alighted, he heard delighted exclaims. Turning around, at around fifty meters away from the palace gates, he saw two familiar figures walking toward him.
“Marshal Zhao!”
“Uncle!”
Zhao Fengchen was an old acquaintance from the Bluebottle Pavilion whereas Uncle Li Lin was a kin. Wang Chong’s eyes lit up as he saw the duo. 
The royal palace was out of bounds to most, and even influential officials and the kings couldn’t enter the royal palace freely. However, Uncle Li Lin and Zhao Fengchen were different.
From the very start, the royal palace was their territory.
“Hahaha, lad, you’re finally out!”
“Chong-er, you sure kept us waiting!”
The duo walked up and hugged Wang Chong tightly.
“Ahhh… Let go, you two are too strong. I’m about to be crushed!”
“Hahaha, what does this little bit of strength count as? I haven’t even gotten serious yet!”
The duo laughed heartily.
Even though Wang Chong’s neck had reddened from the massive force, a surge of warmth flowed into his heart. This was the care and concern of a kin! 
Three months, he was finally out from the imperial prison!
“Hehe. Actually, I hoped to invite you over to the Imperial Army to have a seat, but from the looks of it, it’ll be impossible today. There are many people waiting for you outside!”
“You should hurry along! Zhu Yan, your big uncle, and the others are waiting for you!”
The duo didn’t take up too much of Wang Chong’s time. They patted his shoulder forcefully and led him to the palace gates.
Passing by the thick palace gates, a ray of sunlight glared down from above. At that instant when Wang Chong stepped out——
Boom!
Thunderous cheerings several times louder than what he heard within the palace boomed in his ears.
“Wang Chong!”
“Chong gongzi is out!”
“Chong-er!”
“Look, it’s Wang gongzi!”
…
Outside the palace, the crowd roared in delight.
It took Wang Chong a while to adapt to the glaring sunlight. When he finally slowly opened his eyes and saw the huge masses of people gathered here, he was stunned.
Back then, when he was still in the palace, he did not think much of it. Only when he finally walked out did he realize how big a crowd had gathered for him. From the palace gates to as far as the eye could see, humans filled nearly every inch of space.
Even the rooftops and trees weren’t an exception to the rule. Every single one of these people was staring in his direction with an overjoyed look.
No matter how he looked at it, the people here had to number in the ten thousands.
“Wang Chong!”
“Wang Chong!”
“Wang Chong!”
“Wang Chong!”
…
A chanting suddenly began amidst the crowd. The sight of tens of thousand of people yelling out the name of the person that they earnestly respected was a spectacular one.
Standing at the palace gates, Wang Chong was taken aback by the sight.
Even though he heard the cheering from within the palace, he didn’t think that so many people would be here to welcome him back. Be it scions, nobles, ordinary civilians, rich merchants, beggars, all of them had an earnest smile on their faces which reflected their delight at his release.
Many of them, Wang Chong had never seen or heard before. But on this day of his release, all of them gathered together to celebrate this joyous occasion with him!
This was the first time Wang Chong had had so many people cheering and caring for him.
Standing beneath the sunlight, Wang Chong felt warmness enveloping his body.
This was the Central Plains. This was Great Tang. As long as what you did was right, the citizens would support you. Be it rich merchants, poor beggars, nobles, ordinary civilians, or even proud scions, they would earnestly express their support for you!
There was a scale in everyone’s heart, allowing even the proudest scions to discern right from wrong before such major incidents.
Wang Chong spent three months in the imperial prison, but at this very instant, he felt that everything he did was worth it.
“Enjoy all of these well! Today, be it influential officials or military generals, all of them have specially come just for you. Today is your day! Chong-er, I’m happy for you!”
A familiar voice echoed beside Wang Chong. Dressed in an official robe, Big Uncle Wang Gen walked over with widened strides. He forcefully patted Wang Chong’s shoulders, and pride shone through clearly on his face. 
Wang Chong was not his son, but at this instant, Wang Gen felt proud that there was such an offspring in the Wang Clan.
“Big uncle!”
Wang Chong’s eyes rippled.
The ones who came this welcome him today wasn’t just big uncle. Amidst the crowd, Wang Chong saw Little Uncle Wang Mi, Big Aunt Wang Ru Shuang, Cousin Wang Liang, and Cousin Wang Li.
Wang Li’s face was still cold, but his eyes betrayed his true emotions.
Other than his kin, Wang Chong saw many familiar faces amidst the welcoming crowd as well. Elder Ye, Duke of Hu, Elder Sun, Elder Ma… All of grandfather’s old subordinates were gathered here as well. They were cheering and applauding for him enthusiastically for him.
There were also many officials whose faces were foreign to Wang Chong as well. 
But one common trait they shared was that their smile.
Peng!
Suddenly, amidst the crowd, a burst of fireworks shot into the skies, and many others quickly followed suit. This sight was not just limited to the palace entrance; the entire capital, near and far, regardless of whether Wang Chong had ever been there or not, everyone chose to ignite their fireworks and firecrackers on this very day to celebrate with Wang Chong.
A joyous mood wafted through the capital!
Wang Chong didn’t stay here for too long. Under big uncle’s lead, after greeting the various officials of the royal court, he dived into a carriage prepared for him.
Pah!
A moment ago, Wang Chong was still immersed in the joy of returning, but at the next instant, a pale and slim leg appeared in Wang Chong’s sight, causing his eyes to widen. Then, with a loud boom, massive force pushed Wang Chong onto the floor, locking him down onto the mat of the carriage, rendering him incapable of movement.
“Second Sister!”
Wang Chong was taken aback. Even though it was only a momentary glance, he clearly saw an austere-looking figure dressed in red robe in front of him before he was knocked down. It was no other than his cousin, Wang Zhu Yan.
This explained why he didn’t see her amidst the crowd; she had been hiding here all along.
A moment ago, Wang Chong was still enjoying the eyes of admiration of the crowd, and the very next moment, he was smashed onto the ground. This twist was truly abrupt.
“Stinky brat! The next time you dare to write this kind of nonsensical memorial without thinking it through, don’t blame your Second Sister for getting nasty!”
Before Wang Chong could speak, a voice above him echoed coldly.
Initially, Wang Chong’s body was still stiff and he was prepared to struggle against the massive force pushing him down. However, upon hearing these words, his heart felt warm and the tenseness in his body vanished.
“Second Sister, I admit that it’s my fault. I won’t be so reckless in the future.”
Wang Chong spoke quietly.
“Remember your words!”
Cousin Wang Zhu Yan’s voice remained cold but she removed her feet anyway. Then, she walked to the side and turned her head away from Wang Chong.
However, Wang Chong still noticed the moisture and redness in his cousin’s eyes.
“I’m sorry, Second Sister.”
Wang Chong took a seat and apologized earnestly.
Even though they were not true siblings, and she would occasionally act violently and unreasonably toward him, without a doubt, his Second Sister truly treated him well.
Many times, Wang Chong felt that his cousin wasn’t any different from his true sister.
If not for her care and concern, perhaps, she wouldn’t have been so furious.
“Do you know how big of an issue you’ve caused? This isn’t a joking affair! Do you even know how worried your mother, little uncle, my father, and the rest of us are?”
Cousin Wang Zhu Yan’s face was still cold, but her complexion had alleviated significantly.
This regional commanders incident was a huge blow and trial for the entire Wang Clan. Even though it ended well and Wang Chong was eventually released, all of them understood how close to danger they were.
So many Hu generals, including those from the borders and protectorates, had demanded Wang Chong’s death. The immense pressure the Wang Clan was under was unimaginable to others.
Wang Zhu Yan had almost thought that Wang Chong would really die.
Wang Chong had gotten into trouble on numerable occasions, but he had never gotten into such a huge mess.
How could Wang Zhu Yan not be worried? How could she not be angry?
“Hehe, Second Sister, aren’t I alright? Right, I’ve prepared a small present for you!”
With a fawning smile on his face, Wang Chong whipped out an object.
“Don’t think I’ll fall for that trick, do you think that you can divert my attention so easily? Un, what’s that object? How ugly!”
“Hehe, this is called a hair clip. I made it from a strip of metal. It can hold your hair in place. If you think that it looks ugly, I can redesign it. It should look pretty after I put a butterfly on it.”
Wang Chong chuckled.
Wang Chong’s hair clip was actually just a simple metal strip bent into a ‘u’ shape. This was the most basic design of a hair clip. But of course, building on this basic design, one could make all kinds of beautiful hair clips.
This was just the primary product.
Wang Chong wasn’t too interested in such matters, and he didn’t expect to make a fortune out of this either. Just pleasing his cousin and her group of friends with these objects was sufficient for him.
As expected, cousin gave the hair clip a try and after realizing that it worked, her interest was piqued. With her attention diverted, she no longer brought up the issue of Wang Chong being imprisoned anymore.
However, she complained that the hair clip was too ugly, and demanded him to make a few pretty ones out.
What else could Wang Chong say? Of course he hurriedly agreed to it.


                                                                        Chapter 177: Wang Chong Is Released (2) 

                                                                                After escaping from the clutches of Cousin Wang Zhu Yan, the carriage traveled amidst the crowd’s cheering from the gates of the royal palace to the Wang Family Residence.
At this very moment, the person that Wang Chong desired to meet the most was his mother. Back then, when he wrote the memorial to the Sage Emperor, he acted on his own whim. He failed to inform his mother about it, and given the huge mess he had gotten himself into, it was hard to imagine how worried his mother was.
His mother had probably suffered great agony in the past three months.
Even though Wang Chong didn’t see his mother amidst the cheering crowd, he knew that it was not because she was unconcerned but that it was inappropriate for her to do so given her position.
“Third brother, you’re back!”
As soon as Wang Chong alighted from his carriage, a small girl’s eyes lit up. She dashed forward and pounced into Wang Chong’s embrace. The immense force in her movements caused Wang Chong to stagger, and he nearly tumbled over despite driving his Origin Energy to withstand off the impact.
“Little sister, seems like you have grown stronger!”
Hugging his younger sister, Wang Chong smiled bitterly.
He had been working diligently during this period of time, training whenever he could, thus inducing an significant growth in his cultivation. 
However, it seemed like his younger sister hadn’t been slacking either. Most cultivated by putting their bodies through great torture, but Wang Xiao Yao did so through eating.
There was probably no one else other than his younger sister who could render him helpless with just brute strength. 
“Third brother, you aren’t allowed to mock me. Otherwise, I’m going to get angry!”
Wang Family’s little sister lifted her gaze and stared at Wang Chong furiously. ‘Killing intent’ raged within her little eyes.
Wang Chong burst into laughter, but he didn’t dare to say anything.
His little sister might be innocent, but she was a force to be reckoned with when she flew into a rage. Even with Wang Chong’s current strength, he might not necessarily be a match for her.
After parting with little sister, Wang Chong went to greet his mother before looking for Shen Hai, Meng Long, Arloja, Ablonodan, Tuoba Guiyuan, Li Zhuxin, and Miyasame Ayaka.
“Master, welcome back.”
This was Miyasame Ayaka.
“Hehe, I thought you weren’t going to return.”
This was Li Zhuxin.
Toward Miyasame Ayaka, Wang Chong smiled in appreciation. But toward Li Zhuxin, Wang Chong could only roll his eyes.
“Mister Li, aren’t you afraid of not having any pay for the next month?”
“Haha, that’s true. There aren’t many wealthy employers like gongzi around.”
Li Zhuxin chuckled.
Even though they were interacting as per normal, Wang Chong could sense that everyone’s attitude was a little different.
However, this didn’t impede their intimacy.
On top of that, Wang Chong had also received a huge pile of letters from Han generals all over Great Tang.
Everyone knew when Wang Chong was going to be released, and they calculated the timing to send the letters over precisely. Other than congratulating Wang Chong on his release, they also extended an invitation to him to join their army.
Given the generals’ power of appointment, it was a simple feat for them to grant him the position of a captain or even a major as soon as he joins them.
Just by this itself, Wang Chong would have a huge headstart.
“Gongzi, of all of these invitations, which one are you going to accept?”
A voice echoed behind. When Shen Hai and Meng Long walked into Wang Chong’s study and saw that huge pile of invitation letters on the table, their eyes grew hot in agitation.
The both of them came from the military so they understood the significance of this opportunity. They couldn’t help but feel slightly envious.
That was the position of a captain and a major!
The both of them had never achieved such heights in the military before.
It was unthinkable for one to be given such a high position as soon as one joined the military. For many, such heights were unreachable for them throughout their lives.
Yet, to their young master, it was just a matter of nodding his head.
If it was anyone else, it would surely result in acrimony. However, given that it was the young master, they believed that no one, from the royal court down to the generals and the troops, would dare to utter a single word of complaint.
Most probably, even the Sage Emperor would be delighted to see this happen.
Otherwise, he wouldn’t have protected Wang Chong despite the immense pressure from the Hu.
“Hehe, even though it’s extremely tempting, I won’t accept any one of them.”
After taking a brief glance, Wang Chong placed the invitation letters back onto the table.
“Ah? Why?”
The two of them were dumbstruck.
“Gongzi, it’s a captain and major rank! If gongzi becomes a captain or a major as soon as you enlist, you’ll be spared from many years of effort!”
Shen Hai and Meng Long exclaimed in shock.
“Hehe, let me ask you then. Given my current strength, do you think that I’m qualified to be a major? The military is a place where might reigns supreme. Even if I manage to land that position, I’ll never earn the respect of my men.”
Even before such a huge opportunity, Wang Chong was still able to retain his composure. The thought of it was wonderful, but Wang Chong knew that this wasn’t what he wanted.
“Besides, the training camps are about to open. I can’t possibly join other armies now.”
Many things had happened in the last three months. Not only was the matter regarding the Three Great Training Camps confirmed, the rough construction of the training grounds was also completed.
All of the instructors, involved personnel, and required equipment had been brought into the camps as well.
——This was what Uncle Li Lin told him.
Wang Chong only had two to three days to prepare, so he was sorely lacking in time.
Wang Chong thought that he would miss this huge affair due to his three months of imprisonment, but it seemed like the Sage Emperor had considered this matter on his behalf.
“However, even if you graduate from the training camp, it’ll still be difficult for you to become a major in the short run!”
Meng Long protested, unable to understand the rationale behind his young master’s decision.
“Hehe, Meng Long, it’s hard to explain the matter now, but you’ll understand it in the future. The Three Great Training Camps is a huge matter, and becoming a part of it will bring far greater benefits than climbing onto a high position.”
Wang Chong chuckled.
“However, even if that’s the case, gongzi can put the invitation on hold and come under a general right after you graduate from the training camp too!”
Shen Hai said.
Wang Chong’s father, Wang Yan, was a general of Great Tang. However, of those who sent the letters, there were many who possessed far greater standing than him.
This time, Wang Chong only shook his head silently.
He had his own considerations. He didn’t like being restrained, and before the huge catastrophe that was about to befall Great Tang, he couldn’t go about doing things the standard way like the others.
This wasn’t where Wang Chong’s ambitions lay. Becoming an ‘influential official’ was a mean, not a goal.
Walking out of the study, Wang Chong welcomed the first batch of guests.
“Paying respect to gongzi!”
Eight well-built men stood in a line before Wang Chong. They were all former instructors of the Imperial Army. They had some age to them, and even the youngest of them was in his late forties. They carried an authoritative disposition, and with a single glance, it was clear that they had weathered through many storms.
They were figures who would be well-respected even within the royal palace. Yet, before Wang Chong, all of them lowered their heads and bent their taut backs.
“Lord Wang Mi has brought us over. There’s a rule among Imperial Army instructors that even after retirement, one is to not serve as an instructor for others casually. Initially, we’re worried that gongzi might harbor some other intentions, but from the looks of it, it seems like we were overthinking it. Given gongzi‘s character, no matter what gongzi wants us to do, we’re willing to give it our all!”
“Money and such are just insignificant material possessions. Just on gongzi‘s reputation itself, we’re willing to volunteer our services without remuneration!”
“The eight of us are only the first batch. We’ve talked to another eight highly-qualified instructors for gongzi, and they’ve indicated their willingness to work for gongzi without remuneration as well. They’ll be arriving tomorrow!”
…
The eight of them spoke respectfully toward Wang Chong.
“Great!”
Wang Chong was stunned for a moment before furious joy gushed into his heart. These Imperial Army instructors were reputed for being difficult to employ, and each of them had an incredibly obstinate character.
No matter how high the price one offered, the other party might not necessarily be willing to offer his services.
Thus, for a very long time, there was no news from little uncle.
Wang Chong didn’t expect that the reputation he earned from the regional commanders incident would aid him in convincing these obstinate Imperial Army instructors.
In Wang Chong’s initial plan, it would already be great if he could hire three Imperial Army instructors. Thus, he intended to pick the more outstanding students to lead the new recruits so as to slowly broaden the number of instructors.
Even though it would take a much longer time, it was still feasible.
But at this moment, eight highly-qualified Imperial Army instructors had come to look for him, and this was only the first batch. This had far surpassed Wang Chong’s expectations.
Furthermore, these obstinate men were actually willing to work for him without any remuneration.
This was a thought that Wang Chong dared not harbor.
With the help from these people, Wang Chong would be able to push forward his plan.
There was no better news than this to him at the moment.
It could be said that this was the best news he had heard today.
“Everyone, I am delighted that you are all willing to offer your services. Regarding the matter of remuneration, I appreciate your thoughts. However, it is something I’ve decided upon from the start so I’ll still pay you all according to the initial agreement made.”
Wang Chong said.
“Wang gongzi, this is something we’ve all decided upon beforehand. The reason why we’re willing to help you without demanding any compensation is out of admiration for you, that’s why we chose to respond to Lord Wang’s invitation.”
“If gongzi were to insist on paying us, we’re going to take it as an insult.”
One of the instructors who was built like a bear spoke up with a stern expression.
“This…”
Wang Chong was tongue-tied.
He knew that these qualified Imperial Army instructors were obstinate people, and once they had decided on something, it would be difficult to change their mind. But to think that they would be stubborn on such a matter as well!
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“Everyone, this decision is made in consideration for the long-term interest of the training camp. If others were to think that I don’t offer remuneration for their hard work, no one will think of coming here in the future. How about this then? If you all still find the matter difficult to accept, why don’t we reduce the original price by half then.”

Wang Chong smiled.

“This… alright then!”

The eight Imperial Army instructors stared at one another, and feeling that Wang Chong’s words were logical, they finally nodded in agreement.

Upon seeing this sight, Wang Chong smiled.

Following which, they began to finalize the details. 

Wang Chong’s training camp would be built right on top of the spirit vein; this matter had already been decided beforehand. His teacher, the Demonic Emperor Old Man, would be there to guard the area. Furthermore, considering the incredible strength of these Imperial Army instructors, there was no need to worry about its security.

Smaller powers wouldn’t even dare to dream of touching Wang Chong’s spirit vein.

As for the construction of the training camp…

Wang Chong had already invested money into it quite a long time ago. Even though it probably wasn’t completed yet, there should be a rough outline of it already.

“Great! To think that gongzi would even find a spirit vein! That explains why you wish to recruit so many Imperial Army instructors. Don’t worry, we’ll travel there tomorrow and do as you say.”

The eight powerfully-built Imperial Army instructors were excited. Even though the Wang Clan was influential, its accumulation and strength in various aspects were lacking.

They had only come in awe of Wang Chong’s character. They did not think that Wang Chong’s preparations would be so thorough.

A spirit vein was not something that just any power could obtain.

The Imperial Army instructors were trustworthy and reliable people. As soon as they agreed to Wang Chong’s request, they immediately headed off to the spirit vein under the lead of a group of Wang Family Residence guards.

…

“Wang gongzi, it has been long since we last met!”

Not too long after the eight Imperial Army instructors left, a white-robed, middle-aged man wearing a silk hat and carrying a refined disposition walked into the room.

Wang Chong’s memorial had shaken the world.

As such, various powers had turned their eyes to him, and they had been waiting in anticipation for his release. Thus, he was destined to be unable to enjoy tranquility, at least for this period of time.

“You are?”

Wang Chong frowned in bewilderment when he saw a foreign man walking in.

Wang Chong didn’t think that the residence guards would allow any stranger to walk in easily. However, Wang Chong truly didn’t recognize the person before him.

“Hahaha, Wang gongzi, we’ve just met a few months ago. Back then, you gifted me with a thousand gold taels. Have you forgotten the matter already?”

The guest chuckled heartily.

“A thousand gold taels?”

Wang Chong was getting more and more baffled. Even though he was wealthy in the truest sense now, a thousand gold taels wasn’t a small sum at all. It should be impossible for Wang Chong to send out such a huge sum of money.

“How is that possible? Who is this man?”

Wang Chong narrowed his eyes in doubt. He didn’t think that he was a forgetful person; if he had seen this man before, he would surely be able to remember him.

However, Wang Chong truly had no impression of him at all!

“Hehe, gongzi, you sure are a forgetful person. Do you remember the man whom you helped near Bluebottle Pavilion back then?”

The guest finally retracted his smile and asked slowly.

Boom!

As though a strike of lightning, Wang Chong abruptly widened his eyes as he stared at the white-robed man in disbelief.

“It’s you! …”

Wang Chong finally knew who the guest was. However, this only left Wang Chong in greater disbelief.

Yang Zhao!

This person was Yang Zhao! The man whom he met outside the Bluebottle Pavilion, that unkempt, thug-like man!

The future Imperial Uncle of Great Tang!

The reason why Wang Chong had such a deep impression of him was due to another resounding alias that he would assume in the future:

Yang Guozhong!

Yang Zhao was his original name whereas ‘Guozhong’ was the alias he took on when he was at the peak of his power.

However, other than Wang Chong, no one knew about it at the moment, not even Yang Zhao himself.

“It’s actually him! But how can a person’s disposition change so much?!”

Wang Chong suffered a tremendous shock.

This was the first time Wang Chong saw a person’s disposition changing to such a huge extent.

He had seen Yang Zhao in his worst state; back then, he was no different from a gangster.

However, the current Yang Zhao looked no different from a refined academic. His every movement exuded grace that would leave even the influential officials in the royal court red in embarrassment. He was even more scholarly than the scholars!

“It’s no wonder why he’s able to make a name for himself in the royal court later on. Just by his appearance and disposition itself, he wasn’t inferior to the other officials already.”

Wang Chong knew about Yang Zhao’s background.

But even so, he couldn’t help but feel impressed by the other party at this moment. Even he himself was incapable of making such an abrupt, massive change.

“Hahaha, gongzi still don’t know who I am, right? My surname is Yang and my name is Zhao. Consort Taizhen is my close cousin!”

Bending his back, Yang Zhao introduced himself with a gleeful smile.

It was a pity that his glee ruined the refined image that he had built up with great difficulty. On the inside, Yang Zhao was still an oaf.

“I see, so you’re Consort Taizhen’s cousin!”

On the surface, Wang Chong looked surprised, but on the inside, he was chuckling.

He had already known Yang Zhao’s background the first time he met him. However, he couldn’t possibly reveal it before the other party.

“I’ve been wanting to thank gongzi for your generous gift back then. Thus, I’ve prepared a thousand gold taels on my carriage outside, and I’ll have my men carry it in later on.”

Yang Zhao said with a serious expression.

“I’ll be a fool if I believe you.”

Wang Chong scoffed within. Knowing the character of the man before him, it was impossible for him to have a thousand gold taels in his carriage.

In his previous life, Yang Zhao’s reputation as a scrooge was known throughout the world.

While Yang Zhao was uneducated and inept in all other aspects, perhaps due to the result of him frequenting gambling dens, he showed exceptional acuity in matters regarding finance. 

And his acuity seemed to have built to his calculative nature.

It was impossible for a person of his character to spit out something that he had accepted.

“Lord Yang is being too polite. Since I’ve already given it to you, it’s yours. It’s also a gesture of goodwill on my part so there’s no need for you to be so formal.”

Wang Chong replied.

“Since that’s the case, I won’t be polite then.”

Yang Zhao was just speaking for the sake of politeness. If Wang Chong really intended to collect the sum from him, he didn’t have a single tael to give him.

“Right. Actually, I came here bearing a mission. Gongzi, this is a letter from Her Highness so do look through it.”

“Oh?”

Wang Chong glanced at Yang Zhao in astonishment. 

He didn’t expect that the only who was truly interested in meeting him was Consort Taizhen.

He took the envelope from Yang Zhao’s hands and glanced at it. The words on the envelope were elegant, possessing the refinement belonging to a distinguished family.

“It is Consort Taizhen’s personal handwriting!”

Coming to a realization, Wang Chong was taken aback.

Consort Taizhen had the habit of having others write in her place. As such, there were very few people who possessed Consort Taizhen’s handwritten letters in his previous life.

Wang Chong didn’t expect to receive such a rare commodity.

Consort Taizhen’s strokes were slightly slim, bearing some resemblance the crane script. However, there was a feminine touch to it. Taking a slight whiff, one could vaguely smell the fragrance belonging to a demure lady, causing one’s heart to flutter.

Wang Chong’s heart jolted. He hurriedly calmed his heart and tore the envelope to take a look.

The content of Consort Taizhen’s letter was extremely ordinary.

She first berated Wang Chong for his boldness in impersonating King Song before complimenting him on the poem.

She said that his poem was extremely beautiful and soulful, and complimented his verses.

And the final line wrote:

“Since the poem is named Song of Purity and Peace 1, there must be a second part to it. Gongzi is a talented poet and your work is exceptional. Thus, I would like to urge you for the latter portion so as to savor it!”

“There isn’t just a second part to the Song of Purity and Peace, there are three parts in total!”

At this point, Wang Chong finally understood Yang Zhao’s purpose here. It seemed like the prowess of the 《Song of Purity and Peace》 was indeed formidable.

From the looks of it, Wang Chong wasn’t the only one who suffered from the three months of imprisonment. If that wasn’t the case, Consort Taizhen wouldn’t have hurriedly sent Yang Zhao over to request for the poem as soon as Wang Chong was released.

After all, that person was a true poem fanatic!

“Hehe, I don’t know much about poems, and I don’t know how to appreciate them either. However, Her Highness said that the poems you made are extraordinary. If gongzi is free, I do hope that you can pay Yuzhen Palace a visit.”

Yang Zhao said sheepishly as he rubbed his nose.

What Yang Zhao was interested in was money, but Consort Taizhen just had to send him here to request for a ‘poem’. Yang Zhao possessed no talent whatsoever in this field so there was nothing much for him to talk about.

If Wang Chong were to start talking about poetry to him, he would only be exposing his own shortcomings. Thus, he felt a little awkward and embarrassed.

“Hehe, Lord Yang is being too polite. If Her Highness is interested, I’ll write it right now.”

Wang Chong didn’t jab at the other party’s shortcomings. Instead, he contemplated for a moment before using the tools in the study to write down Song of Purity and Peace 2.

The reason why Wang Chong was hesitant to pass this poem to Consort Taizhen wasn’t to leave her hanging or to brag his talents. Rather, it was because the content of this poem was treading on the dangerous zones.

In another time-space continuum, a verse in the second part mentioned ‘Zhao Feiyan’, and that nearly caused Li Bai’s death. It was due to this reason that Wang Chong was hesitant to write the second part.

(Li Bai -> Original poet of Song of Purity and Peace)

However, in the past three months, Wang Chong managed to find a solution.

It did not take long for Wang Chong to finish writing the acclaimed Song of Purity and Peace 2.

“A branch of crimson glamor, the peony appears embalmed in dew.”

“A reverie of a reunion with the goddess of Wu Mountain woefully illudes.”

“Who of the Spring and Autumn could match her grace?”

“Alas, pity the lovely Xi Shi’s crestfallen silhouette.”

…

Four lines consisting a total of forty-two words took only several breaths to complete. Yang Zhao couldn’t help but feel impressed. He might be uneducated, but he was not completely ignorant.

Even a genius would require some time to build up their emotions and sieve their words before they could write a poem. Despite the very few words in this poem, it would still take at least an hour usually.

However, Wang Chong finished it in just a few breaths. This astonishing capability left even Yang Zhao dumbfounded.

He finally understood the extent of Wang Chong’s ‘poetry talent’.

The young man before him was not a person who could be comprehended through common sense!

“Incredible!”

Yang Zhao complimented. He was uncouth, but that didn’t impede him from respecting capable people.

Chapter 179: Wang Chong’s Sworn Brother 

                                                                                Oblivious to Yang Zhao’s reaction, Wang Chong glanced at the《Song of Purity and Peace 2》 written beneath his brush and nodded his satisfaction.
In another time-space continuum, Li Bai had written this poem in a drunken state under the orders of the emperor. Even though his work was overflowing with talent, he was unable to think straight then and wrote ‘Who of the Great Han could match her grace? Perhaps only when the lovely swallow (Feiyan) dons her facade.”
Back then, when Wang Chong read this poem, he thought that Li Bai was praising Yang Taizhen’s beauty to as surpassing that of Zhao Feiyan. However, after looking into it, he realized that it was not the case.
In the poem, the word ‘pity’ had the meaning of ‘cute’ whereas ‘facade’ referred to the coy expression of a beauty. He was comparing Yang Taizhen to the Han dynasty’s ‘Zhao Feiyan’.
Who was Zhao Feiyan?
She was the empress of Emperor Cheng of Han.
Legend has it that Zhao Feiyan could dance on the extended hand of the Emperor Cheng of Han, granting her the title of ‘Lithe Palmtop Dancer’.
Her beauty was also often a topic of compliment.
Comparing Yang Taizhen to Zhao Feiyan was a compliment. However, how could he have known that other than her slim figure and her ability to dance on palmtop, she was also the origin of the phrase ‘swallow pecking off the royal offsprings’ written within the 《Memorial For Xu Jingye Against Wu Zhao》 by Luo Binwang. It was eventually compiled within 《Records of Ancient Text》, thus ‘leaving her mark in history’!
Even though Zhao Feiyan was known to have the beauty that could make a fish sink, a goose plummet, the moon pale, and a flower blush, and she possessed grace that none could match up to, capable of dancing on a palmtop, hidden beneath her alluring exterior was a poisonous heart.
Emperor Cheng of Han was poisoned by her, and the number of royal offsprings she killed was uncountable.
Li Bai had compared Yang Taizhen to the vile Zhao Feiyan who poisoned the emperor and the royal offsprings, was this not courting death?
If not for his superior literary skills, he would have died then.
Even though Li Bai and Du Fu did not exist in this world, Emperor Cheng of Han and Zhao Feiyan did.
Consort Taizhen was well-learned in poetry verses, and if the 《Song of Purity and Peace 2》 that Wang Chong wrote were to refer her to the vile Zhao Feiyan, he would have truly offended her thoroughly.
All of the goodwill he earned as the author of the 《Song and Purity and Peace 1》 would only be converted into hostility; Wang Chong would truly be a fool if he were to present such a work to her.
However, after a slight edit, it should be fine.
‘Xi Zi’ referred to ‘Xi Shi’, and she was one of the Four Great Beauties. The very phrase ‘a fish sinks, a goose plummets, the moon pales, and a flower blushes’ came from her. It was said that her beauty had truly reached the pinnacle of the world, and when she tidied herself up by the river, the fishes would suffocate upon seeing her beauty and sink to the bottom of the river. Flowers would close their petals upon her presence, not daring to compete with her.
Xi Zi’s beauty was unimaginable!
More importantly, she served an emperor as well. As for what kind of possible allegory that could result from ‘Xi Zi’ and what kind of connections one could make, Wang Chong could not be bothered anymore.
Li Bai was still way too timid; he only dared to compare Yang Taizhen to Zhao Feiyan. On the other hand, Wang Chong went on to put her above ‘Xi Zi’. Given that, no problem could pose a problem anymore.
“Hehe, Her Highness has just been inducted into the palace and conferred as a consort, but Wang Chong has yet to congratulate her yet. I’ll write another poem for her as a gift then.”
Wang Chong suddenly said. Since he had already written down the 《Song of Purity and Peace 2》, he might as well write the 《Song of Purity and Peace 3》 too.
“Great! That’ll be for the best. Her Highness will be delighted.”
Yang Zhao’s eyes lit up and he immediately clapped in encouragement.
This was not flattery. Only those within the palace knew how much Her Highness was fond of poems. Despite Wang Chong’s squiggly words in the first letter, she still kept it by her side at all times, valuing it as though treasure, taking it out every day to look at it.
She would definitely be overjoyed to see two poems from Wang Chong at a single go.
On top of that, Wang Chong’s poems were not ordinary. Perhaps Wang Chong himself was unaware of it but his poems possessed great power. Take for example the poem he wrote the previous time, it crafted Her Highness’s name as the number one beauty in the palace.
If he could write a few more of such poems, wouldn’t that help Her Highness to stabilize her standing in the royal court? If Her Highness’s standing becomes stable, so would his.
Yang Zhao still understood this kind of basic concept.
“He is indeed a great person!”
Seeing Wang Chong lift his brush, Yang Zhao couldn’t help but feel agitated.
On the other hand, seated behind the study table, Wang Chong lifted his brush, and without any hesitation, he began writing the 《Song of Purity and Peace 3》.
Compared to the 《Song of Purity and Peace 2》, which was filled with contention and nearly caused Li Bai’s head to be lopped off, this poem was much more peaceful.
However, there was a specific order to the three poems of the Song of Purity and Peace.
Without the second poem, Wang Chong dared not to take out the third one.
“Consort Taizhen is already conferred as a consort at this point, so the 《Song of Purity and Peace 3》 fits the context well.”
Wang Chong thought as he started writing.
“The queen of flowers and all forsaking beauty are befitting company of jollity.”
The words were squiggly, but somehow, there was a refreshing grace to it, bringing out unique aesthetics. Without any hesitation, Wang Chong continued on.
“That often has the smiling Emperor happily look on.”
“Released into infinite spring breezes are his countless worries.”
“Together they recline against the northern balustrade of the Aloewood Pavilion.”
Finishing the four lines of forty-two words, Wang Chong felt as though he was relieved of a heavy burden.
“I heard that the Aloewood Pavilion within the palace is extremely beautiful. Lord Yang, you should advise Her Highness to visit there occasionally to savor the scenery when she has time.”
After finishing those words, Wang Chong picked up the two papers and passed it over to Yang Zhao.
“Thank you!”
Yang Zhao hurriedly took them and rolled them up carefully before keeping them in his sleeves.
“Wang gongzi is indeed a man of great talents. You are capable in both business and academics. On top of that, you have King Song’s trust and the protection of the hundreds of officials. I hope that we can interact more in the future.”
“Of course, of course. Lord Yang, feel free to come here. Wang Chong welcomes you here anytime.”
Wang Chong bowed politely in return.
The current Yang Zhao was already on the route to becoming ‘Guozhong’. From what Wang Chong remembered, he was less than a year away from becoming the Imperial Uncle, and thus making the leap from Yang Zhao to ‘Yang Guozhong’.
At the same time, ‘Consort Taizhen’s’ conferment would be raised from that of a Virtuous Consort to a Noble Consort as well.
The gears of history were already turning, and Wang Chong could do little to stop it. All he could do now was to adapt and make use of it!
“Shen Hai! Bring five thousand gold taels here and gift them to Lord Yang.”
Harboring such thoughts, Wang Chong instructed.
“Yes, I’ll work on it now!”
Footsteps sounded, and Shen Hai quickly disappeared from sight.
“This… How can I accept your gift?”
Yang Zhao was taken aback at first before a smile gradually bloomed on his face.
“There’s no need for Lord Yang to be so polite. It’s a token of my goodwill, so there’s no need for Lord Yang to think too much of it.”
Wang Chong waved his hands casually.
“Hehe, there’s no need to address me as Lord Yang or that sort, just call me Brother Yang. Wang gongzi, since we seem to get along well, why don’t we become sworn brothers?”
Staring at Wang Chong, a thought flashed across Yang Zhao’s mind and he suddenly proposed an idea.
“Become sworn brothers?”
Wang Chong was stunned. His first reaction was that Yang Zhao was joking with him. After all, Yang Zhao was already approaching forty whereas he was only a fifteen-year-old kid. How could they become sworn brothers given the disparity in age?
He had heard of friendship transcending age, but he had never heard of sworn brotherhood transcending it as well!
However, looking straight into Yang Zhao’s eyes, Wang Chong realized that the other party regarded the matter seriously.
After the initial bewilderment, joy gradually crept into Wang Chong’s heart.
Isn’t this what he wanted?
This fellow was bound to become a great figure in the future. Wang Chong had only intended to gift the other party some money to win his goodwill, but the other party went further to propose a sworn brotherhood. He suddenly realized that conventions didn’t matter a thing to Yang Zhao.
In that instant, Wang Chong felt utmost respect for this future Imperial Brother. Compared to him, be it means or shamelessness, Wang Chong realized he was far too lacking.
It was no wonder why the other party was able to become a powerful force in Great Tang in the future.
“Why? Is Wang gongzi unwilling?”
Yang Zhao asked. He had only proposed the idea on a whim, intending to only give it a try. If Wang Chong was unwilling, he wouldn’t force it on him.
“Hehe, how can that be?”
Wang Chong chuckled lightly.
“It’s just that I didn’t think big brother will hold me with such high regard, I am overjoyed. Since that’s the case, why don’t we conduct the ceremony today?”
“Hahaha, seems like our thoughts coincide. Good! Let’s become swear to brotherhood today then!”
Yang Zhao replied delightfully.
Wang Chong was an offspring of Duke Jiu, a member of a distinguished clan. On top of that, he possessed King Song’s trust, and his memorial had won him the respect of the officials of the royal court and the admiration of the border generals. He was the rising star in the royal court, and his future would definitely be great.
In terms of position, Wang Chong was far superior to him.
Honestly, Yang Zhao had only proposed the brotherhood to try his luck. He didn’t think that Wang Chong would agree to it so readily. To him, this was an unexpected gain.
The Wang Clan had ready-made red candles required for the ceremony. Making use of this opportunity, Yang Zhao hurriedly pulled Wang Chong before the altar of deities and kowtowed three times. Following which, they cut a small incision on their forefingers and dripped their blood into a pot of water. After drinking it and making their vows, they officially became sworn brothers.
“Big brother!”
“Little brother!”
…
The duo stood up, and staring at one another, they burst into laughter.
“Hahaha, Wang Chong, from today onward, you’ll be my brother. Anyone who wishes to do you harm will be an enemy of mine. Since Her Highness is my younger sister, she’ll become your older sister. Remember to visit the palace often so that we can closen our relationship.”
Yang Zhao patted Wang Chong’s shoulders forcefully.
“Hahaha, big brother, there’s no need for you to be so formal. If you’ve any needs, feel free raise them with me.”
Wang Chong chuckled as well.
“Hehe, I’m actually a little short on money at the moment so I won’t stand on ceremonies with you. However, I didn’t come empty-handed today. I have a present for you as well. However, you should only open it after I leave.”
Yang Zhao suddenly passed a box over with a mysterious expression on his face.
Surprised, Wang Chong’s attention was piqued.
“Hehe, don’t forget about it, open it only after I’m gone.”
Yang Zhao chuckled as he pressed down on the lid of the box.
“It’s getting late now, and Her Highness is still waiting for me in the palace. You’ve just been released from jail, and there are a lot of other people you’ve to meet so I won’t impose on you any longer.”
“Big brother, I’ll walk you out.”
Wang Chong walked Yang Zhao all the way to the door, until he stepped into his carriage. Of course, by then, the gift Wang Chong prepared for him was already loaded inside the carriage. However, it wasn’t just five thousand gold taels but fifty thousand!
This was Wang Chong’s present to his sworn brother!
Chapter 180: A White Stone! 

                                                                                
			

When Yang Zhao left, Wang Chong was still filled with disbelief over the happenings just a moment ago.

“I couldn’t have expected this…”

Wang Chong muttered as he shook his head. There was an indescribable feeling in his heart at this very moment.

Who was Yang Zhao? He was the haughty person who said ‘Gongzi, you look like a talented person. You will definitely be one of the pillars holding up the country in the future’ to everyone he met, the dishonest and insincere Imperial Uncle.

Yet, Wang Chong had actually managed to become his ‘sworn brother’ when he was still in a humble position.

Such a bizarre twist of events left Wang Chong with a peculiar sensation. However, there was one thing Wang Chong knew for sure.

His brotherhood with Yang Zhao would prove essential to him in reversing the fate of the empire and dealing with that hidden snake within the royal palace.

There were only benefits to his brotherhood with Yang Zhao.

“I wonder what he gave me.”

Wang Chong thought upon recalling the present that Yang Zhao gave him. The other party had behaved rather secretively before he left, emphasizing several times that Wang Chong could only open the box after his departure.

Since Yang Zhao was already gone, he could now open it up to take a look.

Pah!

Opening the reddish-purple wooden box, Wang Chong didn’t see jewelry, pills, cultivation techniques manuals, or anything shocking within. Instead, all he saw were a few thin pieces of folded paper.

“What is this?”

Wang Chong frowned in bewilderment.

He took out the first piece of paper, unfolded it, and saw column after column of words. Wang Chong’s doubt intensified.

From time immemorial, after swearing to brotherhood, there were some who gifted treasures and some who gave nothing at all. However, Wang Chong had never heard of anybody giving their newly sworn brother a box of letters as a gift.

However, when Wang Chong noticed the seal on the paper, his heart skipped a beat. He finally understood the true meaning of Yang Zhao’s gift. 

“King Qi!”

Wang Chong’s heart beat furiously. The paper within the reddish-purple wooden box were all letters that King Qi wrote to Consort Taizhen.

The contents were simple; King Qi was persuading Consort Taizhen to ally with him to deal with King Song. There were six letters in total, and their contents were about the same.

Clearly, King Qi was adamant to pull Consort Taizhen over to his side.

However, it seemed like Consort Taizhen still chose King Song in the end.

“Yang Zhao has truly done both Consort Taizhen and me a favor this time!”

It would be a huge contribution for Wang Chong if he were to give these letters to King Song.

At the very least, it would make King Song owe the Wang Clan a debt.

Carefully placing the letters back into the wooden box, Wang Chong kept them in a drawer within the study. After dealing with other miscellaneous issues, Wang Chong sneaked out of the residence alone, headed for the Ghost Tree District in the city’s west.

The Ghost Tree District was peaceful and silent.

Beneath that towering Chinese scholar tree, Wang Chong saw a tall and skinny figure dressed in simple black clothes. The figure sat cross-legged in front a golden chessboard, seemingly waiting for something or someone.

“Elder!”

Wang Chong walked over and bowed deeply.

“You’ve returned.”

Su Zhengchen said calmly. His lean face was indifferent, but Wang Chong could sense concern from his tone.

“Yes!”

Wang Chong nodded.

“Suffering is a trial of life, being locked in the imperial prison isn’t a big deal. Young man, such suffering will be beneficial for your future.”

Su Zhengchen advised impassively.

“Yes, I’ve learned from your words.”

Wang Chong usually put on a cheerful and casual front before Su Zhengchen, but at this moment, he bowed humbly as though he were a student.

Given Su Zhengchen’s background, he was more than qualified to say these words to him.

Compared to the sufferings the other party had gone through, Wang Chong’s imprisonment was truly nothing at all.

“Un, it’s good that you understand this. Come, have a seat. Let’s play a match!”

Su Zhengchen raised his hand and gestured to the seat before him.

“Yes, elder.”

Wang Chong heaved a sigh of relief as he kneeled at the other side of the chessboard, opposite to Su Zhengchen. Just like that, an elder and a youngster began clashing with one another through black and white stones.

Su Zhengchen had always been a reticent person and today, he seemed no different from before. On the other hand, Wang Chong was still mulling over Su Zhengchen’s previous words, resulting in the turmoil in his heart. As such, he lost a substantial amount of points to the other party.

“Expel everything from your heart and calm yourself. Prestige and fame, shame and humiliation, they are all just mere labels of the material world. Since they aren’t a part of you, why should they shake your heart?”

With a lowered head, Su Zhengchen muttered impassively.

Wang Chong was taken aback. He felt as though Su Zhengchen was making use of his imprisonment to teach him something. This had never happened before.

This left Wang Chong perplexed, but even so, he didn’t feel detest it.

“Yes, I understand.”

Wang Chong took in a deep breath and calmed down quickly.

Everyone had a different route to walk, but regarding their views on prestige and fame, the duo shared the same sentiments. Given how Su Zhengchen was able hand over his military authority when he was at the peak of his career showed that he had no desire for power.

As for Wang Chong…

Wang Chong was well aware that authority was just a mean for him to realize his mission; it was not his ultimate goal.

Coming to a realization, Wang Chong laughed heartily and calmed down. Following which, it didn’t take him long to thoroughly defeat the great ex-war god Su Zhengchen on the chessboard.

A hint of commendation flashed across Su Zhengchen’s eyes. Clearing away the stones on the board, he began another fight with Wang Chong.

They played match after match, but Su Zhengchen didn’t win at all.

Time passed quickly. The two of them had not played together for a very long time, so even Su Zhengchen lost track of time. Unknowingly, the sun set and the sky turned dark.. On this day, they played until a much later time than the duo ever had.

“Here he is, I’ve found him!”

Just as the duo was playing, footsteps sounded from behind. Wang Chong’s face immediately warped. However, before he could react, he heard an extremely familiar voice.

“Hahaha, Wang gongzi, it sure isn’t easy to find you! Today is the day of your release, so His Highness wanted to welcome you back. However, we weren’t able to find you at the Wang Clan. To think that you were hiding here…”

A figure dressed in loose robes walked out from the shadows.

The person’s appearance gradually grew clearer as he drew closer. It was King Song’s aide, Lu Ting!

The Ghost Tree District was usually deserted, and Wang Chong had never brought anyone over before. Thus, Wang Chong couldn’t understand why Lu Ting would show up here, and why the other party knew that he was here.

If it was any other time, Wang Chong would surely be delighted to meet Lu Ting. However, this was not a good time.

“Hahaha, no wonder I couldn’t find you. So you were playing chess with someone… some… one…”

Lu Ting was still chuckling happily a moment ago, but when he saw the figure sitting opposite to Wang Chong in the next instant, his eyes widened in shock.

“You… you… Lu Ting pays respect to Su gong!”

Peng! Lu Ting’s knees caved in, and he suddenly kneeled down in front of Su Zhengchen respectfully. His body was still trembling slightly, reflecting the immense shock he felt.

And upon hearing ‘Su gong‘ from Lu Ting, Wang Chong and Su Zhengchen’s faces warped.

Other than Shen Hai and Meng Long, who Wang Chong trusted deeply, he had never brought anyone here or told anyone about his activities here. The purpose was to not allow anyone to learn of Su Zhengchen’s identity, as well as to be able to continue feigning ignorance of the other party’s true identity.

During this period of time, Wang Chong had never pointed out anything about Su Zhengchen’s identity either.

Yet, as soon as Lu Ting arrived, he immediately exposed the other party’s identity, wrecking the arrangement that Wang Chong had prepared with much difficulty.

“Wang Chong, looks like our fate has come to an end.”

Su Zhengchen stood up from behind the chessboard, and an immense aura flowed out like a torrent. This was the first time Su Zhengchen was revealing his strength before Wang Chong.

For an instant, Wang Chong felt as though he saw a towering mountain rising from the ground. On top of that, it seemed to be growing taller at an absurd speed, piercing straight through the clouds, into the endless heavens.

Before this immense aura, there was no one who could avoid feeling insignificant.

Having hidden from the world for the past few decades ever since Emperor Taizong’s era, many people thought that he was dead.

The reason why he laid out a chess board at an ordinary location like the Ghost Tree District was to avoid having his identity found out.

Yet, Lu Ting identified him. Most probably, it wouldn’t be long before the news spread across the entire Great Tang.

“Elder!”

Watching as the ordinary old man turn into the authoritative war god Su Zhengchen, Wang Chong somehow felt as though he had lost something important to him.

Wang Chong knew that from today onward, it would be impossible for the two of them to play against one another anymore. It would also be impossible for them to act casually before one another, chew on beef slices and drink alcohol together

Just like Su Zhengchen had said, their fate had come to an end.

“Lad, actually I’ve been wanting to tell you that it’s impossible for us to continue on like that. However, since it’s the first day of your release, I was intending on bringing it up another day.”

Su Zhengchen placed his hands behind his back as he spoke impassively. He completely disregarded Lu Ting’s presence.

“Regarding the Three Great Training Camps initiated by the royal court, I believe that you’ve signed up for it, right?”

“Yes!”

Wang Chong nodded. The Three Great Training Camps would be starting in three days’ time. This was also the reason why Wang Chong rushed out to meet Su Zhengchen as soon as he found time.

“Good, work hard! You possess both wisdom and talent, don’t waste them!”

Su Zhengchen placed his hand on the golden chessboard and a white stone flew into the air. Then, with a swift sweep, he grabbed it with his hand.

“Fate comes and goes. This white stone is my gift to you. Keep it well. I hope that you can be like this stone, maintaining your core and remembering your aim regardless of the situation!”

Shua!

The white stone appeared in Wang Chong’s palm, and the calm space suddenly started billowing furiously. Su Zhengchen took a single step forward,

“Don’t forget your core, and perhaps, we might still meet one day! Otherwise, I’ll be bidding you eternal farewell here! …”

This word sounded as soft as though a pin drop, but mysteriously, Wang Chong was still able to catch every single word clearly. When those words come to a stop, Su Zhengchen had already disappeared completely amidst the night sky.

Chapter 181: Treading on Water, White-hoofed Shadow! 

                                                                                
			

“Sigh, Lu Ting, you foiled my plans!”

When Su Zhengchen finally left, Wang Chong stomped his feet and sighed. It hadn’t been easy for him to guard this secret for the past few months. 

Even Shen Hai and Meng Long didn’t know the true identity of Su Zhengchen despite having met him.

In the end, Lu Ting ruined everything as soon as he appeared.

“Plans? What plans? Wang Chong, tell me first. How did you meet Su gong Su Zhengchen? Furthermore, to be playing chess with him!”

Lu Ting stood up and grabbed Wang Chong in agitation.

Lu Ting grew up listening to the legends of the great war god Su Zhengchen, and there was even a painting of him in Lu Ting’s residence.

There were many rumors going around that Su gong had already passed away, and thus, Lu Ting never thought that he would meet Su Zhengchen here.

To think that the war god Su Zhengchen was still alive, and on top of that, for him to be as strong and healthy as before; this was something that had never crossed Lu Ting’s mind before.

This was a miracle!

Even though Su Zhengchen didn’t even look at Lu Ting in the eye throughout the entire encounter, Lu Ting didn’t harbor any resentment against him. Instead, he thought that it was completely natural.

After all, that was Su gong; the man who ruled the battlefield, the proud war god! If Su gong had spoken to him amiably instead, Lu Ting would doubt whether he was seeing a double or not. 

Wang Chong sighed. It seemed like Lu Ting was a fan of Su Zhengchen. Even though his plan had been foiled by the other party, there was nothing he could protest about.

“You’ve already been coming here since a couple of months ago?”

After the duo calmed down, Wang Chong summarized the rough outline of the events to Lu Ting.

“Un. If it wasn’t for you, we might have been able to continue on like this for a few more months.”

Wang Chong said. Lu Ting’s presence here today was truly beyond his expectations.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t expect you to be meeting Su gong here.”

Lu Ting said apologetically.

It had been a few decades since Su Zhengchen had closed the doors of the Su Residence, turning down all guests and visitors. This was a known fact to all. 

Back then, before the news of Su gong‘s demise started spreading, even the royal offsprings were denied entry to the Su Residence, lest to say, others of lower standing.

If others were to learn that Wang Chong had earned Su gong‘s favor and was able to play chess with him here every day, it would definitely scare most of them to death. Even a fool could tell that this was a huge opportunity.

However, it seemed like Lu Ting’s unintentional arrival had foiled Wang Chong’s opportunity.

For this, Lu Ting felt extremely apologetic.

“Forget it, let’s not talk about this. Rather, I’m more interested to know how you knew that I was here.”

Wang Chong said.

Lu Ting revealed the truth without hiding anything.

As King Song had just been reinstated to his prior positions, he had to deal with the various mess that King Qi had caused in the Bureau of Military Personnel and Bureau of Punishments so he hadn’t been able to meet Wang Chong at the palace gates.

On top of that, he thought that after a long imprisonment, Wang Chong would surely miss his family members a lot. Thus, he decided to grant Wang Chong some time to catch up with them before paying a visit. 

Eventually, when he thought that it was about time, he went over to the Wang Family Residence. But to his surprise, Wang Chong wasn’t around, and not even his family members knew where he went.

Initially, King Song didn’t pay the matter any heed, thinking that Wang Chong should return by sunset. However, when the moon rose and the stars appeared, and Wang Chong still hadn’t returned yet, he decided to instruct Lu Ting to find him.

After listening to Lu Ting’s explanation, Wang Chong knew that he couldn’t really blame him for this matter. Having been locked up for three months, he was excited to meet Su Zhengchen again and so he ended up playing for a little longer than usual. He didn’t think that this sudden whim of his would bring Lu Ting here.

Perhaps, it was just as Su Zhengchen had put it. Their fates had simply come to an end. Their months of games were destined to end here today.

“Lu Ting, how did you know that I’m in the Ghost Tree District?”

Wang Chong frowned.

“Hehe, isn’t that easy? I just have to liaise with the gangsters in the capital. With almost a thousand person scouring through the capital for you, how could I not find you?”

Lu Ting smiled. However, he seemed to have realised something toward the end of his sentence, and his expression to change. 

“It seems like you finally understand. The reason why Su gong has kept a low profile throughout these years is because he doesn’t want anyone to learn of his existence. Given the number of gangsters you’ve mobilised for this matter, perhaps by tomorrow, news of Su gong being alive would spread throughout the capital. Countless people will pay the Su Residence a visit.”

Wang Chong said calmly.

Looking at the numerous figures in the surroundings, Lu Ting’s face paled.

Su gong had always been a figure of respect for him, his father, as well as those of the previous generation. Back then, during Taizong’s era, the other party was a deity-like figure in the entire Central Plains. All those who had either lived through that era or heard of his exploits would definitely have a special place for him in their hearts. 

Their heartfelt respect for him impelled them to want the best for him. Thus, none of them wished for his peace to be disturbed.

“Wait a moment!”

Amidst the night, Lu Ting suddenly turned around and walked toward the gangsters with a grim expression on his face. Wang Chong knew what he was going to do and he had no intentions of stopping him.

Even so, it was probably already too late.

As expected, a moment later, Lu Ting returned with a defeated look. He got into the carriage along with Wang Chong, and both of them tacitly chose not to mention Su Zhengchen.

“Hahaha, Wang Chong, welcome back!”

Wang Chong met King Song in the Wang Family Residence. He seemed to have been seated here for quite some time and upon seeing Wang Chong, he spread open his arms and gave him a big hug.

King Song’s admiration and fondness for Wang Chong came from the depths of his heart. Wang Chong’s spirits lifted significantly as he accepted King Song’s passionate welcome.

“Your Highness, congratulations on your reinstatement to the royal court!”

Clasping his fist, Wang Chong chuckled.

At King Song’s position, there was no further room for promotion. The position of a king was already the highest one could reach, any further promotion would necessitate a coup d’état 

Thus, being reinstated was a joyous occasion in itself, equivalent of an ordinary civilian rising to the position of a noble or minister. 

“Hahaha, if not for you, how could I have possibly returned to the royal court, lest be said, be reinstated in both the Bureau of Military Personnel and the Bureau of Punishments?”

King Song didn’t bother hiding the fondness and admiration in his gaze. If not for Wang Chong’s timely warning allowing him to notice the peculiarity in Consort Taizhen’s matter, he, along with many officials of the royal court, would have most likely been demoted and exiled.

Wang Chong might only be fifteen, but he was the true meritorious subject behind King Song as to his escape from this crisis and his reinstatement. 

And toward meritorious subjects, King Song would never be stingy in his bestowments.

“Wang Chong, you’ve done me a great favor this time. Tell me, what kind of rewards do you want? No matter your request, I’ll accede to it.’

In a happy mood, King Song spoke magnanimously.

“Your Highness, thank you for your generosity. However, I’ve nothing that I desire at the moment.”

Wang Chong shook his head. It was not in his character to demand rewards for his contribution.

“Hahaha. Even though you don’t want it, I insist on the matter. Men, bring me the ‘White-hoofed Shadow’!”

King Song suddenly shouted.

“White-hoofed Shadow?”

Before Wang Chong could register what was said, he heard the faint neighing of a horse from the stable near the courtyard. It sounded a little immature, and there was a slight metallic edge to it. Just through its call, Wang Chong could already tell that it was different from ordinary horses.

“A colt!”

Wang Chong was both surprised and delighted. He immediately understood what King Song wanted to gift him. It was probably a colt, and it seemed to be a breed of war steed at that.

The importance of a good steed on the battlefield wouldn’t pale to that of a Wootz steel sword.

Neighhhh!

A huge cloud of dust rose in the courtyard. Amidst the dust, a dashing colt with lush indigo fur galloped over.

As it galloped over, the first thing that instantaneously caught Wang Chong’s eye was its white hoofs. They made it look as though the colt was galloping in the air, granting it an air of nobility.

Wang Chong immediately fell in love with this colt.

The young colt stopped inside the courtyard. It was led by a stableman whose body was completely concealed from head to toe in a manner such that only his eyes were visible.

“This is an imperial steed raised in the palace. It’s a crossbreed between the Snow Steed of the great snowy mountains and the White-hoofed Shadow of the Central Plains. There is a very limited number of them, and the experts of the royal palace have been grooming them carefully. It takes a lot of effort for even a single colt to be successfully groomed.”

“This kind of imperial steed is different from regular horses in the sense that it possesses intelligence. It’ll acknowledge anyone who feeds it for an entire month as its owner, and it would, in turn, serve him loyally for life. Thus, when the stablemen in the palace fed them, their bodies and faces had to be carefully concealed to prevent the colts from seeing their appearances.”

King Song explained.

“Once the White-hoofed Shadow grows up, it’ll gain incomparable strength along with having lightning quick movements. However, this steed isn’t just an ordinary White-hoofed Shadow. Men!”

King Song beckoned to the men outside.

Soon, two guards of the King Song Residence carried a massive metal bowl over. The metal plate was filled with a chi deep of water.

Clearly, they had prepared this tool beforehand.

The stableman led the colt to the massive bowl of water, and in the very next instant, right before Wang Chong’s shocked gaze, the colt stepped forward and stood on the surface of the water.

Tiny, round ripples formed around its hooves, adding a stroke of gallantry to it.

“How is this possible?”

Wang Chong was dumbstruck.

The onlooking Wang family members were also equally shocked. This colt was definitely of high quality, but no one expected it to be able to stand on water as though it was solid land.

This was completely inconceivable.

“This is the White-hoofed Steed that the royal palace raised. It’s capable of treading water to cross rivers. It only gained this ability after several generations of cross-breeding by the experts within the royal palace. Perhaps, you might discover even more incredible feats it is capable of in the future. How about it, do you like my present?”

King Song flung his sleeves gleefully.

“I like it, I really do!”

Wang Chong hurriedly nodded his head. You must be jesting! He would be a fool if he rejected such a top-quality steed! Such a good steed definitely numbered in only a handful throughout the entire world.

Back then, when Wang Chong became the Grand Marshal of the Central Plains, all of these gallant steeds had already died out.

Thus, despite his noble position, Wang Chong remained unfated with this kind of top-quality steeds.

As such, Wang Chong was truly overjoyed by his gift.
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“Hahaha, good steed, truly a fine steed!”

Wang Chong commented in delight.

Since King Song had chosen to gift it to him, Wang Chong didn’t stand on ceremonies. He walked over and took the ‘White-hoofed Shadow’s’ reins from the stableman.

Wang Chong had never raised a horse before, but he knew that good horses had to be raised from young, and they had to be treated with utmost care and concern.

Only then would one be able to sync one’s thoughts with one’s own horse. This was a valuable trait in the battlefield, and it would help one slaughter enemies, as well as to escape from a difficult situation.

Wang Chong led the colt down the bowl of water and stroked it. He could feel the water flowing down the White-hoofed Shadow’s coat. It felt as though not a single drop of water would stick to it, and with a sweep, all water would immediately slide off.

“Gongzi, feed it these beans, and it’ll acknowledge you as its master.”

The stableman said as he took out a bag of yellow beans from his waist. Wang Chong took it and fed the White-hoofed Shadow. As expected, after eating the beans, the gaze directed toward Wang Chong grew softer and more intimate. It even stroked Wang Chong’s chest with its head.

Having bathed in blood for several decades, Wang Chong thought of his war steed as a part of him. Toward this colt, he instinctively felt intimate.

Stroking its silky coat, Wang Chong felt as though he had found back the soul of a warrior within him from his previous life, and an urge to howl welled up in his chest.

However, it was fortunate that Wang Chong held it in especially since King Song was still here.

“Hehe, raising a good spirit steed isn’t easy. You’ll have to massage it well to loosen its bones and muscles constantly from now onward. Other than that, you must also use Origin Energy to open up its meridians. I’ve gotten a cultivation technique specially prepared for spirit steeds from the royal palace for you. It’ll help to raise its strength, speed, and endurance. Take it!”

With a flick of his fingers, a piece of white paper around the size of a palm flew toward Wang Chong.

“Thank you, Your Highness!”

Wang Chong chuckled as he caught hold of the paper. Even though it was just a small piece of paper, he knew that its value wasn’t inferior to the White-hoofed Shadow in any way.

“Right, Your Highness, I’ve something to give you.”

Wang Chong suddenly remembered something and he said.

“Oh? What is it?”

King Song’s interest was piqued.

Wang Chong didn’t say a thing. He led the colt into the study and took out the wooden box that Yang Zhao gave him earlier today.

“This is… King Qi’s letters! So Consort Taizhen is really helping me!”

Looking at the letters in the box, King Song fell into contemplation.

It was due to Consort Taizhen that King Song ‘fell out of favor’ previously. Yet, the reason why he was reinstated was also because of her. This left King Song with a bizarre feeling inside.

“Un, Yang Zhao gave these letters to me. This is probably the meaning behind those letters as well.”

Wang Chong nodded gravely.

In truth, Yang Zhao’s motive of giving these letters to Wang Chong was to have him pass them on to King Song.

“Hehe, regardless of the truth, at least Consort Taizhen chose to side with us instead of with King Qi and the Yao Clan. This should be beneficial to us, right?”

King Song chuckled as he folded the letters and kept them. At the same time, an idea appeared in his mind.

…

The night gradually grew deep, but the bustle in the Wang Clan didn’t die down. If anything, it seemed to be growing more and more lively. Other than Wang Chong’s little uncle who had to return to Mountain Tianzhu, and the old master and old madam in the Four Quarters Embassy, all Wang Clan members who could afford to be present were all here.

The Song and Wang Clan had several generations of fellowship behind them. Since they had missed one another in the day, naturally, they couldn’t miss such a huge affair in the night.

Together with King Song, Lu Ting, and the old butler, the whole group of people sat together around four large tables placed together. There were fifty to sixty dishes placed all over, and everyone was eating delightfully.

For the past few months, this was the happiest meal Wang Chong had.

“Your Highness, do you remember the matter you promised me before I was locked in the imperial prison?”

When the night banquet came to an end and King Song was about to leave, Wang Chong suddenly asked.

“Hehe, of course I do. Speak, I’ll agree to your request no matter what it is.”

King Song chuckled heartily.

Wang Chong was currently the most outstanding offspring of both the Song and Wang Clan, as well as the future ‘military advisor’ that King Song regarded highly. After the Consort Taizhen incident, King Song already possessed no doubts about Wang Chong’s capability.

“I hope that Your Highness can send my big brother, Wang Fu, to the southwest of Great Tang. If possible, deploy my father along with him.”

With a lowered head, Wang Chong asked gravely.

Amidst the night, the surrounding suddenly grew silent, and even the call of the cicadas seemed to have vanished. Other than Wang Chong and King Song, there was no one else in the area.

“Why?”

Taken aback, King Song stared at Wang Chong in astonishment. He didn’t think that Wang Chong would bring up such a request.

“Is this your big brother’s intention?”

King Song’s first reaction was that Wang Fu might have made a request of Wang Chong to be dispatched to the southwest.

“That’s not it!”

Lamentation seemed to linger in the air as Wang Chong shook his head. “I hope that Your Highness can keep this matter a secret from my big brother.”

Currently, the eyes of the empire were all fixated on the northern Yin Mountains, the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganate who were growing stronger by the day, Zhang Shougui and the Eastern Protectorate Manor, and Go Seonji and the Western Protectorate Manor.

There were the main battlefronts of the empire under present circumstances.

But Wang Chong knew that the place where the empire would suffer the most tragic defeat was in the southwest, not the north.

That battle would shake the entire empire’s foundation! Its effects would continue to linger for the next few decades to come.

Wang Chong did not know whether he could prevent this battle, so all he could do was to try his best to make preparations for it.

Wang Chong felt regretful that he wasn’t able to participate in this war in his previous life and devote his albeit limited strength to protecting Great Tang.

Thus, he was determined not to miss it in this life.

“Wang Chong, you truly baffle me.”

Seeing that Wang Chong was unwilling to speak any further, King Song could only shake his head. If it was anyone else who had raised such a bizarre request, he would have ignored it outright.

But Wang Chong was different.

In the past few months of interacting with him, what that had left the deepest impression on King Song was Wang Chong’s extraordinary line of thoughts and foresight. The very act of getting Consort Taizhen to speak up for him so that he could reinstate his official was not something anyone would have thought possible.

Yet, Wang Chong thought of it, and even more incredibly, he succeeded in realizing it. 

King Song didn’t dare to use common sense to gauge Wang Chong’s requests anymore.

“… Rest assured, I’ll do it for you. If I redeploy them using the name of the Bureau of Military Personnel, your big brother won’t get suspicious. However, your big brother has been wanting to fight in the battlefield. Aren’t you afraid of him getting angry when he learns that you’re the one who deployed him to the southwest?”

King Song joked.

To attempt to deploy his own big brother elsewhere, Wang Chong was truly bold.

“There’s a war waiting for him in the southwest.”

Wang Chong replied.

“Oh.”

King Song glanced at Wang Chong contemplatively, but soon, a smile reappeared on his face. He patted Wang Chong’s shoulder before leaving together with Lu Ting.

The duo slowly walked away from the Wang Family Residence and gradually disappeared amidst shadows.

With King Song’s departure, only Wang Clan members were left in the area. Scanning the area, Wang Chong saw Cousin Wang Liang sitting alone under the pavilion, chewing on a stalk of grass with a bored expression.

Wang Chong suddenly remembered big aunt and uncle’s request, and so, he walked toward the other party.

“Cousin!”

Wang Chong sat down beside him.

“What’s up?”

Wang Liang replied nonchalantly, not paying Wang Chong much attention. Those who were unaware might think that he was uninterested in holding a conversation but Wang Chong knew that this was simply his personality. This was how he treated everyone.

“Cousin, big aunt and uncle asked me to look for you.”

Wang Chong smiled.

“Hmph, I knew it.”

Wang Liang replied. He was no fool. He had already guessed it since Wang Chong came to speak to him the previous time.

“I heard that your wooden bird sculpture business failed and you lost several hundred gold taels?”

Wang Chong asked.

It was best to speak straightforwardly to Cousin Wang Liang. Having known him for two lives, Wang Chong knew that he wasn’t as doltish as he seemed on the surface.

“Hmph, thank you for that. I heard that my father earned quite a bit of money working with you. He helped to repay my losses.”

As Wang Liang spoke, a gloomy shadow flashed across his eyes.

Ever since young, he had wanted to become a rich merchant. However, it was a pity that his ambitions seemed to outweigh his talents, and most of the businesses he dabbled in ended up in failure.

“There’s no need for you to thank me for that. I’m only here to ask you if you’re interested in traveling overseas.”

Wang Chong asked.

“Did my father put you up to it?”

Wang Liang asked. He didn’t like having his parents arrange his future for him.

“That’s not it. It’s just that I have some things overseas that I need someone to bring back for me.”

Wang Chong said as he recalled the valuable treasures exposed on the islands overseas.

There were Three Great Swords in the world; the Wootz steel sword (Damascus sword), the Malay Kris sword, and Japan’s Nihonto. Even though many things had changed due to the differing time-space continuum, some things still remained the same.

Wang Chong had already obtained the Wootz steel sword so he decided to turn his attention to the Malay Kris sword. The reason why this weapon was known was not due to how formidable the swordsmiths was. Neither was it because of advanced technologies being harnessed for its production. Rather, it was plainly due to the material used to craft it.

Just like the Wootz steel, the Malay Kris sword was known for its material.

The Wootz steel sword was known for possessing the greatest sharpness in the world due to the properties of the Hyderabad ore.

On the other hand, the Malay Kris sword was known for its overwhelming resilience. However, different from the Hyderabad ores, this property came from the celestial.

——The Malay Kris sword was made from incomparably valuable meteorites.

There was a huge amount of metal meteorites being scattered across the islands from the Philippines to India. No one knew when they appeared there.

For a very long time, those things were treated as though normal rocks and no one paid them any heed. However, several thousand years later, the indigenous population coincidentally realized that these rocks could be used to forge weapons.

In this world, there was no Philippines, and Wang Chong had never been overseas before, be it in this life or his previous one.

However, since the Hyderabad ore existed in this world, why shouldn’t those meteorites? As long as the possibility turned out to be true, that would be a huge fortune.

Just by thinking about the thousands of massive metal meteorites scattered over those remote islands, and that no one other than him knew about it, Wang Chong couldn’t help but feel agitated.
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This was a true unowned treasure!

Wang Chong didn’t have to compete with anyone against it, and he didn’t have to sign any contract for it either. All he had to do was to find them and ship them back.

Just as how the Wootz steel could be forged into the sharpest weapons, these celestial meteorites could be forged together with steel to make the sturdiest armor.

The amount of metal meteorites on those islands was more than sufficient to forge thousands of those resilient metal armor.

And when the Great Tang army dons those sturdy armor and draw the sharp Wootz steel blades, it would become an unstoppable force! 

This was the plan Wang Chong had in mind from the very start, and he had been working toward this goal.

The only problem was that the ocean was a treacherous place, and the weather could change completely in the blink of an eye. The conditions on the sea was a difficult problem to overcome.

Other than that, Wang Chong needed to have a person with some understanding of the sea, or at the very least, a person who was willing take on this challenge.

It was impossible for Wang Chong to head there himself. He had matters he had to handle here and he was incapable of splitting his body into two. Thus, Wang Chong turned his eyes to Wang Liang.

“So, you wish for me to take those overseas stones back for you?”

Hearing Wang Chong’s overview of the matter, Wang Liang asked doubtfully.

“That’s right. Venturing in the ocean comes with huge risks. The massive waves, the beasts in the sea, the navigation… All of these will prove to be a huge challenge. I won’t force you if you’re unwilling to take on the matter. However, if you choose to accept it, I’ll prepare all of the resources you need; a guide, a ship, experts, and rations required for the journey.”

Wang Chong said.

“Do you know how much money it’ll cost?”

Wang Liang asked.

“I do.”

Wang Chong chuckled. This journey would take a very long time, and even in Wang Chong’s best estimates, it would take at least half a year for a to-and-fro trip. The resources expended would be proportionate to the length of the trip, and on top of that, one had to factor in the cost of the ship and many other miscellaneous expenses. Totaling them all up, even three hundred to four hundred thousand gold taels would be insufficient!

Unless one was a clan specializing in shipping, most clans wouldn’t dare to take such an expensive risk.

“… However, I’m fine with it.”

Wang Chong said.

“Are you serious?”

Wang Liang asked gravely.

“Of course.”

Wang Chong nodded earnestly, “We’re relatives. I won’t lie to you on such matters.”

“Allow me to consider for a moment.”

Wang Liang’s thoughts fell into disarray. He had been in the capital for his entire life, and the thought of venturing overseas had never appeared in his mind before.

Heading to the vast oceans and traveling to barren islands were not something that he had visioned before.

Wang Chong’s proposal was too abrupt.

“Of course.”

Wang Chong chuckled. “However, regardless of whether you agree or not, I hope that you can discuss the matter with big aunt and uncle before making your decision.”

After saying so, Wang Chong stood up and walked toward the residence.

“Wang Chong!”

However, barely a moment after Wang Chong stood up and walked away, Cousin Wang Liang’s voice echoed from behind. Wang Chong turned his head around in astonishment, only to see the other party staring at him with exceptionally bright eyes. He bit on his lips lightly, as though gathering his determination to make a decision that would change his life, be it better or worse.

“I’ve made up my mind, I’ll help you on the matter! I’ll fetch those metal meteorite pieces for you!”

When Wang Liang first spoke, his voice was still slightly hesitant. However, as his continued on, his voice slowly grew firm, as though a butterfly having struggled free of its cocoon.

In the end, Wang Liang still hoped to be extraordinary. Adventure, ambitions, and unique experiences, this were what his soul craved for.

Gazing at Wang Liang, Wang Chong’s lips slowly curved up.

…

In the blink of an eye, a day had passed since Wang Chong’s release. Even so, the impact of the matter was still far from over.

“Paying respects to gongzi!”

On the morning of the second day, a hundred or so young man and woman stood in the courtyard of the Wang Family Residence, bowing respectfully toward the top of the stairs where Wang Chong stood.

“So many people!”

Seeing the huge number of youths who were mostly around his age or even older standing below him, Wang Chong was taken aback.

“Hehe, didn’t you say that you are recruiting some men? These lads came voluntarily.”

In the courtyard, Elder Ye, Duke of Hu, and a few other elders stroked their beards as they chuckled gleefully.

“Gongzi, we came of our own accord!”

“Gongzi, we wish to render our assistance!’

“It’s an honor to be able to work for gongzi!”

…

The men and women spoke with an incredibly respectful tone. What that filled those eyes that occasionally sneaked peeks toward the man standing above the stairs was admiration. They truly regarded Wang Chong as their idol.

“Hehe, not only are the offsprings from our seven clans are here, the scions from the other clans are within the crowd as well. You can’t imagine how high of a standing you possess among these youngsters; they practically regard you as a hero! Even if you ask them to jump off a cliff at this very instant, they would probably do so without any hesitation.”

Elder Ye spoke with a hushed voice that only Wang Chong could hear.

In truth, there was no need for him to say so.

Wang Chong could see that much from the resolute gazes of these youths. Wang Chong didn’t expect his imprisonment to win him the favor of the offsprings of grandfather’s old subordinates as well.

Regardless, this was aligned with Wang Chong’s goals.

Wang Chong knew that grandfather’s prestige and influence in the royal court had placed an invisible halo on him, and the effects of this halo were swiftly showing through.

This was likely to be just the first batch; many more would come under his command in the future. This was the influence and rallying ability of a prestigious clan.

Wang Chong was slowly inheriting the influence of the Wang Clan.

In the future, these people would become his most loyal aides.

Coming to this thought, Wang Chong abruptly took a step forward. This slight and insignificant gesture immediately caught the notice of everyone in the courtyard.

Even Elder Ye, Duke of Hu, and the others also looked over curiously.

“I believe you all should know why I was locked in the imperial prison.”

Looking at the hundred foreign faces before him, Wang Chong started on the very first speech for his very first batch of subordinates.

These people had probably heard many things about him, but it would be going too far to say that they knew him.

There was a need for Wang Chong to personally inform them of his ideology.

“We’re still young and powerless. Even though each of us here possesses the will to make the world a better a place, we’re still lacking the strength to do so. Thus, we can only work on our morals and use our words to right what we believe to be wrong. However, in the future, I hope that I’ll be able to lead you all to the battlefield, and with our body and soul, we shall protect Great Tang from all threats.”

“The empire is in great danger, and the strife between the Han and Hu is only the tip of the iceberg. Hidden beneath the surface of the calm waters are unimaginable dangers that run deep.”

“Just because it’s beyond our sight doesn’t mean that it’s non-existent. We might live in an era of unparalleled prosperity but that doesn’t mean that we’re invulnerable. You have two choices before you at this very moment. You can either remain idle and wait for what that’s to come, or you can choose to grasp destiny and protect our nation with your own strength.”

“This is the reason why I’ve invited all of you here today.”

“I can’t guarantee you riches or nobility if you follow me. However, I can guarantee you that you’ll be remembered as patriots. Even if no one remembers you, this land, Great Tang, will remember you for eternity to come!”

Wang Chong’s voice was loud and clear. Putting aside the hundred youths, even Elder Ye, Duke of Hu, and the others were stunned.

They knew that Wang Chong was going to make a speech but they didn’t expect his words to be so moving. After a momentary astonishment, respect began to well up in the hearts of the crowd.

The gazes that the youths shot Wang Chong with became more and more respectful and heated. In their eyes, Wang Chong was a true hero.

Anyone who could convince a hundred Conferred Generals to put their lives on the line for him, and make the officials and Han generals fight vehemently for him could be considered as a true hero!

Wang Chong’s speech, along with his performance and prior achievements, won the trust and admiration of the crowd!

“Chong gongzi… I really concede to you!”

“Of Duke Jiu’s lineage, only he possesses the capability and charisma to unite everyone’s heart!”

“To think that I would meet such a splendid talent after stepping into my silver years! His existence is truly the fortune of the country, as well as the fortune of us all!”

…

The elders had heard Wang Chong’s words. Even though they couldn’t comprehend the sorrow behind Wang Chong’s speech, his powerful words had sunk deep into their hearts.

Unknowingly, everyone became even fonder of Wang Chong, and an urge to protect and assist him sprouted and grew within them.

Soon, under Wang Chong’s arrangements, the hundred youths were escorted by a Wang Family Residence guard to the spirit vein.

Looking at their backs, Wang Chong couldn’t help but feel slightly sentimental.

Even though Elder Ye, Duke of Hu, and the others thought that Wang Chong was being too pessimistic, and the youths didn’t fully comprehend his words at all, Wang Chong knew that all he said would eventually come to pass. It was a brutal truth that everyone would have to face eventually.

The danger Great Tang was going to face far exceeded everyone’s expectations. Most probably, half of those who had just left would eventually fall into an eternal sleep by the borders of the empire.

‘How can one disregard a matter concerning one’s country’s survival for one’s own convenience?’ They had chosen this route on their own volition, so they had no choice but to continue treading down this path.

This rang true for Wang Chong as well.

Wang Chong quickly buried such thoughts from his head.

“Invite him in.”

Wang Chong waved his hands, gesturing to the guards outside.

A short moment later, a slightly emaciated figure limped in.

When Wang Chong took a closer look, he realized the other party was the person whom he saved from the imperial prison, Zhang Munian!
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“Zhang Munian pays respect to gongzi. Gongzi, thank you for saving my life.”

Upon seeing Wang Chong, Zhang Munian immediately bowed respectfully.

“It’s you!”

A look of delight flashed across Wang Chong’s face. Meng Long had only informed him that there was an acquaintance of his who had been waiting outside for a very long time.

“Mister, come in and take a seat.”

Even if Zhang Munian didn’t come to pay him a visit, Wang Chong would have gone to look for him. It wasn’t to demand repayment for his favor but for another matter.

Zhang Munian’s visit had saved Wang Chong a lot of trouble.

Wang Chong led Zhang Munian to the lounge and instructed the maids to serve a cup of tea before taking a seat.

“Gongzi, I apologize for not being able to congratulate you on your release yesterday. I intended to pay you a visit yesterday, but upon seeing the nobles who came knocking, I dared not be impudent. Thus, I chose to pay you a visit today instead.”

Zhang Munian said.

“Haha, so mister was here yesterday. If you had reported your arrival, I would have surely welcomed you in personally.”

Wang Chong’s eyes lit up upon hearing Zhang Munian’s words.

“May I know where mister is staying at the moment?”

“This… In a tunnel near the maple tree in the city’s west.”

Zhang Munian did not expect Wang Chong to ask such a question. Thus, he hesitated for a moment before answering softly.

“What?”

Wang Chong was taken aback. Didn’t this mean that Zhang Munian had been roaming around aimlessly in the past three months? “Didn’t Gao gonggong give you some silver?”

“He didn’t Rather, it was an Imperial Army member under him that gave me some loose change.”

Zhang Munian said.

Wang Chong was taken aback. On top of possessing great power, the emperor’s trust and favor, Gao gonggong was also extremely affluent. Wang Chong thought that the other party would at least give Zhang Munian some silver taels upon his release for his livelihood.

“A busy person like him probably has many things to tend to. Given that person’s standing, it isn’t surprising for him to overlook such an insignificant matter. He probably thought that Zhang Munian is an old acquaintance of mine and that I have already made arrangements for him. ——I was negligent.”

It didn’t take long for Wang Chong to make sense of the matter.

Given that person’s identity, standing, and influence, he wouldn’t fuss over a few hundred gold taels. It was more likely that he had overlooked or misunderstood the matter.

“Then, what future plans does mister has?”

Wang Chong asked.

Zhang Munian fell silent. He found Wang Chong’s question extremely hard to answer. After all, what kind of future could a prisoner who was just freed from the imperial prison possibly have?

Initially, Zhang Munian intended to return to his hometown. However, putting aside the long distance and his lack of money, even if he did return, given his current reputation, would the villagers accept him?

Besides, what was he going to do for a living?

“I haven’t thought that far yet. I’ll count my steps as I take them.”

Zhang Munian sighed. Even in the prison, he had never felt so frightened before. He had no idea where he could go, what he could do, and what to look forward to.

“Mister, if you’ve nowhere to go, why don’t you follow me?”

Wang Chong suddenly asked.

“Is gongzi jesting with me?”

Zhang Munian was taken aback. He chuckled self-deprecatingly and said, “I am just an old man now, what kind of value can I possess?”

Wang Chong chuckled. He realized that his offer was too abrupt for Zhang Munian to take seriously, but even so, he had no intention of giving up.

He lifted the cup of tea on the table beside him and sipped on it.

“I heard that mister once worked in the agriculture department, and you were imprisoned for embezzling twenty thousand gold taels!”

Putting down the cup of tea, Wang Chong spoke casually.

Weng!

Upon hearing those words, Zhang Munian’s face immediately changed and his head began to spin. This was the deepest secret he hid in the depths of his mind.

Back then, even when he was viciously beaten up, he didn’t reveal a single word of this matter. He didn’t expect Wang Chong to know of it.

“You… you… How did you know?”

Zhang Munian stared at Wang Chong with eyes widened in fear as sweat rained down his forehead. He was unnerved.

“Don’t worry, I have no intentions of coercing you to do anything.”

Wang Chong said calmly.

Despite being a small agriculture official, he dared to embezzle twenty thousand gold taels. This was a huge sum even for the Wang Clan before Wang Chong struck it rich.

For those who didn’t understand the insides of the matter, they would think that Zhang Munian had no regard for the law. However, to Wang Chong, the meaning behind his action was totally different.

“If I’m not mistaken, the twenty thousand gold taels… is used to compensate farmers, right?”

Even though Wang Chong had spoken with a casual tone, his words struck Zhang Munian like a bolt of lightning.

“How did you know?”

Those words subconsciously escaped from Zhang Munian’s mouth. At this moment, he felt utmost fear, as if someone had dug up the deepest secret hidden within his heart.

If Wang Chong exposing the fact that he was imprisoned due to embezzling twenty thousand gold taels had caused him to feel embarrassed, the current situation had left him in disbelief.

Even the Bureau of Punishments was unable to trace down the location of the money.

Yet, the young man before him was able to point it out accurately!!

If it was at night, Zhang Munian might have thought that something sinister and supernatural was at work.

“That’s indeed the case!”

Wang Chong ignored the stunned Zhang Munian and sighed deeply instead. It was impossible for Zhang Munian to spend so much money himself.

In truth, Wang Chong had already deduced the entire proceedings as soon as he looked at the scroll detailing his crimes. It was impossible for one to embezzle so much money without leaving behind any traces.

And if any traces were left behind, the experts in the Bureau of Punishments would lock onto them in an instant.

Thus, the only possibility was that… this person didn’t embezzle any money at all!

To spark a revolution in any industry, a huge amount of resources had to be devoted for research and development!

The route to revolution was winding, and intermittent failures in the midst of searching the correct path was unavoidable. As such, huge investments were required.

In this world, with the exception of Wang Chong, no one, not even Zhang Munian himself, knew the significance behind the Zhang Munian’s several decades of private experiments!

In Wang Chong’s plans, Zhang Munian played a crucial role. The importance of his role was even far above that of the Hyderabad ores and the iron meteorite overseas.

Even the 《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art》 and 《Art of God and Demon Obliteration》 couldn’t compare up to it!

Food is the foundation of all civilizations!

In this world where martial arts reigned supreme, everyone was too busy pursuing strength, standing, affluence, prestige, and power. In the midst of doing so, they neglected a single basic resource which value far exceeded all of those.

It was unimpressive but it formed the very foundation of this world.

Rations!

In this powerful and prosperous empire, how long would it take for the filled granaries to empty such that the civilians would be forced to chew on grass and tree barks?

Ten years? Twenty years? Fifty years? A hundred years?

The true answer was ‘two years’!

This was a fact that Wang Chong had witnessed with his own eyes. He had seen Great Tang in its greatest glory, but he had also seen it in its decrepit and fallen state.

Any civilian of Great Tang who had seen the vast contrast between the two would surely feel deep sorrow and lamentation. 

After the Wang Clan’s fall from grace, the members of the Wang Clan was forced to wander aimlessly for a period of time. Back then, Wang Chong often starved for two to three days straight, sometimes even longer.

During that period of wandering, Wang Chong had seen innumerable emaciated corpses piled up everywhere. Eventually, even Wang Chong’s mother fell before the famine. Wang Chong held her in his hands in her last moments, and even until now, he could still picture her sunken cheeks and gaunt body. It was a sight he could never erase from his mind.

Food is the foundation of all civilizations; this was a fact that would never change regardless of which time-space continuum one was in.

When Wang Shichong fought with Li Shimin, the Luoyang Palace had silk piled up into a mountain. However, due to lack of food in the city, his army eventually lost to Li Shimin.

(Silk was an extremely valuable possession then. The emperor often used silk to reward meritorious subjects)

Based on Wang Chong’s memories from another time-space continuum, in Year 755, the Great Tang was still peaceful. Emperor Ming of Tang had done a storage check then, and the treasures, weapons, and rations were still piled up into mountains, and it was impossible to see its entirety in a single glance.

(Emperor Ming of Tang is the Sage Emperor’s title)

But in 759, Du Fu wrote the ‘Three Officials Three Farewell’!

‘Bitterly apologizing for the bland alcohol, regretfully pointing to unmanned millet fields’. When war arrived and there was no one to man the fields, rations became a problem. Emperor Wu of Han had accomplished much during his time; destroying the Xiongnu and thus stabilizing the Western Regions, and expanding the Central Plains territories to Jiaozhi. However, due to the massive death toll from the war, there was no one left to man the fields, causing the Great Han to fall into decline.

As such, the annals of history had indicted him with the crime of ‘recklessly using one’s soldiers to wage wars’!

War wasn’t just a competition between the military might, equipment, and formations of both parties—ration played a vital role as well. Wang Chong felt that the greatest mistake of Emperor Wu of Han was his lack of foresight to retain sufficient manpower for agricultural activities.

Only with sufficient rations could the population grow to sustain or enhance a country’s military might, especially after a war.

Emperor Wu of Han had failed to see through this, and thus, he was indicted for the crime of ‘recklessly using one’s soldiers to wage wars’.

Great Tang was facing enemies all around; the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganate, the Ü-Tsang empire, the Goguryeon empire, Abbasid Caliphate, Erhai’s Mengshe Zhao… All of these enemies had already grown powerful throughout the years.

No one knew how commonplace would war become in the future for Great Tang.

And in this prolonged war, only the factions with sufficient ‘ration’ would possess a ‘future’.

On the topic of rations, no one held greater weight than Zhang Munian! There would be no one who would contribute as greatly to the empire as Zhang Munian!

‘This person will contribute greatly to the empire’. The words that Wang Chong said before Gao Lishi were not gibberish.

This man held the empire’s ‘future’ in his hands!

——Even though he was unaware of it at this point!

These thoughts flashed through Wang Chong’s mind, and soon, he calmed down.

“Mister Zhang, if I were to say that I can provide you sufficient funds and support for your experiments, what would be your decision?”

Staring at Zhang Munian intently, Wang Chong suddenly said.

His words immediately left Zhang Munian dumbstruck.



Chapter 185: The Greatest Arrangement of His Current Life! 

                                                                                
			

“Gon-gong… Gongzi, are you serious on this matter?”

Zhang Munian could not keep his composure anymore.

The reason why he had to embezzle twenty thousand gold taels, which eventually resulted in his imprisonment, was due to the lack of financial support. If he were to possess sufficient financial ability and support from the authorities, how could he have landed in such a state?

As such, Wang Chong’s suggestion left him moved. In an instant, his agitation vanquished all of his unease from having his secret exposed.

“Of course. If I didn’t intend to help you, I wouldn’t have gone to the extent of saving you.”

Wang Chong said calmly.

Regardless of whether it was his previous life or his current one, Zhang Munian had always been an inconspicuous figure, and there weren’t much news on him. In truth, all Wang Chong knew about him was that after his death, the crops that he created slowly appeared all over Great Tang.

His crops were of a much higher quality than the others. Even though it failed to reverse the ultimate fate of the Central Plains and Great Tang, at the very least, Wang Chong learned that there was a martyr known as Zhang Munian who had been silently devoting his strength for the empire.

He didn’t enjoy fame and prestige in his lifetime, and even upon death, his accomplishments continued to remain unrecognized. 

Even so, his contribution to the empire was immense.

From Shang to Xia, then from Zhou to Han, and eventually, Sui and Tang, the main reason why humans could sustain themselves without hunting, and maintain a steady population growth was due to the contributions of martyrs like Zhang Munian.

The current prosperity of the Central Plains was only possible due to their silent contributions.

If one were to compare the quality of rations, those of Xia surpassed Shang, Zhou surpassed Xia, Han surpassed Zhou… and eventually, when it came to Great Tang, the quality was already far beyond that of all previous dynasties.

Even so, the current food supply was still far from enough to sustain the immense population of the Central Plains.

Wang Chong’s goal was to build upon the current foundation and stimulate a huge growth in the agriculture production of the Central Plains.

However, there was no one in this present world capable of achieving this feat.

Wang Chong’s only hope lay in the knowledge he obtained from another time-space continuum. That being said, Wang Chong didn’t specialize in this field, and his strength as an individual was far from sufficient.

“Great! Wang gongzi, as long as you grant me sufficient support, I’ll… I’ll definitely cultivate crops reap much greater yield than the present ones!”

Zhang Munian didn’t think into the matter too deeply, and he had no idea what Wang Chong hoped to achieve either. All he felt at this very moment was just elation after learning that someone was willing to support him.

“Mister Zhang!”

Wang Chong poured Zhang Munian a cup of tea while organizing his thoughts.

“… Having worked in the agriculture industry for so long, have you noticed that there are some crops that grant a significantly greater yield than the others?”

“Of course!”

Zhang Munian was surprised. He didn’t expect a wealthy scion like Wang Chong to know about agriculture as well! However, considering that Wang Chong was offering to finance him, it should be expected that he would at least know a thing or two about the subject..

“The job of our Bureau of Agriculture is to find these high-yield crops, obtain their seeds, and find a way to propagate their growth. However, this turned out to be futile. Many of the seeds we found did possess high yield when we first found them, but upon being replanted, their yield became no different from that of ordinary plants. In fact, some of them even failed to germinate.”

“Finding a single true high-yield crop among ten thousand others can be as a stroke of fortune already.”

In the previous few dynasties, the responsibility of the agriculture officials was to visit fields and search for high-yield crops.

However, the hereditary traits of crops, in general, didn’t seem to be stable; sometimes, a crop could bring about great yield in the first generation, normal yield in the second, below average in the third, and possibly another great yield in the fourth.

It would have been pointless if that was the case. People could have already starved to death in between the first and the fourth harvest.

Besides, it was also a huge uncertainty whether one could obtain a great yield in the fourth generation or not.

Thus, the Bureau of Agriculture’s seed selection process was fraught with difficulties.

Zhang Munian had grown up in the fields, and under the influence of his family, he realized the importance of a sufficient supply of food. Thus, he devoted his entire life to searching for high-yield crops.

For that, he was even imprisoned and nearly executed.

“So the gold that disappeared was used to compensate the farmers with low yield, right?”

Wang Chong asked.

“That’s right!”

There was no need for Zhang Munian to hide anything before Wang Chong. 

The selection of seeds was an extremely risky affair. If he wanted to continue the experiment, he had to reimburse the farmers who suffered from low returns in the season.

Zhang Munian didn’t spend the twenty thousand gold taels in the span of a single day; it was slowly consumed over a period of two decades.

The twenty thousand gold taels, down to the very last copper coin, had gone into reimbursing the farmers.

“Mister Zhang, regarding the high-yield crops, have you ever wondered why some crops can maintain their yield while others result in lower or even no yield at all?”

Contemplating over the matter for a short while to sieve out the appropriate words, Wang Chong carefully presented a different perspective to Zhang Munian.

“Ah?”

Zhang Munian was taken aback. He had never considered this matter before so his selection process had never been any different from the other agriculture officials. Crop yield had been unstable since time immemorial, and he was already accustomed to the sight.

As such, he had never considered the reason behind the matter.

“This… I have never really considered this problem.”

Zhang Munian shook his head. This was the first time someone had proposed this question to him.

“Then, has Mister Zhang ever thought the idea that crops might be just like humans? It might be possible that there are differing genders among crops, and that they can be divided into male sterile lines and maintainer lines. If that’s the case, the phenomenon of high-yield crops experiencing poor yields in later harvests could be explained.”

Wang Chong finally threw out the theory.

Zhang Munian stared at the youngster before him as though he had seen a ghost. He had never heard of such a theory before. How could plants be divided into male and female?

However, Wang Chong’s words had indeed sparked some ideas in his mind. His theory might be unconventional but it wasn’t entirely implausible.

This was indeed a possible way to go about selecting seeds.

“I’ve never really considered this idea before.”

Zhang Munian contemplated for a moment, and eventually, he chose not to overthrow Wang Chong’s theory straight away. 

Hu!

Wang Chong had been looking at Zhang Munian’s eyes all along, and upon seeing that there was no rejection in his eyes, he heaved a long sigh of relief. The main problem with new theories was that they were difficult to accept.

But clearly, Zhang Munian wasn’t an inflexible person.

Wang Chong had found the right person for the job.

“Mister Zhang, I’ve been thinking that if we can determine and classify crops as male sterile lines and maintainer lines and separate them, it might allow future experiments to be much more efficient.”

“But still, we have to acknowledge that plants are ultimately still fundamentally different from humans. Humans could be divided into male and female but plants might not follow the same gender concept. Even though there are male sterile lines, there might be a recovery line that could turn male sterile lines back into maintainer lines when cross-bred.”

Wang Chong finally threw out the concept of ‘Three Lines of Hybrid Rice’.

In another world, the ‘Three Lines of Hybrid Rice’ was the very essence of hybrid rice. Even though it was only a theory, its usefulness wasn’t limited by the era one was in.

Only when heading in the right direction can one’s hard work bear fruits.

If one’s direction was wrong from the very start, it would be impossible to ever achieve one’s goals.

Wang Chong had neither any ‘hybrid rice’ to show Zhang Munian nor did he know anything about seed selection.

The ‘Three Lines of Hybrid Rice’ theory was all that he had.

For the impending crisis, the only solution was to cultivate high-yield hybrid rice in this world, and Zhang Munian was, without a doubt, the best candidate Wang Chong had to achieve this feat.

As long as Zhang Munian could classify the three lines of rice, Great Tang’s agriculture production would enjoy a qualitative leap. This would build a strong foundation for the future of Great Tang.

Regardless of whether it was to face the aggressive neighboring states or future foreign invaders, at the very least, a stable and reliable food supply would give Great Tang the strength to retaliate.

“I need to give it some thoughts. Gongzi‘s theories are completely unheard of but I am willing to give it a try.”

Zhang Munian replied gravely. Wang Chong’s Three Lines of Hybrid Rice theory had left his heart beating. Only after finding out the reason behind the unstable harvest of high-yield rice would it be possible to breed a true high-yield rice.

“Gongzi, can you grant me a plot of land? I wish to give your theory a test.”

Zhang Munian lifted his head and looked at Wang Chong with an excited gleam in his eyes.

“Hahaha, of course you can. I’ve already made the necessary arrangements. The land, however, will be located somewhere beyond Great Tang. That place is the ideal location for you to conduct your experiments.”

Wang Chong chuckled.

“Oh?”

Zhang Munian lifted his head in astonishment, “May I know the location that gongzi is speaking of?”

“Jiaozhi!”

(Northern Vietnam)

Wang Chong smiled.

The rice in Jiaozhi matured three times in a year, and there was a huge labor force there that could be tapped into. Thus, it was the best location for Zhang Munian to conduct his experiment.

The rapid rate of maturity of the rice there would greatly shorten the time required for Zhang Munian to successfully breed a variety of hybrid rice.

Soon after, Zhang Munian left.

Accompanying him were a hundred thousand gold taels and fifty guards which had been provided by Wang Chong’s big uncle, Elder Ye, Duke of Hu, and group.

The group didn’t alarm anyone as they traveled silently to the south.

At the same time, two letters that Wang Chong wrote reached their respective recipients, Big Uncle Wang Gen and King Song, Li Chengqi.

The matter of demarcating a region for Zhang Munian to conduct his experiments was a small matter so he only had to inform them of it so that they could pass the required instructions down.

Yao Clan, King Qi, and the others also would not be bothered by something so minor over in the faraway Jiaozhi.

“I’ve already given you all that I can. Whether or not Great Tang will be able to survive the upcoming crisis will be up to you!”

Seated in his study, Wang Chong muttered to himself as he watched Zhang Munian disappear into the horizon.

He knew that he wasn’t the key to Great Tang’s survival in the upcoming ordeals.

Rather, it was banking on a fifty-year-old agriculture official.

Zhang Munian, the hope of Great Tang!
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After settling Zhang Munian’s affair, Wang Chong passed several hundred thousand gold taels to Cousin Wang Liang for the building of the fleet and the hiring of required personnel for the journey such as guards and sailors.

Due to his contract with the Zhang Clan, Wang Chong was still able to bear this kind of heavy expenditure.

“Alright, it should be about time for me to head to the royal palace to take a look.”

Wang Chong sighed as he boarded the carriage and headed for the royal palace. At the entrance, an Imperial Army guard was already waiting for him.

“Follow me!”

Without any hesitation, the Imperial Army guard led Wang Chong through the complex labyrinth of the palace. After what seemed like countless twists and turns, an underground opening appeared before Wang Chong.

In front of the opening were just two words:

“Death Prison!”

The two words were barely legible as much of the paint had worn off due to age. Twelve well-built Chamberlains of Imperial Insignia stood guard around the entrance as though demons guarding the gateway to hell.

This was the death prison!

In the royal court, there were a total of two prisons, the ‘imperial prison’ and the ‘death prison’. The most heinous of criminals who were sentenced to capital punishment were locked in the imperial prison as they awaited their deaths.

The possibility of leaving the imperial prison alive was next to zero.

On the other hand, the death prison was for those who were sentenced with lighter verdicts. Wang Chong’s second brother, Wang Bei, was locked in the death prison!

An ominous wind blew as Wang Chong looked out through the windows of the carriage. Glancing at the twelve dark-armored Chamberlains of Imperial Insignia guarding the entrance, he sighed deeply.

The Wang Family had a total of four siblings, and the one whom Wang Chong was closest with wasn’t Big Brother Wang Fu nor Little Sister Wang Xiao Yao. On the contrary, it was actually Second Brother Wang Bei.

Big Brother Wang Fu was much older than him, and he had joined the army not too long after Wang Chong was born. The one who had accompanied Wang Chong during his growing phase was Second Brother Wang Bei.

However, as time passed, their relationship slowly drifted apart. This was one of the deepest regrets in Wang Chong’s heart.

Wang Chong knew the reason for it but his helplessness only served to deepen his regrets.

Wang Chong was about to join the Kunwu Training Camp, and he had to name a single person whom he wanted to meet the most before his enlistment, it would have to be Second Brother Wang Bei.

“Open the gates!”

Wang Chong stepped down from the carriage and flashed a token before the twelve Chamberlains of Imperial Insignia guarding the entrance. This was the token King Song had given him just a moment ago.

With this token, Wang Chong gained the privilege to travel to most locations within the royal palace.

Hong long long!

Upon seeing the token Wang Chong was holding, one of the cold-faced Chamberlains of Imperial Insignia stepped forward and slowly opened the gates.

Weng!

Frigid air immediately gushed out from beyond the gates. Then, a black and cold mist slowly drifted into appearance from beneath. Wang Chong frowned slightly before stepping into the passageway.

The passageway was exceptionally quiet, resulting in Wang Chong’s footsteps echoing loudly.

Finally, in a unique cell, Wang Chong met his second brother.

It was a specially-crafted cell which was much wider than the others in the death prison. Every single cell bar was a bowl thick, and they were forged with the resilient deep ocean metal and inscribed for resilience.

At the very center of the cell sat a motionless, thin figure. His hair was unkempt and his eyes sunk into his sockets. His four limbs and waist was shackled with five thick chains which intersected intricately as though a spider web, locking him firmly.

This was his second brother, Wang Bei.

If not for witnessing it himself, Wang Chong would have never believed that that haughty second brother of his could be reduced to such a state.

“Second brother, I’m here. I’m sorry for only coming to see you now.”

Seeing the unkempt, tortured, corpse-like figure within the cell, Wang Chong’s heart sunk.

This wasn’t how his second brother should be.

This damp and dark cell wasn’t the world he should be in.

The cell was completely quiet—other than Wang Chong’s voice, there was no other sound to be heard. The figure within the cell remained motionless, as though there was nothing in the world that could reach him.

“Second brother, all of us miss you. Big brother misses you, little sister misses you, mother and I miss you as well. Come out, second brother, you don’t belong in there!”

Wang Chong sighed.

The death prison was where criminals were held. However, Wang Chong knew that the situation surrounding his second brother was slightly different from the other prisoners.

That was because his second brother had chosen to impose this incarceration upon himself.

All of the Wang Clan members who were afflicted with the ‘Berserker Syndrome’ had the option of locking themselves up in the death prison. This was the magnanimity that the Sage Emperor granted grandfather back then.

Grandfather had specially requested for this expensive cell to be built in return for his contributions in assisting the Sage Emperor to the throne.

In this generation, Second Brother Wang Bei was the one who ended up being afflicted by the ‘Berserker Syndrome’. As such, he had chosen to be incarcerated out of his own free will, and no one could deny him of his freedom.

The cell remained completely silent and there wasn’t a sound to be heard. Wang Chong sighed and continued.

“… Second brother, if you’re doing this because of the eldest son of Duke of Zheng, then there’s no need for that. He has already recovered from the injuries from back then!”

“Do you think that I’m doing this because of Marquess Zheng?”

A cold voice suddenly sounded from the prison, interrupting Wang Chong’s words. At some point, Wang Bei had lifted his head, and he stared at Wang Chong coldly with crimson eyes.

“Second brother!”

Wang Chong was taken aback for a moment before delight gushed within him, “You’re finally willing to speak to me.”

“Do you really think I’m doing this to myself because of him?”

Wang Bei disregarded Wang Chong’s words and continued staring at him coldly.

“Get out! Get out now! I don’t need you to visit me, I don’t need anyone to visit me! Get out! ——”

As he shouted his last word, a powerful gale enveloped the entire death prison. Even with Wang Chong’s Origin Energy Tier 7 cultivation realm coupled with his Might of the Barbaric God and Dragon Bone, he was still forced back.

Even though Second Brother Wang Bei would lose his rationality whenever the Berserker Syndrome activated, that didn’t hinder him from becoming one of the top experts within the capital.

The gale faded as swiftly as it arrived.

In just a short moment, tranquility returned to the death prison.

“Second brother, if it isn’t because of Marquess Zheng, why do you refuse to go out?”

Despite the other party’s wrath, Wang Chong had no intentions of backing down.

The reason why he eventually chose to come was in hopes that he could at least change something. As long as this matter wasn’t settled, he wouldn’t allow himself to leave.

Wang Bei remained motionless, seemingly oblivious to Wang Chong’s words.

But Wang Chong didn’t give up.

“Given your capability, this cell isn’t sufficient to hold you. It has already been more than half a year since you came in here. Do you really intend to spend your entire life here?”

Wang Chong said as he slowly advanced toward the cell bars.

“Don’t force me to make a move on you. Get out, right now! ——”

Wang Bei finally reacted once more. He lifted a hand and pointed toward the exit of the death prison with a frigid voice.

“Second brother, it isn’t completely impossible for you to triumph over the Berserker Syndrome. With your strength…”

“Berserker Syndrome! Hahaha, you’re talking to me about the Berserker Syndrome? Do you even know what it is?”

Hong long, the chains in the cell trembled violently. A strong sense of danger suddenly gripped Wang Chong’s heart. Hong! Amidst the clanging of the chains, an emaciated pale face with red sunken eyes exuding an immense killing intent appeared right before Wang Chong.

This rampage came abruptly. That cold gaze filled with killing intent felt like something that had crept out from a nightmare.

Even those with the greatest mental fortitude would stagger upon being stared at by these eyes but Wang Chong remained composed.

He looked straight into those demonic cold eyes with no intentions of retreating at all.

“… This time, I’ll never back down!”

Looking at the eyes filled with blood vessels and the pale face which hadn’t seen the sun for a very long time, sorrow flashed across the depths of Wang Chong’s eyes.

Wang Chong was here to atone for his sins!

In truth, Wang Chong knew clearly the reason why Second Brother Wang Bei chose to impose this incarceration upon himself. The ‘Berserker Syndrome’ was a terrible curse within the Wang Clan. Once it worked up, one wouldn’t even recognize their own kin.

Second brother was afraid of harming his own family—that’s why he chose to seal away his own heart and put on a cold front.

He wanted to create a huge fracture so that no one he cared for would get close to him.

The pain that the ‘Berserker Syndrome’ brought wasn’t fearsome, loneliness wasn’t fearsome either. What that had truly hurt second brother was the fear from his own family.

Yet, Wang Chong wasn’t aware of that.

The first time Wang Chong saw him act up, he staggered backward in fear. It was precisely then that Wang Bei chose to close his heart and distance himself from him.

On that day, the second brother who would put him on his shoulders and spin him around joyfully in the snowy fields disappeared.

What that replaced him was the cold-faced Wang Bei who distanced himself from everyone.

Looking at the pale face and reddened eyes, Wang Chong couldn’t help but recall how he personally pushed the other party down into the abyss.

His moment of insensitivity had cost him his beloved second brother!

That single step of retreat had permanently severed the brotherhood between the two of them, and this had become Wang Chong’s deepest regret. There were many things that one would only learn to treasure when lost.

In his previous life, it was already too late to make up for his mistakes. Thus, in this life, Wang Chong was determined to change it all.

“Aren’t you afraid that I might kill you?”

Wang Bei stared at the calm Wang Chong in astonishment.

“Why should I fear? You are my second brother. You have always been my second brother, and you’ll continue to be so for eternity to come. No matter who I fear, I will never fear you!”

Wang Chong spoke determinedly across the other side of the fence as he stared deeply into the other party’s eyes.

These were earnest words that came from the depths of Wang Chong’s heart.

In this life, he was determined to not allow his second brother leave him. Even though the ‘Berserker Syndrome’ was incurable, Wang Chong was willing to dedicate his entire life to helping him overcome this problem.

Wang Bei was taken aback. Pain and fear suddenly flashed across his reddened eyes. He released his grip on the cell bars and staggered backward.

“Leave! Leave! I don’t want to see you, get out of here! This isn’t where you should be!”

Wang Bei turned around and waved Wang Chong away. Deep pain could be heard within his voice.

Seeing his second brother’s wretched state, Wang Chong’s heart ached. Even so, he didn’t display it on his face.

“Second brother, there’s nothing that cannot be overcome. The Berserker Syndrome is a hereditary bloodline disease, not a mental illness. ‘Don’t allow your soul to anguish over your form’, I hope that you can remember these words. Use your strength and will to fight the Berserker Syndrome within your bloodline.”

“There’s nothing that our Wang Clan cannot defeat. I believe that you can eventually overcome the Berserker Syndrome!”

Wang Chong spoke deeply.

Within the cell, upon hearing the words ‘Don’t allow your soul to anguish over your form’, Wang Bei’s figure suddenly shuddered. But soon, he regained his calmness.

“Leave, don’t bother me!”

Wang Bei waved his hands.

Wang Chong’s eyes darkened as he stared at Wang Bei’s back.

“Second brother, I’m actually here to bid you farewell. I’m going to join Kunwu Training Camp soon. I don’t have sufficient time on my hand; Great Tang is in great danger so I might have to get onto the battlefield soon. There are some words that I can’t tell the others but I’ll tell them to you.”

“In the future, Great Tang will be swept by a catastrophe. I don’t know whether my plan will succeed or not. Perhaps it might, perhaps it wouldn’t. But regardless of the outcome, I’ve no regrets!”

Just when Wang Chong spoke these words, the voice of the Stone of Destiny sounded:

【Warning! User is trying to exceed his boundaries. Ten Destiny Energy is deducted. If it happens again, user will be killed!】

…

A violent pain abruptly spread across Wang Chong’s body, causing his face to pale. His hands began convulsing violently but he didn’t allow it to show in his voice.

“Second brother, I need your help! If you can muster your courage, leave this cell and assist me. The Berserker Syndrome may be a huge issue in the capital, but on the battlefield, it won’t be a problem at all. ——I hope that you can consider this matter!”

After saying these words, Wang Chong turned around and left.

Behind, Wang Bei remained unmoved. Only after Wang Chong disappeared at the entrance did he finally turn around to stare at Wang Chong’s back. A complex emotion appeared on his face.

“Little brother…”

As though the silent mutterings of the wind, his voice echoed faintly in the passageway.

Chapter 187: Set Off, The Three Great Training Camps! 

                                                                                
			

Amidst the silence of the morning, Wang Chong sat cross-legged on the floor of his bedroom, motionless. On his abdomen, one could vaguely see two bundles of light, one big one small, one gold one silver, and they resembled a miniature version of the sun and the moon.

The ‘sun’ and the ‘moon’ both trembled slightly, attracting one another. Under the influence of these two bundles of light, the Origin Energy in the air began gushing swiftly into Wang Chong’s body.

This was the technique that Wang Chong had just mastered recently, ‘Little Yinyang Art’. Putting aside its offensive capability, its ability to hasten the absorption of Origin Energy from the surroundings already made it a valuable cultivation technique.

Having reached a certain mastery in both Might of the Barbaric God and Little Yinyang Art, Wang Chong’s rate of cultivation was enhanced significantly.

Time slowly passed as Wang Chong continued meditating on the ground. His aura gradually grew stronger, and after an inestimable period of time——

Weng!

All of a sudden, a huge gale suddenly blow. It carried an immense force that distorted even space itself.

For a moment, Wang Chong’s figure seemed to warp slightly amidst the wind as well.

【Congratulations to user for successfully tiding past the second World Constraint. 30 Destiny Energy is consumed. Remaining balance: 15 Destiny Energy】

【Countdown to the next World Constraint: 6 months!】

【Destiny Energy required: 40 points!】

…

As soon as that immense force vanished from Wang Chong’s room, the voice of the Stone of Destiny sounded.

Hu!

Wang Chong heaved a long sigh of relief. When he opened his eyes once more, he realized that beads of sweat were dripping profusely down his forehead.

“I’ve finally tided through the ordeal!”

Even though the ‘World Constraint’ was said to be three months, the actual timing of the occurrence was actually between three to four months. Wang Chong had gone through it once before but it still felt like a nightmare to him.

However, despite his aching and exhausted body, it wasn’t like the ordeal was completely devoid of benefits. After surviving the World Constraint, Wang Chong could clearly sense his root bone becoming more compact. At the same time, his muscles and tendons became more resilient and powerful as well.

Not only so, Wang Chong felt a portion of the energy seeping into his meridians as Origin Energy.

Just this surge of energy was equivalent to three months of his cultivation. His overall strength had been boosted significantly just by surviving the World Constraint.

“However, the Destiny Energy consumption required for the World Constraint is growing higher. Initially, it only took twenty points. It has risen up thirty now, and the next time is going to be forty…”

Upon recalling this, Wang Chong couldn’t help but feel slightly fearful. If he hadn’t obtained the 50 Destiny Energy from the Consort Taizhen and regional commanders policy incidents, he would have probably been killed by this World Constraint.

The strength of the World Constraint was growing significantly with each passing. It wouldn’t be easy for him to ward it off.

“It’s fortunate that the intervals are increasing—the first one is one month, the second one is three month, and the third one is six month. Otherwise, I’ll really be unable to keep up with the cost.”

Wang Chong thought as he felt a heavy pressure weighing him down.

As the World Constraint hadn’t worked up for the past three months, he had nearly forgotten about it. This matter had reminded Wang Chong to remain alert at all times.

Without sufficient Destiny Energy, he could very possibly end up dead.

“However, six months is sufficient time for me to accomplish many different matters.”

Wang Chong thought.

Changing destiny wasn’t an easy matter. The greater the degree of change, the stronger the World Constraint.

Wang Chong wasn’t too surprised by this outcome.

In any case, since he had survived the current World Constraint, he should turn his attention to what he should do in the next six months instead.

Klang!

After recovering some strength, Wang Chong suddenly recalled something. Klang, with a metallic sound, he drew a sword placed beside him.

This sword wasn’t Wang Chong’s Wootz steel sword but a three chi long crimson sword. It had some inscriptions reminiscent of a snake’s scales on it.

The sword didn’t look as sharp as the Wootz steel but it carried a unique aura.

“This is the Little Yinyang Sword?”

Looking at the sword in his hands, a peculiar gleam flashed across Wang Chong’s eyes. This was the sword that Wang Chong’s master, the ‘Demonic Emperor Old Man’, had tasked someone to send to him upon learning that Wang Chong had successfully completed the cultivation Little Yinyang Art.

The martial arts of the Demonic Emperor Old Man’s lineage walked down a very unconventional path. For normal martial arts, one would be able to achieve a higher degree of mastery through training diligently.

The 《Little Yinyang Art》 didn’t obey this conventional law. To reach higher realms, one had to absorb Origin Energy from others.

In other words, Wang Chong had to kill others.

The reason why the Demonic Emperor Old Man was considered to be a member of the ‘unorthodox ways’ and had so many enemies in the pugilistic world was mainly because of this.

Due to the mastery of Wang Chong’s 《Little Yinyang Art》 being too low, he could only absorb Origin Energy from enemies far weaker than him. At present, he could only take in Origin Energy from animals such as tigers and panthers.

This was also the reason why the Demonic Emperor Old Man’s lineage crafted the ‘Little Yinyang Sword’.

“As long as one’s enemy is on the verge of death or in an extremely weak condition, the Little Yinyang Art allowed one to absorb the other party’s Origin Energy.”

“Just like you said, whether the Little Yinyang Sword is righteous or malevolent depends on the one using it. You’re a member of nobility so you probably have your own considerations. Thus, I’ll leave the decision in your hands.”

…

These words came in a letter delivered along with the sword. The cultivation techniques of the unorthodox ways were peculiar and hard to accept, especially techniques like this which involved killing to cultivate.

In the Demonic Emperor Old Man’s view, given that Wang Chong had come from a prestigious clan of generals and ministers, it wouldn’t be appropriate for him to go about slaughtering others. However, Wang Chong thought that the Demonic Emperor Old Man was worrying needlessly.

“The most suited location for the cultivation of Little Yinyang Art isn’t the pugilistic world but the battlefield. Only in the battlefield will this ultimate art shine through. With endless enemies on the battlefield, one will be able to reach a high level of accomplishment within the shortest period of time. Master, you’re worrying needlessly!”

Wang Chong muttered as he slid his finger across the crimson blade of the sword. A clear crisp sound echoed in the air.

The 《Little Yinyang Art》 and 《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art》 were demonic arts—there was no doubt about it. However, from the very start, Wang Chong had never intended on using it anywhere else but on the battlefield.

The problems that the Demonic Emperor Old Man had been worrying over were non-existent to Wang Chong.

Di da da!

Just as Wang Chong was still deep in contemplation, the sound of the galloping of a horse sounded, and even from afar, one could hear the neighing of a war steed.

“Hahaha, Wang Chong, are you done with your preparations yet? The training camps are about to open!”

Wei Hao spoke passionately, and his voice echoed throughout the entire Wang Family Residence.

“I’m coming!”

Wang Chong chuckled as he placed the Little Yinyang Sword back into its sheath. After waiting for such a long period of time, the matter that he had been anticipating was finally about to come.

The Three Great Training Camps—Kunwu, Shenwei, and Longwei—was finally about to be opened.

Today was the day of their official opening.

After making arrangements for all of the matters he had at hand, he invited Wei Hao to set off together on this day. After bathing, changing into a fresh set of clothes, and fastening his coronet with a pin, Wang Chong walked out from his room revitalized. In his current dress-up, he looked extremely dashing.

Neighhhh!

Just as he walked out from his room, the neighing of a young colt sounded. With a flash of light, a huge shadow suddenly charged into Wang Chong’s embrace.

While munching on the tree leaves torn off from the trees in the courtyard, the indigo colt licked Wang Chong fondly.

Wang Chong immediately understood its intentions. He hurriedly grabbed a sack from his waist, took out a few yellow beans, and fed it to the indigo colt through cupped hands.

As expected of a spirit colt!

In just two short days, this White-hoofed Shadow had already regarded Wang Chong as its true owner. At the same time, Wang Chong also treated him as a fellow peer. Rather than locking it in the stable, he allowed it to wander around the courtyard freely, heading and eating wherever and whatever he wanted.

This was beneficial to the maturing of a spirit colt.

“Little Shadow, let’s go! I’ll bring you over to somewhere bigger today.”

When the indigo colt was finally done eating the yellow beans, Wang Chong patted its neck and led it forward. By the time he walked out of the Wang Family Residence, a huge row of people were already lined up by the entrance.

“Young master!”

Upon seeing Wang Chong, Shen Hai, Meng Long, Tuoba Guiyuan, and Miyasame Ayaka lowered their heads in respect. Even though Li Zhuxin didn’t lower his head, he gestured through a nod.

“Un, time to set off!”

Wang Chong smiled.

Outside the gates, seated proudly upon several dashing and valiant war steeds, Wei Hao and his group of followers were waiting outside.

On the other side, Zhao Jingdian was holding onto several war steeds while waiting for his arrival. Standing by him were Elder Hu, Duke of Hu, and the others.

Today was the day that the Three Great Training Camps was going to be launched, as well as the day of Wang Chong’s enlistment. Those who had received the news had come to see him off.

“Chong-er, this is your first time being placed in a military environment. Mother won’t be around so you’ve to learn to take care of yourself.”

The madam stood at the doorstep with eyes reddened in sorrow.

Even though this couldn’t truly be considered as enlistment—after all, it was only a training camp—this was the first time that Wang Chong was leaving her side.

The hatchling had finally grown up, and it was time for it to soar into the vast world.

“Mother, don’t worry. Take care as well.”

Wang Chong smiled.

“Hmph, third brother. I heard that the people there are quite formidable, but if they dare to bully you, tell me. I’ll deal with them for you!”

The Wang Family’s little sister pouted in Madam Wang’s embrace. She waved her two little fists, as though trying to vent Wang Chong’s indignance as she did back in the Vast Crane Pavilion.

Wang Chong burst into laughter. His little sister was probably the only one who thought of him as the same weak third brother of the past.

“Little sister, I got it.”

“Hmph, don’t pinch my nose! Otherwise, I’m going to get angry!”

…

Seeing that his little sister was going to fly into a tantrum, Wang Chong laughed heartily. Then, he slowly backed away and bowed.

“Mother, little sister, and the elders here, I’ll be taking my leave!”

Wang Chong bided everyone here farewell before leaping onto the horse. Then, along with Li Zhuxin, Miyasame Ayaka, Wei Hao, Zhao Jingdian, and a few others, he galloped off into the distance, leaving behind a trail of dust.

“The start of a new journey! ——”


Chapter 188: Kunwu Training Camp 

                                                                                Di da da!
There was a huge crowd within the capital. Group after group of steeds galloped out from the capital’s East, West, and North Gates. Riding on these steeds were neither the members of the Imperial Army nor the troops of the border regiments; rather, they were the haughty scions of Great Tang.
Son of nobles, wealthy merchants, powerful generals, prestigious clans… Figures from different powerful clans could be seen on the backs of the horses.
“Hahaha, how lively!”
Wei Hao laughed excitedly from the back of his horse when he saw this sight.
“Wang Chong, look, there are so many people!”
“Un!”
Wang Chong nodded but a slight frown appeared inconspicuously on his forehead for an instant. Perhaps his presence had changed this world far much but he realized that the Three Great Training Camps were vastly different from how he remembered it to be.
Back then, the Three Great Training Camps didn’t attract the attention of so many people when it first opened, and there were only a handful of people who registered for it.
On top of that, the number of personnel accepted was significantly greater than that in his previous life.
“Looks like everything has changed!”
Wang Chong thought. It seemed like his actions didn’t come without a cost, and this cost wasn’t just limited to the ‘World Constraint’.
At present, it was hard to tell whether these changes were good or not.
But regardless, he didn’t have a choice.
“… No matter what, at least the matter of the Three Great Training Camps didn’t change at all.”
While such thoughts flashed across Wang Chong’s mind, the group left via the East Gates, heading into the distance.
Many news regarding the details of the Three Great Training Camps had been released.
The opening of the training camps was a matter proposed and approved by the Sage Emperor, and under the collaboration of the Bureau of Military Personnel, Bureau of Punishments, Bureau of Works, Bureau of Revenue, and Bureau of Personnel, along with the assistance of the Imperial Army, the Longwei, Shenwei, and Kunwu Training Camps were created.
The training grounds were located in the mountains twenty li away from the east, west, and north of the capital. The proximity of the camps from the capital was actually rigorously debated upon.
Too far and the Three Great Training Camps would lose its protection, making it unsafe. Too near… and everyone would be thinking of returning to the capital. That would limit the effectiveness of the training.
As for the Kunwu Training Camp that Wang Chong and the others were heading to, it was located in the mountains east of the capital.
Walking along the main route initially, they turned into a bend and around six hours later, they finally saw a massive mountain which peak shot straight into the clouds. It resembled a behemoth compared to the cluster of mountains around it.
At the top of the mountain was not lush greenery but wood-crafted halls, infrastructures, and training grounds.
Hundreds of Great Tang military flags were hung all over the mountain, dancing amidst the wind, creating a grand and majestic sight. The thickest and tallest one was a yellow one which was almost a hundred meters long. Despite the long distance away, the reddish-gold word written on it was clear:
“Kunwu!”
“How majestic!”
Wei Hao said exaggeratedly as he glanced into the distance.
The others didn’t say anything but internally, they were overwhelmed with shock by the massive formation before them. Of the Three Great Training Camps, Kunwu was directed toward normal civilians. If even Kunwu’s setup was like this, it was unimaginable what Shenwei and Longwei looked like.
“Given that the various bureaus of the royal court, along with the Imperial Army, have collaborated with one another on this matter, the efficiency is indeed remarkable.”
Wang Chong thought as he looked at the camp from the distance.
In his previous life, Wang Chong was unfated with the Three Great Training Camps. On top of that, the Three Great Training Camps weren’t places that any casual passer-by could approach easily. Thus, this was the first time Wang Chong was seeing Kunwu Training Camp.
The construction work for his training ground on the spirit vein probably earlier than the Three Great Training Camps but in terms of degree of completion and scale, it paled far to Kunwu Training Camp.
“Wei Hao, don’t get careless on the mountain later on. The Kunwu Training Camp might be the easiest to enter of the Three Great Training Camps but if you think that you’re invincible inside and a place is guaranteed for you, you might just end up being sent back home.”
Wang Chong suddenly turned to Wei Hao and said. Standing right before Kunwu Training Camp, he felt that there was some things he should remind his brothers of in advance so as to prepare them.
“Are you joking? I’ve already reached Origin Energy Tier 7 and I’m even capable of exerting the Mountain Ascension Might now. It can’t be that everyone in this Kunwu Training Camp is Origin Energy Tier 8, right?”
Wei Hao exclaimed in disbelief. His cultivation had surged immensely in the past few months. For some reason, the Mountain Ascension Formula that Wang Chong gave him seemed to be exceptionally compatible with him, as though it was tailored just for him.
Due to this, his confidence surged as well. That was also why so many scions had decided to follow him.
Yet, Wang Chong said that there was a possibility that he might fail the entrance examination to Kunwu Training Camp. How could Wei Hao possibly believe it?
“Hmph, is that so? Do you think that martial art is all about clash of strength? You might possess immense strength but you lack skill and dexterity. You might still be able to deal with average martial artists but true experts will be able to see through your flaws and start exploiting them within a few blows. The dumb bird starts learning to fly early—those who applied to Kunwu Training Camp might have come from humble backgrounds, but that’s precisely the reason why they put in much more effort than us.”
“Furthermore, Kunwu Training Camp is specifically created for civilians so the competition for it will be far more intense than what you expect. All those who managed to earn the qualification to enter Kunwu Training Camp today are those who have emerged victorious in an intense fight against a huge group of contenders.”
“All of them are the elites of the elites. Just by how they were able to stand above so many people, do you think that they’ll be unable to discern your flaws?”
Wang Chong’s words shocked the group. Miyasame Ayaka didn’t expect the Kunwu Training Camp to be so competitive whereas a bizarre glint shone in Li Zhuxin’s eyes.
It wasn’t surprising for there to be intense competition among the civilians. What was surprising was for Wang Chong, despite coming from an affluent clan of generals and ministers who worried not for his food and clothes, to understand this, that was truly a rare and valuable trait.
“No way!”
On the other hand, Wei Hao failed to consider this aspect before so so he was astounded by Wang Chong’s words. “That seems like making a mountain out of a molehill!”
But Wang Chong didn’t bother explaining any further.
Given Wang Chong’s ability and accomplishments, he could easily pick any of the Three Great Training Camps. It wasn’t on a whim or anything that he chose Kunwu Training Camp. Rather, he had considered the matter properly and determined that this was the best course of action.
Shenwei and Longwei were more famous of the three, and those inside were either nobles or offsprings of prestigious clans. However, time would prove that the true talents and experts were all gathered within Kunwu.
Nearly ninety percent of the rising generals of Great Tang would appear from Kunwu.
And Wang Chong didn’t think that this fact would change due to his prior actions!
‘The offsprings of a poor family mature faster’, the very nature of Kunwu Training Camp made it inevitable that it would become the most outstanding of the Three Great Training Camps. The words that Wang Chong had just told Wei Hao weren’t lies, it was his actual evaluation based on the trainees of Kunwu Training Camp in his previous life.
These people had no background, resulting in their limited training resources. Thus, they could only make up for their insufficiencies through frenzied hard work.
Wei Hao’s diligence was indeed impressive among his scion peers, but it was nothing much compared to these people.
There were many that were more frenzied and hard working than him when it came to training.
What these people lacked weren’t aptitude, wisdom, or diligence. What they lacked were cultivation resources! Once they obtain sufficient resources from the training camp, their abilities would soar in an instant.
Like the saying goes, it was impossible for an individual tree to form a forest.
If Wang Chong wanted to change the fate of the empire, he had to find peers and aides who shared the same vision as him, and Kunwu was the best place to do so.
“… In any case, just remember this. If someone attacks the back of your right thigh, use the ‘Tiger Ascending Mountain’ and ‘Dragon Ascending Mountain’ of the Mountain Ascension Formula to retaliate. As long as you do so, you shouldn’t fail the examination.”
After recovering from his momentary daze, Wang Chong said.
“Got it.”
Wei Hao nodded his head with a slightly fearful expression. Even though he found the matter hard to believe, he didn’t think that Wang Chong would lie to him.
They were still a distance away from Kunwu Training Camp but Wei Hao could already foresee the entrance examination being harder than that of Shenwei and Longwei.
——Wang Chong had already pointed it out so clearly to him. He would be truly foolish if he didn’t start raising his game.
“Also, later when you’re on the mountain, look for a plump, bearded instructor for your test. Don’t bother about the other instructors, just go straight for him. It’ll definitely be beneficial to you!”
Wang Chong said.
Trainees in Kunwu Training Camp were divided into various sections and each section would be led by a different instructor. Each instructor would impart the fundamentals to the trainee and guide their training.
The instructor that Wang Chong mentioned was the instructor who was the most adept in henglian in Kunwu, which bore extremely high compatibility with Wei Hao’s Mountain Ascension Formula. Most of the students taught by this instructor eventually went on to become valiant generals who led their troops at the forefront of the formation.
In the future battlefield, this instructor and his students would make a huge name for themselves. Just that, at this very moment… due to the instructor’s chubby appearance, there weren’t many people who thought highly of him.
Many people were unwilling to come under him, thus missing this opportunity.
If nothing changes, three years from now, that instructor will be promoted to a higher-ranked commander and by then, he wouldn’t take any new trainees anymore. If Wei Hao wanted to progress further, this was his chance.
The future had already changed so Wang Chong couldn’t say for sure whether the plump instructor would be there or not. Even so, he felt that this was an opportunity that Wei Hao shouldn’t miss if possible.
“Yes, Wang Chong. Don’t worry, I got it.”
Seeing Wang Chong’s grave expression, Wei Hao nodded grimly. Their long relationship had given Wei Hao unreserved trust toward Wang Chong.
“Zhao Jingdian, you should follow me later on!”
Wang Chong turned around and faced Zhao Jingdian. They had been good brothers in their previous life so there was no need for Zhao Jingdian to look for any other instructors.
He was the best one for him.
“Yes, gongzi!”
Zhao Jingdian respectfully replied without any hesitation.
Wang Chong was the offspring of Duke Jiu, the future successor of the Wang Clan. The Zhao Clan had been following the Wang Clan ever since his grandfather’s generation, and in his heart, he had already viewed Wang Chong as his future liege.
Di da!
The sound of galloping echoed once more as the group headed for Kunwu Training Camp, leaving behind a trail of dust in their wake.
Chapter 189: Marchioness Yi! 

                                                                                

“Gongzi, we’ll have to send you off at this point!”

Around several li later, Li Zhuxin and Miyasame Ayaka suddenly stopped. Their complexion didn’t look too well.

Li Zhuxin was still fine but Miyasame Ayaka’s face was already ghastly pale.

“There are too many experts on the mountain. Putting aside the True Martial realm martial artists, there are quite a few Profound Martial realm experts as well. Ayaka and I will be seeing you off here.”

The cultivation of the duo was far higher than Wang Chong, Wei Hao, Zhao Jingdian, and the others, and thus, they could sense the pressure from those experts on the mountain far more acutely than them. On top of that, the pressure seemed to be focused on them. They could clearly sense the dense hostility coming from the innumerable experts around the Kunwu Training Camp.

All this left Li Zhuxin and Miyasame Ayaka in great discomfort.

“Huh? Why can’t I sense anything at all?”

Wei Hao looked around in bewilderment.

“It’s fine, the two of you should return first then.”

Wang Chong raised a hand to stop Wei Hao before waving his hands and dismissing the duo. Their words had reminded Wang Chong of something.

The Three Great Training Camps were intentionally to prevent the various trainees from bringing their personal bodyguards or servants to the training grounds. For this purpose, experts were stationed around the various camps, and they could easily determine whether one was a trainee or a servant even from afar.

Without a doubt, the pressure that Li Zhuxin and Miyasame Ayaka felt must have come from them.

Given how the other party was able to synchronise the auras of all the Imperial Army members in the vicinity to exert a mountain-like pressure on any uninvited guest, Wang Chong was sure that there were experts of the royal family among them.

With experts of such caliber standing guard, it was completely impossible for Li Zhuxin and Miyasame Ayaka to enter.

“Miyasame Ayaka, help me look after my cousin. Get rid of anyone who wishes to do him harm from the shadows and escort him all the way to the ocean.”

“Mister Li, take care of Zhang Munian for me.” 

Since Wang Chong wouldn’t require the help of these two top-notch experts for the time being, he decided to dispatch them for other purposes.

“Yes, gongzi.”

The duo hurriedly turned around and left along with Shen Hai, Meng Long, and the rest of the guards, leaving behind only Wang Chong, Zhao Jingdian, Wei Hao, and the other scions.

Several massive tents were erected at the foot of the mountain, and at the top of each individual tent, a military flag with the word ‘Kunwu’ written on it fluttered in the wind. On this aspect, Kunwu Training Camp didn’t seem any different from an ordinary military barrack.

Flashing their qualification tokens, Wang Chong, Wei Hao, Zhao Jingdian, and the other scions managed to get past the sentry without any problems and they began heading up the mountain.

The mountain chosen for Kunwu Training Camp was the highest one within a radius of a hundred li. Walking on this immense mountain, one couldn’t help but feel as insignificant as an ant.

Tents were erected in all around the mountain from the foot to the top, and stationed around these tents were powerful black-armored guards.

There were already many people on the mountain by the time Wang Chong and the group was proceeding up the mountain with their mount in hand

“That’s weird. Why are there so many scions and nobles here?”

Taking a glance around, Wang Chong muttered with a frown.

The members of Kunwu Training Camp should comprise mainly civilians but for some reason, Wang Chong found a significant number of scions among the mix. Dressed in silk robes, it was clear that they came from affluent clans with a single glance.

On top of that, there was quite a number of them.

Most of the scions and nobles should have been at Shenwei and Longwei Training Camp. Why were they appearing here instead? Could this be a result of his intervention?

Wang Chong was bewildered.

The scions behind Wei Hao looked at one another hesitantly. There was a bizarre expression on their faces.

“Gongzi, do you really not know?”

One of the scions finally asked.

“Know what?”

Wang Chong was even more intrigued now. The situation in Kunwu Training Camp was very different from how he remembered it to be. Kunwu Training Camp was a significant chain in his plans so he had to view this aberrance with utmost importance.

Wang Chong was just asking this question casually, not expecting anyone to reply it at all. Yet, Wei Hao’s followers seemed to know the answer to his doubts.

“Hahaha, Wang Chong, it seems like you’re indeed uninformed. Let me ask you then. Of the Three Great Training Camps, Shenwei, Longwei, and Kunwu, which one is the most popular?”

Upon hearing Wang Chong’s doubt, Wei Hao couldn’t help but chuckle.

“Of course it’s Shenwei and Longwei, is there even any doubt about it?”

Wang Chong answered without any hesitation.

“Hahaha, you’re indeed unaware of it. Let me tell you then, the most popular camp right now isn’t Shenwei or Longwei, but Kunwu!”

“How can that be?”

Wang Chong was completely dumbfounded. What was this situation? However, Wei Hao didn’t seem like he was joking with him, and this only left Wang Chong even more baffled.

“Why?”

Wang Chong asked. Could it be that the path of this world had changed from the moment he leaped back in time?

“Gongzi, are you truly unaware of it? It’s all because of you!”

A scion finally couldn’t hold himself back anymore.

“Because of me?”

Wang Chong answered with a blank look on his face. He couldn’t process those words for a moment.

“Hehe, it seems like he really doesn’t know.”

Wei Hao turned around to look at Wang Chong and smiled mysteriously.

“Wang Chong, you’re probably the only one left in the dark. For the Three Great Training Camps, do you know whose movements is everyone the most concerned with? Hehe, it is you!”

“While you’re still in the imperial prison, everyone has already been trying to look into which of the Three Great Training Camps you are intending choose. It just happens that I know something about it so I helped you spread the news a little.”

“Of the entire Great Tang, the one closest with the Han faction is you. Everyone has been saying that as long as one follows you, no matter which camp one goes to, one will definitely enjoy a smooth-sailing career. Shouldn’t it be obvious given how even I have followed you to Kunwu?”

Wei Hao smiled gleefully.

“Kunwu Training Camp is known to be the worst of the Three Great Training Camps, but due to gongzi‘s halo, it has become the most popular one at the moment. While part of the reason why we’re here is due to Wei gongzi, another part is actually due to you. Otherwise, even if we wanted to join Kunwu Training Camp, our clans would definitely oppose to it!”

One of the scions behind Wei Hao added.

“So it’s because of the regional commanders incident?”

Wang Chong fell silent. Only now did he realize that he had been severely underestimating the impact of the matter. After all, it had only been two days since he was released from the imperial prison so he didn’t have sufficient time to get a good grasp on the current situation.

Due to the close proximity in the timing of the matter with the implementation of the Three Great Training Camps, it was no wonder why he would influence the decisions of the scions and nobles.

Even though Wang Chong was slightly astounded by the abrupt turn of events, this might turn out to be beneficial for his plans.

“Hm? That’s weird. Why are there ladies in the training camp?”

Suddenly, at around several hundred meters away, Wei Hao seemed to have noticed something and he suddenly exclaimed.

“Is that so? Each of the training camps is divided into four sub-camps; Azure Dragon, White Tiger, Black Tortoise, and Vermilion Bird. It isn’t really that bizarre for there to be a lady here. If I’m not wrong, she should be from the Vermilion Bird camp.”

Wang Chong chuckled. Even though he didn’t specially look into it, he had a rough idea on the basic structure of Longwei, Shenwei, and Kunwu Training Camp. 

What was completely unprecedented and revolutionary about the Three Great Training Camps was that it accepted females as well. This was unprecedented. This contributed greatly to the widespread attention on the training camps.

Thus, Wang Chong wasn’t surprised by Wei Hao’s words at all.

The various tents lying around Kunwu Training Camp impeded one’s vision so Wang Chong had to move to the side to catch a glimpse of the ladies that Wei Hao was speaking of. However, upon seeing the other party’s appearances, Wang Chong eyes suddenly narrowed as though he had been pierced by a needle, and his face abruptly warped in shock.

“Wei Hao, Zhao Jingdian, don’t speak. Lower your heads and quickly move to the side of the road.”

Wang Chong hurriedly lowered his head and pulled Zhao Jingdian to the side.

Zhao Jingdian had absolute trust in Wang Chong so he immediately followed him without any hesitation. However, Wei Hao was different. Given the surge in his cultivation recently, his confidence had reached a new high. On top of that, he didn’t think that there would be any threats lurking in the training grounds.

“Wang Chong, what are you running away for?”

Wei Hao muttered as he walked over to the ladies on the path.

“Look, they seem to be waiting for someone!”

Weng!

At this moment, seemingly having heard something the white ears of one of the ladies of the group trembled and she abruptly turned her head around. Before Wang Chong could get away, the harsh voice of a lady echoed.

“Wang Chong, you dare to escape?”

“Hm? Wang Chong, you know them?”

Wei Hao’s eyes lit up. He immediately walked up to the few smooth-skinned, white-robed, beautiful ladies with two of his followers tagging behind him.

“That bastard Wei Hao, how can he get blinded by women so easily?”

Hearing the commotion behind him, Wang Chong cursed internally. That fool, Wei Hao, had a bad habit—his rationality would be easily blindsided by beautiful women.

While it was fortunate that he didn’t harbor any bad intentions, his intelligence would drop to bare zero at such a moment.

Youngster, you should at least learn how to discern the situation! Can’t you sense the domineering queen-like aura she is exuding?

To think that you would run toward them!

“Wang Chong, you still dare to leave? Don’t blame us for getting nasty then!”

The voice as cold as the northern glaciers echoed for the second time, and this time, it was laced with threat. From afar, the fool’s voice sounded:

“Oh, you all are waiting for Wang Chong! You all can call me Wei Hao… Aiyo!”

Boom!

A cry of agony echoed in the air. For an instant, the entire mountain seemed to tremble and a huge cloud of dust gushed into the air.

The commotion at the middle of the mountain immediately attracted the attention of many people and innumerable gazes turned here from all directions.

Wang Chong turned around, only to see a valiant figure staring down at him with cold eyes. Her hair was fluttering in the wind, but the depth of her eyes was filled with threat.

Wei Hao, having cultivated the Mountain Ascension Formula, had just broken through Origin Energy Tier 7 and he was filled with confidence. However, at this very moment, as though a toad struck by a bolt of lightning, he was sprawled beneath the other party’s feet.

The ‘Mountain Ascension Formula’ made it hard for him for those of the same cultivation realm to rival him. Yet, to think that he wouldn’t even survive a single kick of this slim lady.

“Marchioness Yi! …”

Wang Chong muttered as he gazed at the beautiful figure standing in the middle of the mountain path.
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“Wang Chong, if you dare to take another step, this world will find itself missing another lad!”

The valiant figure spoke coldly as she exerted a little more force on her leg. The spineless Wei Hao immediately started howling.

“Wang Chong, save me! ——”

No matter how slow Wei Hao was, it was clear that this group of valiant, beautiful ladies were here for Wang Chong.

Every single one of them was beautiful and slim, but only heaven knows why they were so strong. Despite Wei Hao’s Origin Energy Tier 7 cultivation and his mastery of Mountain Ascension Formula, he was still unable to move at all.

He had tried to push back several times only to end up being kicked back down. It was as though he was firmly pinned to the ground.

——The huge disparity in strength left him completely helpless before the other party.

This explained why Wang Chong backed away as soon as he saw this beautiful lady. Wei Hao truly regretted not listening to him!

With Wei Hao in captive, Wang Chong could only walk stiffly over to the lady above.

That short distance felt like a long journey to Wang Chong.

Luo luo luo!

Before Wang Chong could speak, the other two beautiful ladies by the side couldn’t help but chuckle upon seeing his stiff face. For a moment, it was as though flowers had bloomed.

“Marchioness Yi!”

Looking at the cold-faced young lady who seemed to be around eighteen to nineteen, Wang Chong greeted.

Weng!

Wei Hao, who was still struggling a moment ago, suddenly went pale as though a bolt of lightning had fallen on him. Deep fear immediately surfaced in his eyes.

“Marchioness Yi? You’re saying that she’s Marchioness Yi, the one who often hangs out with your cousin?”
(Wang Zhu Yan)

Wei Hao suddenly exclaimed in unease.

“Didn’t I tell you not to go already? You just had to ignore my advice.”

Wang Chong complained resentfully.

“How would I know that she is that demoness…”

“Damned brat, what did you say? Who are you referring to as a demoness? Don’t you know the longer one’s tongue, the shorter one’s lifespan? Are you that tired of living?”

A menacing voice sounded from above.

“Don’t! Big sister, this isn’t what I mean. That, I wasn’t referring to you… Aiyo!”

Before Wei Hao could finish his words, he suddenly yelled in pain. He was lifted from the ground, and as though a cannonball, he shot off into the distance.

“Wei gongzi, Wei gongzi!”

Wei Hao’s followers immediately ran over anxiously.

“What are you doing?”

Feeling immense threat from the violent actions of the lady before them, Zhao Jingdian immediately stepped forward to cover Wang Chong.

“Hmph! Is this your place to speak?”

Before Wang Chong could even intervene, a shadow flashed across and ‘peng!’, Zhao Jingdian was sent flying a dozen zhang away, and the speed at which he flew at was inconceivable.
(~36m)

Before this cold-faced lady, Zhao Jingdian was completely helpless. But regardless, he came from a prestigious military clan. His cultivation might be lacking but his instinct was impressive. He forcefully twisted his body in midair to stabilize his body, and even though he retreated several steps backward upon touching the ground, he managed to keep his balance.

“Oh? Seems like you aren’t as weak as I thought!”

The cold-faced lady finally turned around to assess Zhao Jingdian properly.

“You!”

Zhao Jingdian wasn’t someone who would give in that easily. He immediately charged forward, but barely after he advanced two steps, he abruptly came to a halt. A stream of blood flowed from the edge of his lips.

It seemed like that palm from before had left him wounded after all.

“Jingdian, stop!”

Seeing that Zhao Jingdian was going to make a move, Wang Chong hurriedly instructed him to stop. Even though the lady before him looked young, her strength was on the same level as Second Sister Wang Zhu Yan.

If one were to underestimate her fighting prowess just because she was a lady, then one couldn’t be any more mistaken.

In truth, she had held back already. If she had exerted her full strength previously, Wei Hao and Zhao Jingdian would surely be unable to stand now.

“… Wei Hao isn’t injured.”

Wang Chong said.

“What?”

Zhao Jingdian was astonished by Wang Chong’s words. He immediately turned around, only to see three figures rushing up the mountain.

“Wang Chong, I think I should clear the examination for the training camp as soon as possible so I won’t be accompanying you for now. Take your time to have a good chat! ——”

Wei Hao’s voice sounded from afar.

You must be joking!

That lady was Marchioness Yi, the demoness who often hung out with Wang Chong’s second sister. This lady was ‘callous’ in the truest sense. Even though Wei Hao had never met her, he had heard plenty of her ‘glorious affairs’ from Wang Chong.

If he had known that it was her, he would have even considered switching to another camp. How could he be so foolish as to walk up to her? He must truly be blind!

“Gongzi, is there really a need to be that frightened of her?”

The two followers by Wei Hao’s side spoke in indignation.

“Hehe, you two don’t know anything at all. It’s not that I don’t want to be loyal, but there are just simply a few people in the capital that one mustn’t trifle with at all cost. His second sister is one of such figures, and that Marchioness Yi is another one. If we were anywhere else, I would have surely fled as far as I could the moment I hear of their names!”

Wei Hao declared proudly as he made his escape.

Wei Hao had experienced the might of Wang Chong’s second sister for himself. Back then, when she was teaching Wang Chong a lesson, he had tried to stand up for him out of loyalty.

That memory eventually became a nightmare that haunted him for a very long time.

Before that person, even the name of Duke of Wei was completely useless.

‘Birds of the same feather flock together’. How could anyone who hung out with Wang Chong’s second sister be ordinary? This person was one of the few who, just like Wang Chong’s second sister, could tame Wang Chong.

He would be truly foolish if he didn’t escape as soon as the opportunity arose.

“Wang Chong, I’ll be willing to travel to the ends of hell with you on other matters, but for this… I’ll be wishing you luck!”

Wei Hao solemnly grieved for Wang Chong as he picked up his pace.

“You seem to have an unfortunate eye for friends!”

Marchioness Yi uttered coldly. Her two bosom friends beside her laughed even harder. 

Along with Wang Chong’s second sister, they had watched him grow up.

They couldn’t help but laugh whenever they saw those messy friends of Wang Chong.

“Indeed! Those unloyal rascals!”

Wang Chong nodded in agreement. That bastard Wei Hao, he shouldn’t have saved him at all!

“Hmph!”

Seeing that Wang Chong’s attitude was good, Marchioness Yi decided to let the matter rest.

“Wang Chong, it seems like your wings have hardened. Do you take us for nothing now?”

Marchioness Yi suddenly scowled in discontentment.

“Big sisters, there must be some misunderstanding somewhere!”

Wang Chong howled in indignation.

He was only fifteen this year while even the youngest of the ladies before him was already nineteen. Given the disparity in age, it wasn’t inappropriate for Wang Chong to be calling them ‘big sister’.

“Hmph, you still dare to deny it. Fine, let me ask you then. Why didn’t you come over when I called you over?”

Marchioness Yi’s face was frigid.

“Aren’t I here right now?”

“Luoluoluo, your Big Sister Yi isn’t talking about this.”

“Try thinking back, did you turn down Marchioness Yi when she extended an invitation to you recently?”

Seeing Wang Chong’s 囧 face, the two valiant young ladies by the side chuckled.

“Turned down her recently?”

Wang Chong was dumbstruck. He truly didn’t recall such a matter. He had been intentionally hiding from the other party all along so how could he have possibly met her for her to extend an invitation to him? 

Besides, if there was truly such a matter, how could he possibly not remember it?

“Do you need a hint? Three months ago, I asked your second sister to invite you!”

Marchioness Yi placed her hands on her hips as she spoke.

“What? So the ones that my second sister said she’s bringing me to meet are you all?”

Wang Chong finally understood what was going on. However, it was precisely because of this that he felt even more astonished.

He finally understood why Marchioness Yi was waiting for him here.

Three months ago, at the Four Quarters Embassy, during grandfather’s birthday, his second sister had mysteriously mentioned that she was going to bring him to meet a few people after the gathering.

However, due to the excessive guests on the day, she eventually chose to drop the matter.

Back then, Wang Chong was perplexed over the matter for awhile. In the end, it seemed like it was Marchioness Yi and her group who invited him over.

Second sister must have forgotten to inform him about the matter, thus causing Marchioness Yi to think that Wang Chong was snubbing her. This explained why she was waiting for him here.

Finally understanding the matter, Wang Chong smiled bitterly.

“How could I possibly dare to do so? That day is my grandfather’s birthday…”

Wang Chong hurriedly explained the matter to the other party. Upon seeing Wang Chong’s appearance, the two ladies by Marchioness Yi’s side burst into laughter yet again.

“Alright, Sister Yi, you should stop teasing him.”

“What are you talking about? I think that it’s pretty fun. That fellow Zhu Yan sure isn’t loyal. With such an interesting younger brother at home, she should bring him out more often so that we can play with him.”

“…”

Wang Chong fell silent. Indeed, the ladies who hung out with his second sister were abnormal!

But he had no choice either. It was impossible for him to subdue them. None of these ladies were pushovers; they were at least at True Martial realm. If Wang Chong were to try to fight back, he would just end up like Wei Hao and Zhao Jingdian.

Besides, ‘a gentleman doesn’t bicker with a lady’, it wouldn’t reflect well on him either!

Listening to the conversation behind Wang Chong, a bizarre expression appeared on Zhao Jingdian’s face.

After the huge storm Wang Chong had raised in the royal court, he had become a famous figure throughout the empire. However, before these ladies, the force he had shown before seemed to vanish all of the sudden, as though he was being curbed completely.

This was his first time seeing the various ladies in Wang Chong’s life!

“Hmph, I’ll let you off for now then!”

Marchioness Yi pulled back her slim and long right leg and placed the whip in her hands back on her waist. Her dashing and valiant stature was reminiscent of the Patriotic Heroines. 

“I’m here to warn you that Zhou Jue of the Black Kirin has already put out word that as long as you join any of the training camps, he’ll definitely teach you a lesson.”

“You should know what kind of character Zhou Jue is, so be careful. He probably won’t dare to do anything on the training grounds but outside of that, it’ll be hard to guarantee that he won’t make any movements at all.

Marchioness Yi warned.

“Zhou Jue?!”

Wang Chong’s face immediately darkened upon hearing that name.

“Zhou Jue? Who’s Zhou Jue?”

Zhao Jingdian stepped forward and asked in bewilderment. Judging from the expressions of the others, that Zhou Jue person seemed to be a formidable person. However, he didn’t recall hearing about such a person before.

“I’ll tell you later.”

Wang Chong stopped Zhao Jingdian before turning back to Marchioness Yi and asked grimly.

“Why does Zhou Jue want to deal with me? I don’t think there is any grudge between us?”

“Seems like you’ve forgotten about it. Censor Zhou Zhang is his second uncle, and because of you, Zhou Zhang was slapped several times by Old Censor He Can on the royal court. Humiliated before so many influential officials, he nearly hung himself after returning home that day.”

“As his father died early, Zhou Zhang pampered Zhou Jue from young. Given that such a matter occurred, if you were in Zhou Jue’s shoes, wouldn’t you want to teach the other party a lesson as well?”

Marchioness Yi said.
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After saying those words, Marchioness Yi walked away, leaving Wang Chong deep in contemplation behind.

“Young master, who is Zhou Jue?”

Zhao Jingdian asked. All he gathered from the previous conversation was that the person named Zhou Jue seemed to be a formidable figure.

“Zhou Jue is the head of the Nine Gongzis of the capital, and a peer of my second brother. He has once crossed fists with my second brother and the fight ended in a draw.”

Wang Chong said.

“Ah!”

Zhou Jingdian exclaimed in shock. Even though he wasn’t too sure who Zhou Jue was, he had heard of Wang Chong’s second brother, Wang Bei.

Wang Bei was once regarded as the most likely candidate to inherit Duke Jiu’s legacy. Regardless of whether it was his wits or his martial arts, he was far above that of his peers.

In the capital, Wang Bei’s reputation was immense. Even the Yao Clan’s Yao Feng had been taught a lesson by him. Otherwise, the latter wouldn’t have gone to the extent of sending a thug, Ma Zhou, to frame Wang Chong in order to vent his anger

Weng Bei was an existence who no one dared to cross in the capital, and many thought that he would achieve great things in the future.

Regardless of whether it was among the scions or the nobles, there was no one who dared to trifle with him… If only he wasn’t afflicted with the Berserker Syndrome!

Wang Chong lowered his head solemnly.

In truth, Wang Chong hadn’t revealed all that he knew about Zhou Jue to Zhao Jingdian. He knew that even though Zhou Jue looked like an honest and upright person on the surface, hidden deep inside was a heart filled with callousness.

What made things worse was that he possessed astonishing talent.

Second Sister Wang Zhu Yan, Marchioness Yi, and the others were also ranked among the top in the capital, but they were still a far way off from matching Zhou Jue.

Zhou Jue was in a class of his own.

On top of that, despite his apparent lack of backing, there had been some rumors of him being adopted as the foster son of King Qi. Although Zhou Jue had never acknowledged the rumor, he had never denied it either. 

That being said, there were evidences that Zhou Jue was able to enter the King Qi Residence freely.

Besides, King Qi seemed to treat him exceptionally well too. At the very least, the powerful martial arts that Zhou Jue was equipped with definitely came from King Qi.

Otherwise, given Marchioness Yi’s background, there would be nothing for her to fear.

——None of those whose names were put alongside Second Brother Wang Bei were mediocre. 

“Speaking of which, young master, what is the background of that lady from before? Marchioness Yi? How old is she for her to be conferred as a marquess? Does our Great Tang confer such titles on youths as well? Not to mention, a lady?”

Zhou Jingdian rubbed the wound on his chest as he asked.

“Hehe, Jingdian, you don’t live in the capital before so you might be unaware of it. She’s known as Little Marchioness Yi, the daughter of Marchioness Yi. Of the Marquesses in the empire, Marchioness Yi is the only hereditary female nobility. Back then, Emperor Gaozu has decreed that as long as Great Tang exists, the title of Marchioness Yi will be passed down from generation to generation. An edict was even bestowed to enforce it.”

“Thus, despite her age, everyone still addresses her as Marchioness Yi as her position was already confirmed. It has been decided from the moment of her birth.”

Wang Chong chuckled.

In the Great Tang empire, hereditary titles were mostly of the level of the dukes. On top of that, they were mostly the descendants of the group who built Great Tang along with Emperor Gaozu.

Marquesses shouldn’t possess the qualifications to pass down their nobility.

The only marquess title that was hereditary in the Great Tang empire, not to mention a marchioness, was Marchioness Yi.

“I see.”

Zhao Jingdian came to a realization.

Wang Chong chuckled silently. In truth, he didn’t expect for Marchioness Yi to appear in Kunwu Training Camp. At the very least, such a matter didn’t happen in his previous life.

Too many things had changed from his previous life, but nevertheless, Marchioness Yi joining Kunwu Training Camp should be nothing but beneficial to him.

On top of that, Marchioness Yi’s appearance had also reminded Wang Chong of a crucial fact.

The establishment of the Three Great Training Camps was a groundbreaking affair for Great Tang, and he wasn’t the only one interested in it. Even experts like Marchioness Yi were getting involved as well.

“Let’s go! There’s a limit to the number of trainees in the Three Great Training Camps and if we’re late, we might just end up being eliminated.”

Wang Chong beckoned Zhao Jingdian, and the duo started ascending the mountain once more.

The number of people at Kunwu Training Camp was astonishing. Tents and humans could be seen everywhere despite the massive size of the mountain it was situated on. 

It was always the most crowded on the first day.

“Let’s go, we should clear the first round of examinations first.”

Wang Chong said.

There were many Imperial Army members stationed across the mountain, and the primary selection examination was conducted at guard posts. 

There were basic requirements on one’s cultivation and strength to qualify for Kunwu Training Camp. 

If one couldn’t even meet the basic requirements, there was no need for one to participate in the latter selection rounds. 

The primary selection consisted of three trials.

First, the strength trial. The trial involved the lifting of a provided boulder, and any who were incapable of doing so would be directly eliminated.

Next, the punching trial. Any individual incapable of performing at least one punching routine would be directly eliminated. 

Last but not least, the third trial. It was a random test to determine the true battle prowess of a martial artist. 

“I’ll pass the trial as long as I can overcome three of your punches?”

Wang Chong easily passed the first two trials, and he was currently standing before the examiner of the final trial.

“Yes! As long as you can dodge three of my punches, I’ll consider you to have passed the third trial.”

The one who spoke was a man in his twenties. He had an impassive expression, and it didn’t seem like he was from the Imperial Army. Rather, he seemed to be a itinerant martial artist recruited by the royal court to oversee this examination.

“I understand.”

Wang Chong chuckled. It seemed like his final trial was a test of agility.

“Are you ready?”

As soon as that man finished speaking, his fist immediately whipped out. Boom! Furious wind ravaged in the surroundings, but before he could get far, a fist appeared right before his face, merely a hair strand away from striking him.

The surroundings fell completely silent. Everyone stared at Wang Chong, flabbergasted. On the other hand, that man’s complexion turned extremely awful.

“You’ve passed the primary selection. Please continue up the mountain.”

With a reddened face, the man bowed and obediently backed to the side.

“Thank you for going easy on me!”

Wang Chong flung his robe back and stepped forth from the crowd with a smile.

It might have been difficult for him to pass tests of this level in the past, but after several months of hard work, these tests were nothing more than a walk in the park to him.

With his Origin Energy Tier 7 cultivation, even though he had never cultivated any speed-type or dexterity-type secret art, his Dragon tier root bone granted him speed, endurance, reflexes, and nimbleness far exceeding that of ordinary humans.

He could easily pass a trial of this level with just his raw physical speed.

Taking a glance behind, Wang Chong saw that Zhao Jingdian was still in the midst of queuing for his examination. Thus, he chose to proceed up ahead first.

Having passed the primary selections, the main show was up ahead.

Challenging the instructors!

There was a limit to the slots for the first batch of Kunwu Training Camp trainees. The instructors recruited by the royal court at the peak held the ‘fate’ of everyone here in their hands.

Every single instructor was allocated a fixed number of students they could take in, and once they have met their quota, they would leave immediately. When all of the instructors have met their quota, the recruitment process would come to an official end.

There was also a trick to be accepted into the camp. Most people randomly choose an instructor as soon as they reached the peak, not knowing that the selection of instructors also played a crucial role in the examination.

Different instructors had different styles; some were skilled in charging at the forefront to break the enemy’s formation, some were skilled in the art of slaughter on the battlefield, some were skilled in one-to-one fights, some were skilled in cavalry fights…

Most people were unaware that the instructors of the Three Great Training Camps were hand picked elite military officials, and all of them were veterans of the battlefield.

It was only many years later when some things were exposed did the alumni of the Three Great Training Camps understand the significance of their instructors.

To the future of the trainees, choosing a correct instructor was as important as getting hold of a top-notch cultivation technique.

The reason why Wang Chong had Wei Hao look for the bearded plump man was for this very reason. Wei Hao’s Mountain Ascension Formula, complemented with the plump instructor’s unique prowess in charging on the battlefield, could amplify his strength.

Similarly, Wang Chong was also looking for an instructor suited for him.

“Kunwu Training Camp is very different from how I remembered it. I wonder if that instructor is still here!”

Wang Chong thought.

There were all kinds of instructors in the Three Great Training Camps, but the one whom Wang Chong was looking for was an extremely unique instructor.

He doesn’t teach the trainees on how to charge on the battlefield, nor does he teach them how to fight on a cavalry, or even how to clash squarely with other soldiers on the battlefield… What he taught was the most advanced ‘Art of Commanding’.

In other words, of all of the instructors, he was a hidden ‘gem’.

And no one on the entire mountain, with the exception of Wang Chong, knew about it.

Based on what Wang Chong recalled, this instructor kept an extremely low profile throughout his stay at Kunwu, and he only remained here for three years. Thus, three years from now, there wouldn’t be anyone teaching this skill in the training camp anymore.

And when that person’s identity was exposed, countless people were filled with regret.

However, even though that person kept a low profile, it was, by no means, an easy feat to come under his tutelage.

Of all of the instructors, his conditions for recruitment were the harshest. Students who would easily pass with the other instructors were all flatly rejected by him.

However, the main reason why Wang Chong wanted to come under him wasn’t because of his ‘Art of Commanding’. Rather, it was due to his authority as the highest ranked instructor in Kunwu Training Camp.

There were several ultimate arts within the Three Great Training Camps which would go missing in the future that could only be obtained through him. Other than that, the strict rules of the Three Great Training Camps were a bother as well.

Once one became a trainee, one would have to attend all trainings, morning practices, and sparring sessions. It was unavoidable regardless which instructor one came under.

For the others, such rules may not be much of a hindrance, but that wasn’t the case for Wang Chong. The cultivation technique that Wang Chong had set his eyes upon, be it the《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art》 or 《Art of God and Demon Obliteration》, were not techniques that could be learned or mastered through these sessions.

Wang Chong’s level could no longer be raised through routine training.

Thus, he didn’t wish to be constrained by such rules.

Of all of the instructors, only that person was the most lax. As long as one passed his test, one would be exempt from all of the routine training sessions.

All in all, Wang Chong found this instructor’s policies to be the most aligned with his preferences.
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There were many people on the mountain, be it the participating examinees or the Imperial Army guards. Thus, it wasn’t easy for Wang Chong to find the instructor he had set his eyes upon among the huge crowd.

“You fool! Didn’t you hear what I just said…”

Just as Wang Chong was searching for the hidden instructor, he suddenly heard a slightly harsh and suppressed voice.

“But gongzi, this is my only chance…”

A pleading voice responded.

“Hmph! I don’t care whether this is your only chance or not. Don’t forget that my father is in control of your father’s livelihood. If you refuse to follow my commands, you can start packing up for your return to the countryside. At that time, don’t blame me for not warning you in advance!”

“That fellow is extremely powerful so you better keep this in mind. No matter what happens, you must severely injure him for me. I know what you’re capable of so you can definitely do it…”

The harsh voice from before threatened menacingly.

“Hmph! Just another scion bullying those who come from humbler backgrounds. It is one thing if it is somewhere else, but to dare to do it within the Three Great Training Camps, he sure is brazen!”

Wang Chong sneered coldly within.

He had heard of some people making use of their family’s authority to force others to act as they please so as to give themselves an edge during the examination.

As it was hard to trace down these methods and they weren’t explicitly forbidden in the rules either, the instructors had no way of dealing with them.

Wang Chong didn’t expect to really stumble by such an incident.

Wang Chong quickly turned around and looked toward the origin of the voice. There were many people walking about Kunwu Training Camp, but there were very few who paid that group any attention.

Across the crowd, Wang Chong saw three haughty figures standing before a shabbily-dressed teenager. The teenager was kneeling on the ground, grabbing onto the leg of one of the men, pleading earnestly with all of his might. Despair could be seen in his eyes.

Initially, Wang Chong didn’t pay it much heed, but after seeing the other party’s appearance, he suddenly jolted.

“Why… is it him?”

Wang Chong stood there in a daze as some memories surfaced in his mind. In his previous life, the Kunwu Training Camp became the birthplace of countless rising generals.

The number of great generals who walked out of Kunwu Training Camp was more than enough to light up the skies of Great Tang for a very long time. That was the era in which Great Tang was at its greatest, as well as the era which Great Tang showed the final glimpse of its greatness.

Back then, while all those brilliant stars were lighting up the skies. Wang Chong was only an ordinary civilian.

By the time Wang Chong’s era came, they had already fallen. This was why Wang Chong had never really met or interacted with them.

This was also one of the deep regrets in Wang Chong’s heart.

Despite being the final Grand Marshal of Great Tang, he didn’t have many talented generals who could hold their own ground on their own. This had proven fatal in the catastrophic war.

Unable to prop up the situation by himself, Wang Chong could only hold on for a little over a decade before complete defeat.

If he could alter history and rise during the era of these great generals; if he had so many great generals under his command, perhaps everything would have been different.

This was the main reason why Wang Chong paid particular attention to the future great generals from the Three Great Training Camps, especially toward those from Kunwu Training camp.

Among those rising generals in Kunwu Training Camp, there was a person who was unique even among the group—That person specialized in surprise attacks.

Even among the many rising generals in Great Tang, there were very few great generals who possessed aptitude in that field.

When Great Tang fell into an era of darkness and chaos, when the Great Tang military was often in a disadvantageous position, his surprise attacks often created opportunities for his allies.

In that era, there were many who pinned their hopes on him.

But just like a comet, his brilliance only shone for a short moment before disappearing altogether.

His inferior martial arts had become his Achilles’ heel.

And one inappropriate command ordering for a ‘frontal assault’ had become the direct cause of his death. If one were to trace back the main reason for his death, it would tie back to the fact that he had followed the wrong master.

Because of this, countless people had sighed in lamentation!

“Sun Zhiming!”

Looking at the kneeling examinee, a thought flashed across Wang Chong’s head.

The other person who commanded Sun Zhiming to forcibly injure his potential contender so as to pave his way into Kunwu was most probably ‘Deng Mingxin.’

He was also the one whose flawed command directly resulted in Sun Zhiming’s death.

“To think that it would be them!”

It was one thing if Wang Chong had never encountered them, but now that he had, he couldn’t simply just let things be. If he didn’t recall wrongly, Sun Zhiming would fail the first round of recruitment due to Deng Mingxin.

It would be another six months before he finally manages to enter Kunwu Training Camp.

Even though it was only a difference of six months, this small time difference made a world of a difference.

Many instructors chose to take on only a single batch of recruits so the future recruits lost the opportunity to come under them. On top of that, most of the instructors who took multiple batches of recruits chose to focus a majority their efforts on the first batch, thus neglecting the others. On top of that, some of the better instructors were also promoted in the meantime.

Furthermore, as the Three Great Training Camps initiative had only just begun, the royal court was paying particular attention to it so a huge quantity of resources was devoted to the training camps. That would not be the case for future batches.

Thus, for those who craved for success, getting into the camp in the very first batch was of paramount importance!

“Enough! Get up!”

As these thoughts flashed across Wang Chong’s head, a glint flashed across his eye as he strode over.

“Sun Zhiming, get up. There’s no need for you to plead with him. As a man, how can you plead with this kind of despicable scum?”

Wang Chong grabbed Sun Zhiming’s elbow and pulled him up from the ground.

Dumbfounded, Sun Zhiming stared blankly at the youth who had suddenly appeared before him. He had never seen this person before, and he had no idea why the other party knew his name.

“What is going on?”

“Bastard, who the hell do you think you are? How dare you interfere in our affairs?”

“Who the heck are you? This has nothing to do with you so I advise you to not get involved and just scram!”

…

While Sun Zhiming was dazed by the abrupt happenings, Deng Mingxin and the others had already flown into a rage. The trio was in the midst of teaching Sun Zhiming a lesson and Wang Chong’s intervention had displeased them.

The Three Great Training Camps were of utmost importance to them as well, and anybody who tried to wreck their plans would be their mortal foe.

“If I were you, I would leave at this very moment!”

Deng Mingxin stepped forward and glared at Wang Chong furiously. His voice dripping with hostile intent.

“Deng Mingxin, if I were you, I would scram at this very moment! I am not someone you can trifle with!”

Wang Chong sneered coldly.

“Bastard, how dare you talk to Young Master Deng like that?!”

One of Deng Mingxin’s lackeys couldn’t hold himself back anymore and shot a punch straight toward Wang Chong.

Hong long long!

A cloud of dust rose and cloaked the area. No one saw what Wang Chong did, but Deng Mingxin’s lackey spun in the air before crashing heavily onto the ground. The immense force of his fall caused the entire ground to tremble for a short moment.

Putting aside Deng Mingxin, even the examinees in the area were stunned.

Only then did Sun Zhiming finally come to a realization. He stared at the youth before him in shock, realizing that the other party probably came from a lustrous background.

“Who in the world are you?”

Deng Mingxin narrowed his eyes in fury.

“Guards, guards! Someone is attacking other examinees!”

Deng Mingxin’s other lackey reacted swiftly to the situation and shouted loudly to the top of the mountain. This was the first day of the training camps, and anybody who dared to make a move on the other examinees would have to face the wrath of the imperial guards. In fact, it was even possible for one to be even stripped of one’s qualification as an examinee.

“Who is it? Don’t you know that fighting is forbidden here? “

The commotion had already attracted the attention of several Imperial Army members. They rushed up to the group like ferocious tigers, encircling the group in an instant. Every single one of them had an impatient look on their faces, and it was clear that they wouldn’t hesitate to get physical if they had to.

“Hmph, it’s him! I don’t know what’s wrong with him, he just suddenly rushed forward and attacked us!”

Upon seeing the arrival of the Imperial Army members, Deng Mingxin’s lackey pointed to Wang Chong and sneered coldly.

Deng Mingxin didn’t say anything, but his eyes shone with glee and excitement. 

“I had already told you to scram but sadly, you simply refuse to listen to me and chose to get involved instead.”

Deng Mingxin sneered coldly.

Against an oaf like Wang Chong, there was no need for him to make a move at all. All he had to do was to play some underhanded tricks to teach him a harsh lesson.

Without this bit of wits, how could he possibly maintain a firm grip on Sun Zhiming such that the latter would never dare to retaliate?

“Is that so? I’ve already told you that I’m not someone you can trifle with.”

Wang Chong sneered coldly and before everyone’s gazes, he whipped out a token from his waist.

Two simple words were inscribed on the token, but it made the faces of the spectating crowd lose their color.

“King Song! This is King Song’s token!”

Shocked exclaims echoed in the area.

The arrogant Deng Mingxin and group suddenly felt as though their eyes were being pricked with needles. Their complexion swiftly turned awful.

“I know who he is, he is Wang Chong!”

“My gosh! He really came to Kunwu Training Camp!”

An uproar broke out. There was someone who finally put everything together and identified Wang Chong.

Upon realizing that the person before him was Wang Chong, Deng Mingxin’s heart abruptly turned cold.

He finally understood why the other party dared to interfere in his affairs. However, it was already too late.

It was as though someone had placed a mountain on his heart, weighing him down.

“So it’s Wang gongzi!”

“Given Wang gongzi‘s character, it is impossible for him to attack other examinees.  ——What is wrong with you all? How dare you all make a move in Kunwu Training camp? Are you all dying to get disqualified?”

“Take him away. How could he be so brazen as to make a move on Chong gongzi in the training camp! Strip him of his qualification as an examinee!”

…

The words of the Imperial Army members made the faces of the duo turn even more awful. Even in front of such a huge crowd, the Imperial Army members were blatantly siding with Wang Chong. The guards grabbed the unconscious lad on the ground and dragged him down the mountain.

Just like that, he was kicked out from the first round of recruitment!

“Gongzi?”

The face of the other lackey beside Deng Mingxin turned livid.

“Right, gongzi, if you have the time, please try to make a few more Wootz steel swords! One sword a month is really too little.”

After walking a dozen zhang away, one of the Imperial Army members suddenly turned around and said impassionately.

In the Imperial Army, regardless of which squadron one was in, be it whether one was stationed in the royal palace or outside, there was not a single soldier who didn’t know of the Wootz steel sword. After all, even the Grand Marshal of the Imperial Army had spent his money to buy Wang Chong’s ‘Death Abyss’.

“I understand.”

Wang Chong smiled and nodded his head. Abusing his authority for the first time… it felt kind of refreshing!

Chapter 193: Changing Fate! 

                                                                                
			

“Wang Chong… You’re Chong gongzi!”

Sun Zhiming became dumbstruck the moment he realized this fact. Wang Chong’s bravery in speaking up against the regional commanders policy despite the hostility from the Hu and his imprisonment had become something no one didn’t know of in Great Tang.

Sun Zhiming didn’t expect the one who appeared and stood up to Deng Mingxin for him would be that Wang Chong. In an instant, Sun Zhiming’s heart began to beat wildly in agitation.

“Wang gongzi, there’s no grudge between us so why must you stand against me?”

Deng Mingxin glared at Wang Chong with a dark expression.

Upon learning of Wang Chong’s identity and seeing King Song’s token in his hand, it was clear that he had picked a fight with the wrong person this time. 

“Where did your arrogance go to? Why? Are you going to give in now?”

Wang Chong said coldly as he nonchalantly tidied his robe.

“But regardless, I only have a message for you. Sun Zhiming’s affairs shall be my affair from now on!”

These words left an incomparably grave expression on Deng Mingxin’s face.

“Wang gongzi, do you really intend to go to such extents?”

Deng Mingxin took in a deep breath. Knowing that there was no way to settle this matter amiably anymore, he decided to just go all in.

“My background might be inferior to you but there’s nothing for you to be gleeful about. There are plenty of people who can trample over you in this Kunwu Training Camp. King Song might possess immense influence, but there’s still a King Qi standing above him. ——Sun Zhiming, you better think it over and decide whether you’ll go with me or him. You should know better the result of offending King Qi. By then, it won’t just be a matter of your father being stripped of his position!”

He was determined to keep Sun Zhiming. It wasn’t just for the matter of whether he could get into Kunwu Training Camp or not. Rather, Sun Zhiming was the only talent he had received from his father.

Even that person had said that Sun Zhiming possessed immense talent and instructed him to grasp onto him tightly. As long as Sun Zhiming remained under him, it wouldn’t be difficult for him to accomplish great things in the future.

Furthermore, he was also depending on Sun Zhiming to join King Qi’s faction.

He didn’t mind Wang Chong teaching his lackeys a lesson, and he was fine with his pride being trampled upon as well. However, Sun Zhiming was one thing he couldn’t compromise on.

“Hmph!”

Seeing that Deng Mingxin was still threatening Sun Zhiming at this moment, Wang Chong’s rage flurried.

If Sun Zhiming continued to follow Deng Mingxin, it would only be a matter of time before he was destroyed. Since Deng Mingxin was willing to use his background and King Qi’s name to force Sun Zhiming into submission, then Wang Chong didn’t mind using his lustrous background to teach that despicable scum a lesson.

“Deng Mingxin, I finally understand why you dare to speak so arrogantly. I see, so you’ve decided to side with King Qi. However, do you think that that makes a difference?”

Wang Chong sneered coldly. Since Deng Mingxin was unwilling to release Sun Zhiming and was using his background to threaten the latter, the other party shouldn’t blame him for getting nasty.

“Hmph, Deng Mingxin, if I recall correctly, your father’s name is Deng Zhou, right? Fine! You and your father can return to the countryside tomorrow!”

Those words made Deng Mingxin’s face darken.

“Wang Chong, stop bragging here. Who do you think that you’re scaring? I’m only afraid that you don’t have the influence to do so!”

“Heh, we’ll see tomorrow then.”

Wang Chong sneered.

His big uncle, Wang Gen, was an influential official in the royal court, and King Song was also reinstated into his former positions. As long as the two collaborated with one another, it was a walk in the park to send a minor official back to his hometown.

Deng Mingxin’s father, Deng Zhou, was an official in the Bureau of Personnel, and he wielded the authority over the livelihood of the officials. It was through this influence that the Deng Clan was able to hold onto Sun Zhiming tightly.

It would be interesting to see what Deng Mingxin would threaten Sun Zhiming with once Deng Zhou falls.

“Sun Zhiming, don’t worry. Regardless of what happens, I’ll be by your side! So just rest assure and do your best in the examination. As for Deng Mingxin, the person named Deng Zhou will disappear from the Bureau of Personnel from tomorrow onward so you don’t have to worry about him threatening you anymore.”

Wang Chong replied calmly as he patted Sun Zhiming’s shoulder. He exuded an aura which instinctively made one wanted to believe him.

The current Wang Clan had just reborn and all of its members were united along the same front. On top of that, King Song and Consort Taizhen were standing behind the Wang Clan as well. Protecting a Sun Zhiming wasn’t a problem at all!

“Gongzi, thank you!”

Sun Zhiming bowed deeply in gratitude.

The reputation of ‘Duke Jiu’ was resounding. There was no one in Central Plains who had never    heard of that name. If Wang Clan were to stand up for them, there would really be no need for him to worry about his father’s matter anymore.

“Bastard! Sun Zhiming, you better not regret your decision today!”

Upon seeing this sight, how could Deng Mingxin still not understand Sun Zhiming’s choice? His face turned livid, and he furiously flung his sleeves backward and left.

Given that Sun Zhiming had already chosen Wang Chong, there was nothing else he could do.

If he were to remain here, he would only embarrass himself further!

“Gongzi!”

Seeing Deng Mingxin leave, the other lackey hurriedly followed him with a darkened face.

Wang Chong chuckled internally as he watched the two departing figures.

‘It takes a villain to deal with a villain’, to deal with someone with Deng Mingxin, Wang Chong didn’t mind playing the role of a ‘villain’.

Most of the people in Kunwu Training Camp were ordinary civilians and the offsprings of minor officials. Toward them, Wang Chong would never flaunt his background.

But if someone wanted to use his influence to gain an unfair advantage over others, then Wang Chong wouldn’t mind using his as well to teach that person a lesson.

“Sun Zhiming, you possess good talent but your root bone is slightly lacking. After the examination ends, come and look for me. I’ll impart you a Panther Bone cultivation technique.”

Wang Chong said.

Learning martial arts was something progressive. It wasn’t that Wang Chong was unwilling to impart him a higher level root bone cultivation technique but that Sun Zhiming hadn’t even reached the most basic Panther Bone.

There was no use imparting him with a Tiger Bone cultivation technique given his lack of foundation.

“Thank you, gongzi!”

Delighted, Sun Zhiming stood up and bowed deeply. Root bone cultivation technique had always been confined within the doors of the general and minister clans.

Sun Zhiming knew that his talent was above average but his mediocre root bone had tied him down. There was once an elder who had told him that if he could make up for this flaw, his future would surely be boundless.

This was the reason why Sun Zhiming was determined to enter Kunwu Training Camp.

Sun Zhiming didn’t expect Wang Chong to be willing to impart the secret art of cultivating one’s Panther Bone to him.

“Hehe, there’s no need to thank me. Also, if possible, I recommend you to learn a movement technique as well. Even though the speed of a cavalry is incredible, it doesn’t make one invulnerable. After all, one should consider the possibility of one’s mount being killed in battle.”

“Movement technique?”

Sun Zhiming was taken aback. He didn’t expect Wang Chong to abruptly bring up this matter.

Wang Chong simply chuckled mysteriously. There were many reasons to Sun Zhiming’s death; an unwise command from a superior, his weak cultivation… All these had played a contributing role to his eventual demise.

Back then, when Wang Chong first heard of Sun Zhiming’s affairs, based on his instincts as the Grand Marshal of the Central Plains, he sensed another fatal flaw in Sun Zhiming—He didn’t pay much importance to the cultivation of movement techniques.

To be fair, the charging speed of a steel cavalry was formidable. As long as one possessed a good mount, it shouldn’t matter whether one learned movement techniques or not.

But once one’s mount was killed, the lack of agility would surely prove to be fatal.

From the inception of Great Tang, there were countless great generals who found themselves surrounded by bulks of enemies. However, with their unparalleled cultivation, they were often able to charge out of the encirclement.

But Sun Zhiming was different. Under the circumstance that his mount was killed and he was tightly surrounded, his rate of survival was a flat zero. It was impossible for him to even last until the arrival of reinforcements.

The circumstances of a battlefield were ever-changing. Even though a dense encirclement of enemies was difficult to overcome, if one possessed an outstanding movement technique, this dense encirclement could become beneficial to one’s escape instead.

Sun Zhiming’s expertise lay in conducting surprise raids. As such, the possibility of him falling into an encirclement was much higher as compared to any other commanders.

If he didn’t rid himself of the bad habit of underestimating movement techniques, in the end, he would still walk down the same path. There were very little people of Sun Zhiming’s caliber, Wang Chong didn’t wish to lose a talent just like that.

Wang Chong didn’t stay for long, and he soon disappeared amidst the crowd. If he were to overemphasize the matter, it might have the reverse effect instead.

“Movement technique…”

Behind, Sun Zhiming mumbled to himself. Wang Chong had truly shown him too many unbelievable things.

For one, the other party actually knew him and Deng Mingxin. 

And that wasn’t just it. More importantly, he even knew that Deng Mingxin’s father was an official in the Bureau of Personnel!

Sun Zhiming found this unbelievable. However, there was one thing that was clear—Wang Chong was here to help him.

“That gongzi… is truly unfathomable!”

Sun Zhiming thought. Even though he had no idea why Wang Chong had told him about the matter regarding movement technique, he chose to note it down.

Harboring such thoughts, Sun Zhiming soon pulled his spirit together and started walking up the mountain.

“Gongzi, who is that person?”

Zhao Jingdian walked over from the crowd as he glanced at Sun Zhiming’s departing back with a look of bewilderment. He had witnessed the entire proceeding from the side, and all along, he thought that Wang Chong and Sun Zhiming were old acquaintances. However, judging from the conversation of the duo afterward, that didn’t seem to be the case.

“Hehe, that person… will become our ally on the battlefield in the future!”

Wang Chong chuckled.

The future had already changed. Even though Wang Chong didn’t know where it was headed, he felt that it was probably headed somewhere good.

Pulling Zhao Jingdian along with him, Wang Chong proceeded up the hill. However, the matter with Sun Zhiming had reminded him of the countless future great generals lying all over this Kunwu Training Camp.

Perhaps he could make use of his knowledge of the future to change some people and some affairs. He just might be able to preserve some talents for Great Tang through such, thus retaining some additional power for Great Tang in the future catastrophe.

“Wait here for a moment!”

Thinking so, Wang Chong dived into the crowd. Before Zhao Jingdian could react, Wang Chong had already disappeared.

The latter stood with a confused expression on his face, baffled by Wang Chong’s actions.

Around two hours later, Wang Chong finally reappeared before Zhao Jingdian once more. This time, his expression seemed more relaxed. He seemed to have achieved something significant during this period of time.

“Jingdian, follow me! I’ve found that instructor!”

And thus, the duo rushed toward the peak of the mountain.
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In the Kunwu Training Camp, several hundred zhang away from the peak of the mountain, a middle-aged instructor stood on top of a stone with his hands behind his back. 

Unlike other instructors, there were very few people around him. Most simply walked past him, headed straight for the other instructors.

However, that instructor seemed to pay this sight no heed. He simply smiled faintly as he looked on.

“Instructor, I would like to take your test.”

After an unknown period of time, an examinee suddenly walked down the mountain, up toward the instructor, and bowed respectfully.

“Heh, you should reconsider the matter. My test will be much harder than the other instructors. You would only have to face other examinees elsewhere, but here, you’ll have to battle with me.”

The instructor smiled lightly with his hands behind his back.

“Battle with… an instructor?”

The slightly lean examinee was taken aback. At the other instructors, the examinees only had to cross blows with their peers. This was the first time he was hearing that one would need to fight with an instructor.

How could an examinee be a match for an instructor? Wasn’t this test impossible to pass?

“That’s right. Not only do you have to face me, the slots I have is also much fewer than the others. If you waste time with me, you might miss out on your chance with the other instructors. Are you certain?”

The instructor said with smiling eyes.

The lean examinee was taken aback. This was the first time he had seen such a thoughtful instructor who would turn away an examinee for the examinee’s welfare. 

“Tha-that.. I-I’m sorry! I’ll try somewhere else.”

With a reddened face, the examinee lowered his head and uttered a few apologies before rushing off to somewhere else.

The instructor didn’t fly into a rage either. He simply watched the departing back of the examinee with a smile.

Following which, a few other examinees also approached him and asked about the matter but all of them were persuaded into retreating eventually. Occasionally, there were a few who wanted to try their luck but they were sent flying right after the first blow. Who else would dare to approach him under such circumstances?

In the end, a long time passed but there wasn’t a single successful examinee around the instructor.

“Young Master Chong, the person you’re referring to is him?”

Around several dozen footsteps away, Zhao Jingdian glanced at the instructor and frowned.

“Un.”

Wang Chong nodded his head seriously as he stared at the instructor fixedly.

“We have been standing here for so long but I still cannot tell what he’s trying to do. This examiner is too strong, and from the looks at it, he doesn’t seem to be in a hurry to accept any students at all.”

Zhao Jingdian said. The more he looked at this instructor, the more suspicious he found the other party. All of the instructors within Kunwu Training Camp, with the exception of this middle-aged man, had a few successful examinees around them, and yet, this instructor didn’t seem to be anxious at all.

“Of course he’s in no hurry. The one who should be anxious is us. Once we pass this mountain, we will miss the temple. The greatest resource that Kunwu Training Camp has to offer is him.”

Wang Chong said.

“Ah?”

Zhao Jingdian was taken aback. Wang Chong’s words were very fresh and he had trouble understanding it.

(Referring to the idiom on the mountain and temple)

“In any case, you just have to know that the benefits you’ll derive from coming under this instructor is much greater than the others.”

Wang Chong said.

“Oh.”

Zhao Jingdian nodded. These words were much easier to understand.

Wang Chong didn’t continue speaking. Initially, Wang Chong was worried that he might have already finished his recruitment and left.

But after seeing the situation with his own eyes, Wang Chong realized that he was worrying over nothing.

The difficulty in being accepted by this unique instructor who imparted the ‘Art of Commanding’ was far greater than any other instructors. It was clear that there was a problem especially since the person himself was advising the other examinees to not take his test.

Based on what Wang Chong deduced based on the information he gathered from his previous life, this instructor probably had far less slots than the others. While other instructors were accepting twenty to thirty recruits each, this instructor was probably only recruiting four to five.

However, seeing how relaxed this instructor was, Wang Chong realized that he might be mistaken. Perhaps, the concept of ‘slots’ didn’t apply to this instructor at all. He might just be trying his luck here; if he failed to see anyone who meets his standards, he could simply walk away.

“In the end, I still have to try him out myself!”

Wang Chong’s eyebrows leaped in frustration.

In truth, he had been watching from afar in hopes of uncovering the other party’s strength through the other examinees.

However, Wang Chong realized that his action was futile.

That instructor was simply too strong. The examinees who came at him didn’t even manage to get him off the rock he was sitting on.

With just a palm, the battle would end.

Overwhelming strength that was precise, accurate, and deadly!

Wang Chong realized that even if he were to continue watching on, he would be unable to uncover anything at all.

“Jingdian, watch by the side. I’ll go and give it a try.”

Wang Chong rolled up his sleeves.

“Young Master Chong, let me go first. I’ll try him out for you.”

Zhao Jingdian said.

“There’s no need for that, I’ll go first. If you fail, I’m afraid that you might not get a second chance.”

Wang Chong replied calmly.

In truth, Wang Chong didn’t know much about this instructor. After all, not all news within the Kunwu Training Camp would reach the outside world.

On top of that, the future had already changed; there wasn’t a single successful recruit beside the legendary instructor at all.

This was completely different from what Wang Chong remembered.

Based on what he knew, all examinees should be granted multiple attempts. However, if the instructor were to decide on a whim that each examinee would only be given one try each, that might turn out to be problematic.

This could mean that Zhao Jingdian would have lost his chance after trying the instructor out.

In terms of experience, skills, and discernment, the current Zhao Jingdian was far beneath him. If he wasn’t a match, Zhao Jingdian would stand even less of a chance.

This was the reason why Wang Chong insisted on going first.

“I wonder if that person would appear.”

A thought flashed across Wang Chong’s mind.

There was another person whose name was ‘bound’ to this instructor in his previous life. However, as the happenings in the two timelines had already deviated from one another, Wang Chong couldn’t guarantee whether that person would appear here or not.

While contemplating over these matters in his mind, it didn’t take long for Wang Chong to reach the instructor.

“My greetings to instructor.”

Wang Chong bowed deeply.

“After watching from above for so long, you’re finally willing to come down?”

The instructor spared Wang Chong an additional glance as compared to the others.

Hearing those words, Wang Chong chuckled. This instructor seemed to be much more interesting than he had thought.

“Hehe, I’ve no choice but to come down. If this goes on, I’ll probably make no progress even after the sun has set.”

Wang Chong smiled. He wasn’t surprised that this person had already long noticed him.

“Then are you confident now?”

That instructor asked once more.

“No.”

Wang Chong shook his head honestly.

“But you still came?”

That instructor assessed Wang Chong curiously.

“Hehe, I’ve at least give a try before I know whether I can make it or not. However, I would like to ask a question. How many tries do I get?”

“Interesting. I’ve been sitting here for so long but you’re the first one to ask me this question. Since the result is the same—entering Kunwu Training Camp—why don’t you just choose an easier instructor? I’m sure that you can tell that I won’t be an easy opponent.”

The instructor became more and more interested in the examinee before him. This youth felt very much different from others.

Some of the examinees listened to his advice and backed down while some of them tried out his strength for themselves. But in the end, all of them still chose to retreat after realizing the immense difficulty of his test. However, even though this lad had watched him from afar for so long—the other party should know that his walls were high—he still seemed to be adamant to take down his slot.

“Hehe, the heaven rewards the diligent. With difficulty comes great rewards. I don’t believe that there is no reason behind why the differing strength, standards, and difficulty of the instructors.”

Wang Chong replied earnestly.

“Hahaha, interesting. You’re truly interesting.”

The instructor burst into laughter. He assessed Wang Chong with a peculiar glint in his eyes.

“I would never tell any other examinees about this, but just on how interesting you are, I’ll make an exception. With me, you have three tries. As long as you can defeat me or withstand three of my moves, I’ll take you in.”

“Three tries? Will it still count if I were to evade your attacks?”

Wang Chong asked in interest.

“Those count too!”

The instructor replied firmly with smiling eyes.

“Oh!”

Hearing the candid reply, Wang Chong didn’t get excited. On the contrary, he became warier.

Sometimes, the easier something appeared to be, the greater likelihood that it would be difficult.

Given how candidly the other party replied to his query, it could only mean two things. Firstly, the other party possessed absolute confidence in his strength. Secondly, the other party’s agility was top-notch, and he didn’t think that anyone could dodge his attacks.

This wasn’t good news for Wang Chong.

Even so, Wang Chong had no intentions of backing out. Rather, his fighting will was piqued.

“Instructor, I would like to give it a try.”

Wang Chong suddenly said.

“Hehe, feel free. However, don’t blame me for not reminding you. It has already been quite awhile since Kunwu Training Camp’s examination started, and the more time you waste with me, the less likely you are to clear the tests with the other instructors. Once their slots are full, no matter how powerful you are, you will only end up being eliminated.”

The instructor said.

“I understand.”

“Since you insist on it, let’s start then!”

The instructor smiled as he did an invitation gesture. Confidence shone through his expression and movements.

Klang!

Wang Chong didn’t stand on ceremonies and he immediately drew his sword. A crisp metallic sound attracted the attention of all of the examinees in the area.

Wang Chong stared at the instructor before him with a grim expression. He would never underestimate his opponent, lest to say, a legendary instructor.

Hands, shoulders, crotch, knees, legs… Wang Chong’s eyes swiftly scanned through the other party’s body parts.

Even though the instructor had hidden his strength well, Wang Chong’s hour-long observation wasn’t completely futile.

As an ex-Grand Marshal of the Central Plains, Wang Chong retained his experience and discernment capability. By noticing the slightest details, he could deduce many things.

“His palms have a thick layer of callus so he must be skilled in palm techniques. Often, such people will lack talent in swordsmanship. Also, even though he rarely strikes, when he does, the veins on his left shoulder would constrict, his right knee would tremble, and his left toe would subconsciously point outward… This is a habit cultivated over time.”

“Even though I’ve no idea what secret art he cultivates, there aren’t too many techniques that would result in simultaneous movement in these regions…”

Wang Chong played back the few times that the instructor made a move. If the instructor were to know what was going through Wang Chong’s mind, he would definitely be astonished.

The ability to determine the larger picture from small details was a skill way beyond Wang Chong’s age. Perhaps, even old generals who had faced countless enemies in the battlefield would be incapable of such a feat.

This ability of Wang Chong was simply too astounding.

Klang!

The sword buzzed. Wang Chong opened his eyes and moved. Before the crowd could react, he had already disappeared from everyone’s view.
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Single Character Consecutive Slash!

Melding together with his sword to form one entity, Wang Chong charged forward. He perfectly displayed the notion of ‘silent as though a docile lamb, agile as though a fleeing hare’. With just this move, he was already superior to more than ninety percent of the examinees here.

Even though Wang Chong had disappeared, most of the eyes of the examinees were still fixated to Wang Chong’s original spot due to the ringing of the sword.

“Hehe, interesting!”

The instructor smiled lightly on top of the rock. Even though Wang Chong’s Single Character Consecutive Slash was extraordinarily swift, taking many by surprise, it was still insufficient to fool his eyes.

Weng!

The instructor raised his right hand, and at the very moment that Wang Chong’s sword was just about to reach him, he sent a palm straight toward him.

This palm strike was no different from that which he used to deal with the other examinees—simple, but swift like a bolt of lightning and heavy as though a mountain. It felt like nothing in the world could withstand it.

But in the very next moment, something unexpected occurred.

Peng!

Without any signs, just as Wang Chong was just a few steps away from the instructor, a sword flashed past, and in that short instant of blindness, Wang Chong disappeared once more.

And almost instantaneously, klang! The crisp sound of a sword’s call echoed and a sword came horizontally from the side behind the instructor. The sword was close to the ground, aiming for the lower body of the instructor. By that moment, the sword was only several cun away from the instructor’s right leg.

(~10cm)

The abrupt change caused even the instructor’s composed face to warp in astonishment. To be able to change his movement so abruptly despite the exceedingly swift movement, Wang Chong’s skills were clearly far above all of the previous examinees.

Peng!

With a slight flick of his arm, his sleeve struck Wang Chong’s sword. Surprisingly, the clash between the soft sleeve and hard sword resulted in a metallic reverberation, as if the sleeve was made of steel.

At the same time, reminiscent of an eagle’s talon, a callus-filled palm darted forward. Complemented with a movement technique, what the hand grabbed for wasn’t Wang Chong’s sword but the hand holding the sword, which was beyond his range from the rock.

——In the long period of time since the examination started, this was the first time he was forced to step away from the rock.

Wang Chong’s attack was aimed for his feet. If he didn’t want to be crippled, he could only step away from the rock.

Klang!

Wang Chong’s body moved alongside the sword. Executing the Celestial Steps, his sword swam around as though a nimble snake, treading around the instructor’s sleeves and slashing upward right at the instructor.

Peng!

A grim expression finally appeared on the instructor’s face. With another jolt of his arm, his sleeve struck out with immense force, knocking Wang Chong into the sky.

“AH!”

Shocked exclaims sounded in the area. Everyone knew that it was nearly impossible to move with agility in the sky. In the end, the gap between instructors and examinees was simply too great. With just raw strength, an instructor could easily subdue a student.

Just the fact that Wang Chong was knocked into the sky had sealed his defeat.

“Young master!”

Zhao Jingdian, who was looking at the sight from afar, couldn’t help but feel nervous. The situation was overwhelmingly against Wang Chong’s odds.

But something astonishing happened. Just as Wang Chong’s body was knocked into the air, his body defied the law of the world and, of all impossibility, descended vertically downward. Making use of the momentum of the descend, a sword as swift as lightning slashed downward with immense force toward the hands of the instructor.

“Hahaha, great! No wonder you insist on clearing my test. Your cultivation has already reached Origin Energy Tier 7!”

The instructor burst into laughter. The fact that Wang Chong could make use of his strength against him under such abrupt circumstance left him delighted.

In the entire day, he was the first examinee who could cross blows with him like that.

Peng!

Facing Wang Chong’s incomparably sharp sword, the instructor’s aura gushed out. His robe fluttered along with the wind, and astonishingly, he didn’t choose to retract his fingers before the trajectory of the blade. Instead, he maneuvered his fingers to avoid the sharp edge, and with his ten fingers, he struck ceaselessly on the body of the sword.

His fingers struck heavily on the sword. Even though each blow seemed light on the surface, it carried the weight of a mountain. And no matter what Wang Chong did, be it a slash or a cut, he was unable to chop off the other party’s fingers, needless to say, strike the other party’s body.

It was almost magical for one’s fingers to be dexterous to this extent.

“Inconceivable!”

A spectating examinee from afar muttered, dumbfounded by the sight before him. He was only passing through here to look for another instructor to try his luck. He didn’t expect to see such a sight here.

The instructor’s fingers were as though a fortress. No matter how swift Wang Chong’s swordsmanship was, no matter how he moved, he was unable to overcome the wall created by the fingers of the instructor.

This was the first time he was seeing such a peculiar battle technique.

There were also many examinees around him who were equally shocked by the sight before them. In this instant, they suddenly had a feeling that the unkempt but amiable middle-aged man who had been standing on the rock for the entire day was probably the most formidable person of all of the instructors who appeared in Kunwu Training camp today.

“How can a student fight with an instructor like that?!”

“What is that swordsmanship? To be able to turn the opponent’s strength against him and follow the opponent relentlessly, making it impossible for the opponent to shake off the sword, incredible!”

Amidst the shock, many people turned their eyes onto Wang Chong. On this mountain, most of the recruitment tests involved fights against other students, and the strongest ones would be given priority for recruitment.

But this youth was challenging the instructor straight, and on top of that, he seemed to be crossing blows with the instructor on equal footing.

Wang Chong’s positioning changed swiftly; for an instant, he was in front, in the next, he was behind. For a moment, he would be on the left, and the next, he would be on the right. Most of the strength from the strikes of the ten fingers of the instructor seemed to have been neutralized by his movements.

To most here, this was an unimaginable feat.

“To think that gongzi would have achieved such incredible mastery in his martial arts!”

Zhao Jingdian’s heart beat wildly. This was his first time seeing Wang Chong execute ‘Single Character Consecutive Slash’.

That ceaseless barrage of attack was reminiscent of the endless waves of the ocean. Anyone who witnessed this swordsmanship would surely be left with a deep impression of it.

“However, it’ll difficult for gongzi to win with just this!”

Zhao Jingdian frowned. Inheriting his clan’s deep knowledge in the field of martial arts, he swiftly discerned that even though Wang Chong seemed to be doing well on the surface, his slashes were slightly shaky, as though he couldn’t control them well. On top of that, his pulse was also gradually becoming erratic. Clearly, Wang Chong was under great pressure from facing the instructor.

“Go!”

Suddenly, a deafening voice sounded. The instructor bellowed and his aura surged. A torrent of Origin Energy burst forth from his body as though a massive tsunami.

In the air, Wang Chong was washed away by that burst of Origin Energy. Unable to redirect that massive force, his body shuddered and he was sent flying.

Weng! Even so, Wang Chong reacted swiftly. While he was being knocked a dozen zhang away in the air, he swiftly executed the Origin Energy Tier 7’s ‘Thousand Jin Descension’ and forcefully pulled himself to the ground. Even so, he still staggered several steps backward before he was able to maintain his balance.

“Lad, your fighting prowess isn’t bad! Having been in the capital for dozens of years, I have seen all kinds of martial arts but I’ve never seen your swordsmanship before. Did you create it yourself?”

The instructor stepped forward and glanced downward at Wang Chong, who was a dozen zhang away, with gleaming eyes. His long hair fluttered along with the wind.

“That’s right!”

Grabbing onto his chest with his left hand, Wang Chong chuckled. The instructor was truly formidable. His ‘Single Character Consecutive Slash’ could take down even the foreign invaders in his previous life easily, but yet, it was still insufficient to deal with this instructor.

In that clash, not only was Wang Chong unable to break the other party’s defense, his pulse was even jolted to an erratic state. A significant amount of his stamina had been sapped as well.

“Interesting!”

Upon hearing Wang Chong’s reply, the instructor’s eyes glowed even brighter. To be able to create such a formidable sword technique at his age, that lad was an incredible genius!

“Your talent is indeed astonishing. If possible, I would really want to take you in as my disciple. However, given your current strength, it’ll impossible for you to pass my test. In the end, rules are rules; even I can’t break them. If you can’t defeat me, you won’t be able to pass the test. The first test is over, do you still wish to continue on?”

“Of course! Why shouldn’t I continue on?”

Upon hearing those words, Wang Chong chuckled confidently. It didn’t seem as though he was affected by his loss at all.

“Oh?”

The instructor’s eyebrows shot up in intrigue.

“Don’t blame me for not warning you then. Just now, you were the one on the offense, I haven’t even started attacking it. Besides… I haven’t used my full strength yet!”

“I know.”

Wang Chong smiled. It wasn’t out of a whim that he chose to wield his sword. Under the frighteningly sharp Wootz steel sword, the other party would have no choice but to hold back his movement. In this way, he could compensate for the massive gap between the two of them.

More importantly, in the previous clash, even though Wang Chong had ended in defeat, he had also obtained what he wanted.

“Ten Directional Lightning Fingers! Eight Directional Deflection Might!”

Wang Chong thought.

If he wasn’t mistaken, the finger technique that the instructor executed was ‘Ten Directional Lightning Fingers’ whereas the palm technique was ‘Eight Directional Deflection Might’.

These two were extremely profound martial arts, and they were the top-notch ultimate techniques of the military. These techniques were open to the generals to cultivate but very few of those who attempted manage to successfully cultivate them.

The ‘Ten Directional Lightning Fingers’ wasn’t just a finger technique; more than that, it was a method to channel one’s inner might.

The purpose of this martial art wasn’t to train one’s finger but the inner might throughout one’s body. The finger technique was just a physical manifestation of one’s inner might when one reaches a certain mastery in the technique.

The ‘Ten Directional Lightning Fingers’ was suited for both offense and defense, and once one mastered the technique, one’s fingers would become as resilient as steel. On the battlefield, even when bare-handed, one could easily stab through an opponent’s steel plate and tear them apart.

The ten fingers would become equivalent to ten sharp and indestructible swords, allowing one to stab through metal and shatter rocks. Furthermore, with inner might augmenting one’s movements, one’s fingers would be able to move with astonishing dexterity.

Thus, those who successfully cultivated this technique need not fear others dodging their offense.

On the battlefield, those who successfully cultivated this ultimate art were no different from indestructible human-shaped killing machines.

As for the ‘Eight Directional Deflection Might’, it was the simple palm strike that the instructor executed previously. Even though it looked light, it possessed unimaginable force!

Those who mastered these two ultimate arts would become a feared demon on the battlefield to the enemies, and the most valiant and reliable general to the allies.

Where one went would be where blood would flow!

Even though the instructor had tried his best to hide it, Wang Chong still managed to recognize the two techniques.

“This person isn’t simple at all!”

Thinking so, Wang Chong raised his sword once more.
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Wang Chong had a far greater understanding of the ultimate techniques in the military as compared to the others. Since he knew that the technique the other party was executing was the ‘Ten Directional Lightning Fingers’, the rest would be simple.

Boom!

Wang Chong’s feet swept below, causing a cloud of dust to rise up and conceal his own figure.

This move was abrupt and it caused the instructor to frown in astonishment.

Peng! In the next moment, a gleam of light flashed and a figure wielding a sword dashed forward.

“This again?”

The instructor chuckled lightly. Instead of dodging, he allowed Wang Chong to come straight toward him.

But the situation was a little different this time. Instead of maneuvering to the instructor’s back, he attacked right from the front.

Hong! Hong! Hong!

The sword and finger clashed, producing deafening reverberations. Wang Chong’s sword qi couldn’t break the instructor’s ‘Ten Directional Lightning Fingers’ at all.

But this time, his movements were considerably different from before. Center, up, down, left, right, lower sweep… Wang Chong’s offense seemed to follow some kind of rule.

Klang!

The metallic call of a sword echoed, and Wang Chong’s sword technique abruptly changed. Gathering all of his strength, he slashed at the instructor’s back waist.

“Haha, it’s useless.”

The instructor chuckled lightly. He turned around, and while one hand worked to keep Wang Chong’s sword at bay, the other stretched forward to grab his wrist.

The disparity in their strength was simply too great. Wang Chong’s offense didn’t pose a threat at all.

Weng!

Just as the instructor was about to lock Wang Chong’s movements, an abrupt change occurred. Without any apparent reason, the instructor’s fingers suddenly slowed. It was a completely impossible situation, but his movement speed abruptly slowed by innumerable folds, as though he had run low of Origin Energy.

This slight change caused the instructor’s face to darken.

On the other hand, Wang Chong seemed to have known this would happen. Chi! Making use of this opportunity, he raised his sword and it swept through a radius of three chi in front of him.

Hong long!

An immense might suddenly burst from the instructor’s body, knocking Wang Chong along with his sword away.

The cloud of dust slowly settled and tranquility was restored to the mountain. A small piece of cloth fell from the instructor’s waist.

“Lad, how did you do it?”

That instructor stared at Wang Chong with an incomparably awful expression. He had always been a composed and casual person, but when Wang Chong managed to cut off a piece of cloth from his waist, he couldn’t maintain his calm any longer.

“Intuition!”

Wang Chong chuckled as he uttered out a single word.

He knew what the other party was trying to say. In truth, the ‘Ten Directional Lightning Fingers’ had its flaws as well. Or rather, to be more exact, the nature of this ultimate art made it extremely difficult to cultivate; one had to open up a net-like meridian connections throughout one’s body to operate this technique, and before one fully masters this technique, this ultimate art would have a fatal flaw.

From the first collision, Wang Chong had already deduced that the instructor hadn’t fully mastered the ‘Ten Directional Lightning Fingers’ yet. He hadn’t cultivated the meridians at the right of his back waist yet and so, the meridians weren’t knocked open yet.

Usually, such a flaw wouldn’t pose as much of a problem. However, if one were to use a special method and guide the Origin Energy in his body along a specific meridian toward the right of his back waist, it could cause a jam in his flow of Origin Energy. The other party would face a sudden deficiency in his Origin Energy, and this could prove to be a fatal flaw in the midst of a battle.

However, this matter was way too astounding and inconceivable so Wang Chong wasn’t willing to reveal it.

“Intuition?”

The instructor fell into deep thoughts, but he slowly loosened his tightly knitted eyebrows, as though accepting his explanation. In the path of martial arts, there were indeed some exceptionally talented individuals who possessed intuition far beyond others. They could instinctively sense flaws in the movements of their opponents.

If Wang Chong possessed such talent as well, that would explain the previous situation.

“To be able to cut off a part of my robe through intuition, you’re indeed impressive. You pass.”

“Thank you, instructor.”

Delighted, Wang Chong hurriedly bowed.

“Un, wait by the side first. When the time comes, I’ll show you around Kunwu Training Camp. I won’t be bringing you all about too often so you have to familiarize yourself with the surroundings.”

The instructor said.

Wang Chong nodded and backed down. The tenseness finally felt his body, and he felt visibly more relaxed. With this, Wang Chong’s main aim at the Kunwu Training Camp had been accomplished.

“Gongzi, that person is too strong. I’m afraid that I might not be able to pass the test!”

When Wang Chong finally returned, Zhao Jingdian remarked with a frown.

He had been watching the scene from here, and even Wang Chong had struggled with the test. He would be even less likely to pass.

“You don’t need to worry!”

After a moment of contemplation, Wang Chong chuckled.

“Different people have different ways to passing the test. Although you won’t be able to imitate my method, it’s not like there aren’t other ways to go about doing it. Besides, have you realized it yet? From the start to the end, that person has been suppressing his strength and his cultivation has never exceeded that of Origin Energy realm.”

“This…”

Zhao Jingdian fell into deep thoughts.

“That person is at least a True Martial realm expert, and if he were to use his full strength, do you think that we’ll stand a chance? The three chances he spoke of is actually an opportunity he’s giving us. Otherwise, if he doesn’t intend to pass anyone at all, he need not go through so much trouble.”

Wang Chong said.

“I understand.”

Zhao Jingdian nodded his head. The test was extremely difficult but definitely not impossible.

All it demanded was additional effort and wits.

“Listen to me…”

Wang Chong pulled Zhao Jingdian to the side and whispered into his ears. Then, patting his shoulders, he said:

“I can only tell you so much. The rest is up to you!”

The test wasn’t easy, and the current Zhao Jingdian wasn’t the same as the one Wang Chong remembered from his previous life. The one before him was still inexperienced, but Wang Chong believed that some things would still remain the same.

His words might not mean much to other people, but he believed that Zhao Jingdian would understand the significance of it.

“Gongzi, I understand.”

Zhao Jingdian nodded.

Then, walking down the mountain, Zhao Jingdian didn’t rush into taking the test. Instead, he stood at the distance away from the area, cupped his chin, and studied the surroundings contemplatively.

“Instructor, I am Zhao Jingdian. I would like to give your test a try…”

Awhile later, Zhao Jingdian finally walked over and bowed deeply.

“Hehe, feel free to show me your moves!”

The instructor beckoned casually.

Even though Zhao Jingdian was a reticent person who spoke few words and looked a little slow on the uptake, he wasn’t weak at all. Similar to Wang Chong, he was an Origin Energy Tier 7 expert as well. Of the offsprings of Duke Jiu’s subordinates, among the younger generation, the only one who could surpass him was probably only Ye Yinping.

It was precisely because Zhao Jingdian’s cultivation was remarkable that Wang Chong persuaded him to give it a try.

Boom!

A cloud of dust flew up. Zhao Jingdian’s fighting method differed from Wang Chong’s; his blows were frontal and forceful, but at the same time, they weren’t lacking liveliness or adaptability either.

From this, it could be seen that Zhao Jingdian’s talent was top-notch.

At the very least, he wasn’t too far off from Wang Chong.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

The two figures crossed blows swiftly, and after several breaths, a figure flew out as though a kite whose string was snapped.

Zhao Jingdian!

“Do you still wish to continue on?”

The instructor smiled. With a hand behind his back, he gestured majestically with the other. His movement carried the disposition of an unworldly expert.

“Again!”

Wiping away the slight trail of blood at the edge of his mouth, Zhao Jingdian charged forward once more.

His fighting method was clearly much different from a moment ago. It seemed to wield less force, but it gained a greater degree of flexibility and agility in return. However, he still couldn’t avoid the ultimate fate of being knocked back.

Boom!

When Zhao Jingdian was sent flying again, Wang Chong, who was watching the proceedings by the side, finally frowned. There were only three tries for the examination, and Zhao Jingdian had already failed twice.

If he were to fail once more, he wouldn’t have any more chances left.

“Could my actions have harmed him instead?”

Wang Chong thought.

He could feel that the strength the instructor was displaying was slightly greater than before.

He was clearly biased against Zhao Jingdian.

The duo had been watching him for a very long time, and the instructor had already noticed it from the start. Perhaps it was due to Wang Chong’s influence, but the other party was clearly resolute to not allow Zhao Jingdian to pass.

“Zhao Jingdian, Horse Trampling the Barracks! …”

Wang Chong suddenly shouted.

Weng!

Hearing Wang Chong’s words, Zhao Jingdian’s body jolted. He swiftly turned around to look at Wang Chong in shock, as though Wang Chong had spoken something incredible.

“What’s that?”

The instructor frowned. He glanced at Wang Chong in astonishment when ‘boom!’, a light flashed and a fearsome might rippled in the air. Origin Energy surged through Zhao Jingdian’s body, and as though a ferocious tiger, he pounced over.

The same move and the same fighting method, but yet, the instructor seemed to feel that something was very different amidst the familiarity.

Boom!

Just as Zhao Jingdian seemed like he was about to be defeated once more, an abrupt change occurred. His body swayed and his aura surged, granting him a sudden burst of speed. In that instant, he split into two, then into three, leaving behind two after images on the spot. Boom! He avoided the instructor’s fist technique and dived straight toward him.

Boom!

A powerful fist flew out and struck Zhao Jingdian’s chest, preventing him from coming any closer. But at the same time, two feet struck the instructor on his chest.

Hong long, Zhao Jingdian was knocked onto the ground and he spewed a mouthful of blood. His face was pale.

On the other hand, the instructor maintained the posture of his final attack. Glancing at the two footprints on his chest, a bizarre expression crept onto his face.

“You’ve won.”

After a long time, the instructor finally said.

Even though Zhao Jingdian’s kick hadn’t hurt him at all—it had barely tickled him—he was still defeated.

He didn’t expect Zhao Jingdian to break through his defense using such a bizarre double-edged move. Even though it could be considered as cheating, it was a fact that the other party had managed to leave behind two footprints on his body.

Going by the rules, he had indeed lost.

“This is the method that you’ve taught him?”

The instructor glanced at Wang Chong helplessly.

“Yes!”

Wang Chong’s didn’t deny the matter. He walked over to Zhao Jingdian and passed him a pill which he obtained from Six-fingered Zhang.

“Here, eat this pill!”
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“Let’s go! I’ll help you to the side.”

Wang Chong supported Zhao Jingdian over to the side. After he consumed the pill and rested for a moment, Zhao Jingdian’s complexion gradually recovered.

“Gongzi, how do you know that I’m cultivating Horse Trampling the Barracks?”

After looking around and ensuring that there was no one within earshot, Zhao Jingdian finally asked Wang Chong the question that had been bugging in his mind. 

Horse Trampling the Barracks was an ultimate technique of the Zhao Clan. It enhanced one’s agility explosively for a short period of time, allowing one to create three after images to confuse and break through an opponent’s defense.

Usually, when on defense, one’s attention would be focused on the enemy’s upper body. However, the crux of the ‘Horse Trampling the Barracks’ actually lay in the feet.

All it took was a momentary lapse in judgement for the instructor to fall for Zhao Jingdian’s ploy and be kicked on his chest.

However, even though this was a mystical move that was exceptionally useful in breaking through an enemy’s defense when the other party was unprepared, it was extremely difficult to cultivate. Hence, there were very few Zhao Clan members who had managed to successfully cultivate it. 

In truth, Zhao Jingdian had cultivated ‘Horse Trampling the Barracks’ on secret. Even his grandfather was unaware of it. As he hadn’t completed his cultivation of the technique yet, he didn’t even consider using it in a practical battle. In truth, the mouthful of blood he spewed previously was mostly due to a backlash from his inner energy.

“Heh, my grandfather had once told me about the Zhao Clan’s Horse Trampling the Barracks and gauging from your Origin Energy Tier 7 cultivation, I guessed that you might have started cultivating this secret art.”

Wang Chong said.

“So it’s Duke Jiu!”

Zhao Jingdian was stunned for a moment before coming to a realization. Any bizarre occurrence could be explained if Duke Jiu was involved. He might have been able to hide the fact that he was cultivating Horse Trampling the Barracks from others but he didn’t think that he would be able to conceal it from Duke Jiu’s sharp eyes.

Seeing Zhao Jingdian’s expression, Wang Chong couldn’t help but chuckle internally.

Was there even a need for him to ask grandfather on Zhao Jingdian’s affairs? In his previous life, the two of them had fought alongside and conquered many battlefields together. He couldn’t be any more familiar with the other party’s martial arts.

Whether Zhao Jingdian had cultivated ‘Horse Trampling the Barracks’ or not and how far he had progressed in it, Wang Chong could tell in a single glance.

“There’s a reason why I insisted for you to come under him. Even though those who graduate from the training camp in the future would eventually reach great heights in the future, that instructor is different. While others have to spend several years toiling at the bottom layer, we’ll be able to take on the role of a lieutenant straight and lead an army to a battlefield. By then, you’ll know that this mouthful of blood was worth it.”

“AH!!”

Zhao Jingdian exclaimed in astonishment as he abruptly raised his head.

Wang Chong nodded silently. One who learned the ‘Art of Commanding’ couldn’t possibly walk on the same path as the others.

Other graduates, including those from Shenwei and Longwei, usually started out from the smallest section commander. On the other hand, those who studied the ‘Art of Commanding’ were given the position of a lieutenant as soon as they graduated.

This was also one of the reasons why Wang Chong insisted on coming under this instructor.

In his previous life, Wang Chong idled most of his time away. It was only after the catastrophe struck and he caught the sight of the elders that he rose in a single go to become the Grand Marshal of the Central Plains. But by then, it was already too late. He had already missed too many opportunities.

As such, Wang Chong was determined not to allow the same to occur in this life. As such, he turned his eyes to that instructor. ‘Lieutenant’ was a very good starting point. Under normal circumstances, it would take at least several years for even a talented footsoldier to rise to the position of a lieutenant.

And to Wang Chong, he lacked nothing but time. If he could become a lieutenant from the moment of his graduation, he could save a lot of hassle.

“There’s still a while longer before the examination ends. You should rest here first, I’ll go out and take a walk!”

Wang Chong said before walking down the mountain.

In Wang Chong’s view, the current Kunwu Training Camp was a treasure trove in itself. There were too many future great generals lying in here.

As long as he played his cards well, with the strengths of these future great generals, he might be able to change Great Tang’s future altogether.

——The future Grand Marshal of the Central Plains and many rising great generals working hand-in-hand; this was a force that no one could disregard. It could possibly change many things.

Wang Chong soon disappeared amidst the crowd. At the same time, several figures appeared from the crowd.

“Let’s go. We’ll give it a try as well!”

In truth, Wang Chong and Zhao Jingdian weren’t the only ones who had been spying on the instructor. Wang Chong had only been observing the situation for an hour, but there were a few who had already been observing for several hours now.

It was impossible a student to defeat an instructor. As such, most people didn’t harbor much hope for this. However, from the precedent with Wang Chong and Zhao Jingdian, they had learned quite a few things.

…

Wang Chong was unaware of the changes at the top on the mountain. At this moment, his attention was completely absorbed into something else.

Too many things had happened, resulting in the future path to be diverted. The current Kunwu Training Camp was very much different from how he recalled it to be. At the very least, back then, there weren’t so many scions here.

Due to Wang Chong’s influence, many things had changed.

However, one thing to rejoice over was that the number of recruits Kunwu Training Camp accepted had also increased as well. This meant that his impact on those future great generals who came from humble backgrounds was minimal.

The great generals who should appear here should still appear here.

This was something Wang Chong was extremely relieved about!

A huge crowd walked to and fro the massive mountain. Most of them were wandering around worriedly as they attempted to find an instructor whom they could clear the test with. Different from them, Wang Chong’s attention was on the crowd instead. His gaze swept across the innumerable faces passing him by.

Suddenly, a figure who kept turning around aimlessly caught Wang Chong’s notice. That person had a large bow hanging on his back, and he was loitering around the Imperial Army guards, seemingly at a loss.

“It’s him?”

Wang Chong suddenly chuckled. Seeing the symbolic large bow, a memory gradually surfaced in Wang Chong’s head. Legend has it that in the first batch of recruits of Kunwu Training Camp, there was a first-timer who, due to coming from a rural location and was visiting the capital for the first time, was unable to differentiate between the Imperial Army guards and instructors.

As such, he spent a lot of his time walking to and fro the Imperial Army guards, pleading with them to give him a chance for the test.

The Imperial Army guards had told him repeatedly that they weren’t instructors and the instructors were further up the mountain, but that person advanced forward only to look for the other Imperial Army guards stationed higher up the mountain.

This matter became a huge laughingstock in the Kunwu Training Camp, and there were many jokes born from that.

Even so, that person’s strength was no joke at all, and the massive bow he carried behind him proved testimony to that.

Rumor has it that this person was capable of accurately shooting an apple on a tree from several li away, and a base reinforced by the squad of archers that he led would become the sturdiest fortress on the battlefield.

(One li -> 0.5km)

Seeing that person wandering about as though a confused fly, Wang Chong chuckled lightly and walked over.

“Brother, may I know how to address you?”

Only after walking closer did Wang Chong catch a closer glimpse at the other party’s appearance. The other party was around sixteen to seventeen-year-old, and he was dressed in beastskin. He was a perfect fit for the stereotype of a mountain hunter.

“Thi-this… I am Chen Burang! It’s the Northern Governor who recommended me here.”

The youth hunter looked slightly restrained.

“It’s indeed him!”

Wang Chong was taken aback. There was no mistake about it, it must that person. After all, even the name was right. It was just that he didn’t expect the other party to come from a family of hunters.

It was no wonder why he didn’t ask any of the other examinees for directions even though so many of them were walking by him. Most probably, he rarely interacted with others on normal occasions, thus making him slightly socially awkward.

“Are you looking for the instructors?”

Wang Chong asked.

“Y-yes! However, I can’t seem to find where the instructors are… Is the recruitment exercise over already?”

Speaking til the end, Chen Burang nearly burst into tears.

On the other hand, Wang Chong nearly burst out laughing. Since this person was able to pass the prior tests, he shouldn’t have been so ignorant. It must really be his first time taking such a long journey away from home.

“Hehe, don’t worry, the examination is far from over. Why don’t I bring you to the instructors?”

Wang Chong offered.

“Ah! That would be great!”

Delighted, the youth gazed at Wang Chong in gratitude. This was the first time someone had walked forward and offered him help ever since he entered Kunwu Training Camp.

Thus, Wang Chong brought him up to the mountain peak.

“The ones that you spoke to were all Imperial Army guards. The real instructors are all near the peak of the mountain. Even though their disposition feel the same, they are two completely different groups of people. On top of that, their dress up is different as well. The armor that the instructors are dressed in is vastly different from the armor the Imperial Army guards are wearing.”

“Ah!”

Chen Burang’s look of realization piqued Wang Chong’s laughter.

Along the way, Chen Burang seemed to be interested in everything in the surroundings. It seemed like there really was a good reason for the jokes he created back then.

“Since you practice archery, I can introduce an instructor to you. That person also specializes in archery.”

Wang Chong said.

“Un, alright!”

Chen Burang nodded without even thinking over it. Perhaps it was due to his innocence, but he seemed to hold complete trust in Wang Chong.

After some interaction, Wang Chong also felt goodwill toward the other party. Chen Burang had just come from the mountain and there was an aura of simplicity lingering around him.

This kind of aura made instinctively bred intimacy.

“Right, how do I address you?”

Chen Burang suddenly realized that up until now, he still didn’t know the other party’s name, and he knocked his head.

“I am Wang Chong!”

“AH!”

Chen Burang abruptly came to a halt. He stared at Wang Chong with widened eyes.

“C-could it be that… yo-you are…?”

Staring at Wang Chong in shock, Chen Burang stuttered. Even though he had come from a clan of hunters and he spent most of his time in the mountains, he still heard of Wang Chong’s name.

He didn’t expect the person who rendered him assistance to be that Wang Chong.

“Un!”

Smiling, Wang Chong nodded his head. It seemed like the benefits derived from the regional commanders incident was truly immense. 

This made it much easier for Wang Chong to unfold his plans.

“Kunwu Training Camp isn’t very big. If you’ve any time, feel free to look for me. We can always have a chat or something.”

Wang Chong extended an invitation to Chen Burang.

“Un, un! No problem, no problem!”

Chen Burang nodded his head in agitation just like a little chick.
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Regardless of whether it was his previous life or his current one, Wang Chong had never been good with bows. Thus, Wang Chong couldn’t really guide Chen Burang on this aspect.

Even so, he retained some memory of the various archery techniques from his previous life. Perhaps, this might prove useful in helping Chen Burang raise his capabilities!

After separating with Chen Burang, Wang Chong loitered around the crowd a little longer before returning back to the mountain peak. However, to Wang Chong’s surprise, he saw a few more figures standing near Zhao Jingdian.

“What happened?”

Wang Chong walked over and asked with a hushed voice.

“These people came not too long after you left. They are all very strong, and based on my estimates, their cultivation is at least at Origin Energy Tier 7. Like me, they all used the method of mutual destruction to pass the test.”

Zhao Jingdian said.

He had been sitting here since Wang Chong left so he witnessed the entire proceedings from start to end.

“Oh?”

Hearing Zhao Jingdian’s recount, Wang Chong couldn’t help but chuckle.

“There’s nothing too surprising about that. There are many smart people here as well. It is likely that they were observing us when we took the test so it isn’t too surprising for them to know about the method as well.“

The biggest mistake one could make was to underestimate others. Wang Chong could immediately tell that those people were imitating Zhao Jingdian’s method.

Furthermore, given how they resorted to it the moment they rushed up, not even bothering to test the waters first, it was clear that they were confident. If they hadn’t witnessed Zhao Jingdian’s fight, they wouldn’t have dared to do something so risky.

“Those two are still alright. I can sense that their cultivation is around our level. However, that man… Somehow, I feel that he’s even stronger than you!”

Zhao Jingdian said fearfully.

“Oh?”

Wang Chong’s eyebrows shot up and a grim expression appeared on his face. Zhao Jingdian had witnessed his fight with the instructor, and he wasn’t the type of person to exaggerate.

If Zhao Jingdian said that the other person was stronger than him, then it was very likely that that was the case.

“Who are you talking about?”

“That person over there!”

Zhao Jingdian pointed to the person standing behind the instructor. Only then did Wang Chong realize that he had overlooked a figure.

That person was standing around ten zhang behind the instructor so Wang Chong thought that he was just a spectating student.

(~30m)

On top of that, the person had an extremely cold face, and the aura he emanated was equally frigid. Even when standing amidst a crowd, his presence would make him exceedingly conspicuous. He seemed to have a natural disposition for inducing fear and distancing others.

——There wasn’t a single person within a perimeter of three zhang around him. The fact that the crowd was circling around him showed a lot.

(10m)

“It’s him?”

Wang Chong’s eyebrows shot up in astonishment.

“… That person is extremely formidable. If I’m not mistaken, his cultivation should be very close to Origin Energy Tier 9. On top of that, when he crossed hands with the instructor, the instructor was actually unable to defend against him and was left with a small cut.”

Zhao Jingdian spoke with a slightly apprehensive tone.

To be able to induce such apprehension within Zhao Jingdian, the other party’s strength was indeed extraordinary.

However, that wasn’t what Wang Chong was concerned about. At this moment, his mind was preoccupied with something else. 

Wang Chong knew who that person was!

He was Su Hanshan!

Even within the future great generals from Kunwu Training Camp, this person was ranked amongst the top tier. He was one of the few from the Three Great Training Camps publicly acknowledged as a talented general capable of standing his own ground on the battlefield!

But right until the very end, he was only considered to be a potential great general. He didn’t manage to become a grade-1 general like Wang Chongsi, Go Seonji, and Zhang Shougui.

The public had minimal news on Su Hanshan. All that was known about him was that he had come from Kunwu Training Camp.

“… To think that he would be a student of this instructor as well!”

Wang Chong muttered under his breath.

Looking at that figure ten zhang away, a complicated expression appeared on Wang Chong’s face.

In Kunwu Training Camp, Su Hanshan was definitely ranked in the top. The army he would personally train and lead would possess the greatest offensive ability in a frontal fight across the entire Great Tang.

No matter how many layers of defense the opposing army put up, the army that Su Hanshan commanded would be able to tear apart their formation as though a sharp blade, stabbing right into their core and tearing it apart from within.

In a frontal clash on the battlefield, Su Hanshan’s army was a subject of fear for hostile nations and foreign tribes.

The troops he trained fought right down to their very last breath. No matter how powerful the enemies were, no matter how disadvantageous the situation was, his army could stand bravely against it with composure…

And Su Hanshan had always braved through death with his subordinates, thereby becoming their spiritual leader as well! In terms of beliefs, there wasn’t a single army as resolute and tight-knit as his.

But it was a pity that there was no such thing as a perfect being. Su Hanshan possessed an aloof personality, and this resulted in his eventual defeat.

Just as could be seen at this very instant, Su Hanshan was simply too cold and proud. His presence in itself made others instinctively distance themselves from him.

In other words, he couldn’t fit in.

There wasn’t a soul close to Su Hanshan in the military. Even those who graduated from Kunwu Training Camp didn’t have much of a relationship with him.

And on the battlefield, Su Hanshan neither needed nor expected reinforcement. His proud personality made him unwilling to accept the assistance of others. 

However, there wasn’t a single person who could rule the battlefield by himself. Wang Chong had failed back then; Su Hanshan was the same as well!

His personality had already carved out his eventual fate.

He disappeared along with his feared army on the battlefield during the great catastrophe!

“To think that I would meet him here!”

Wang Chong thought as his heart leaped in agitation.

Destiny was truly something inconceivable. To think that two lone wolves would meet one another here. 

Wang Chong needed help, but due to the lack of it, he could only become a ‘lone wolf’ of that catastrophic age. On the other hand, due to Su Hanshan’s aloof personality, he was unwilling to accept help. So, he became a ‘lone wolf’ as well.

Looking at this talented future great general who would die before maturity, Wang Chong suddenly understood what he had to do.

“Alright!”

The instructor finally spoke from atop his rock, drawing everyone’s attention.

“I’ll be ending the test in advance. Initially, I only intended to accept two to three people but I ended up taking in the five of you. That’s more than sufficient already!”

“Remember this, my name is Zhao Qianqiu, and from today onward, I’ll be your teacher. For now, since the test is officially over, follow me. I’ll bring you around to familiarize you with the training camp.”

With the exception of Wang Chong, this was the first time everyone was hearing his name.

“So his surname is Zhao as well!”

Of the people gathered here, Zhao Jingdian was the most surprised to learn of Zhao Qianqiu’s name.

“Don’t think too much into it. Let’s go.”

Wang Chong patted Zhao Jingdian’s back. Before leaving, he shot a final glance backward. By now, the students on the mountain had already thinned down significantly.

The recruitment was already nearing its end.

Yiiiii!

Facing the bottom of the mountain, Wang Chong whistled. Soon, the neighing of a colt sounded and a cloud of dust flew into the air. Before long, an indigo figure could be seen charging over.

In just a short moment, a colt around Wang Chong’s height, with hooves as white as snow, appeared amidst swirls of dust. Its mane flew majestically with the wind as it excitedly licked Wang Chong’s face.

“Alright, Little Shadow, stop licking me.”

Its tongue felt ticklish, and Wang Chong couldn’t help but chuckle as he stroked the White-hoofed Shadow’s indigo coat. It had only been a few days since it started following him but it had already grown very fond of him.

“I see that you already have your own war steed. That is great. Groom it carefully and don’t waste such a good spirit steed. In the future, it’ll become your second life.”

A deep voice sounded from behind. Turning around, Wang Chong saw five pairs of eyes staring at him with bizarre gazes.

The one who had just spoken was Instructor Zhao Qianqiu.

None of the people here were fools. With just a single glance, it was clear that Wang Chong’s steed was anything but ordinary. It was enviable that Wang Chong had such a steed when he had just entered the training camp.

In any case, Zhao Qianqiu didn’t speak too much about it. After saying those words, he turned around and advanced forward.

From the examination area where the instructors were stationed to the peak of the mountain, there was a fence. Imperial Army guards were stationed behind the fence to guard the area, and only those who had passed the instructors’ tests were qualified to enter the barracks within.

Flashing his token, Zhao Qianqiu was able to bring the group in without any problem. Soon, they arrived at the barracks area.

“Kunwu Training Camp can be further divided into four smaller camps—Azure Dragon, White Tiger, Vermilion Bird, and Black Tortoise—and they are located on the four peaks of the mountain. Based on the instructor one is under and one’s level of cultivation, the recruits will be allocated to one of the camps. Of which, the allocation for Vermilion Bird is slightly more unique as it’s where all the ladies live.”

“Heh. The reason why I’m telling you this is to warn you all not to go peeking at the ladies. Don’t even dream about sneaking into Vermilion Bird Peak——I know that some of you will definitely try it in the future!”

Hearing those words, the group couldn’t help but chuckle.

“This instructor sure is interesting.”

Wang Chong thought.

“If you were to peep on those ladies, you’ll definitely be kicked out of the camp. However, that is not the reason why I’m warning you. The ladies of Vermilion Bird base are exceptionally powerful. Even though your level of cultivation isn’t bad either, you all might not necessarily be a match were you to encounter them.”

For some reason, Zhao Qianqiu’s words reminded Wang Chong and Zhao Jingdian of the Little Marchioness Yi, Yi Weiliang.

Zhao Qianqiu’s words were definitely not an exaggeration.

“Alright, I’ll bring you all to the training grounds now. This is the location you’ll be frequenting the most in the future!”

Saying so, Zhao Qianqiu brought the group further up the mountain peak.


					
							
							

                                                                        Chapter 199: The Three Great Troops of Great Tang 

                                                                                “The Three Great Training Camp is a major affair of the royal court, and the Sage Emperor is extremely concerned about it. One thing you must know about the Three Great Training Camps is that they are built to augment the military. The royal court’s intention behind contributing resources to train you is not for you to boast about your strength. Rather, it is to prepare you for the military so that you can contribute to the empire through your talents.”
“Thus, there is some basic knowledge that you must know about Great Tang’s military. Judging from your current cultivation realms, it’s also about time for you to come into contact with this.”
Zhao Qianqiu said as the group stood by the side of the archery training ground encircled by a fence.
“The troops in the military can be divided into three main categories—archer, footsoldier, and cavalry. You’ll have to choose among the three categories in the future. Of them, archers represent dexterity!”
Zhao Qianqiu pointed to a student standing a significant distance away in the training ground. The student drew an arrow on a gigantic bow and abruptly released his grip. Xiu xiu xiu! In the blink of an eye, a dozen arrows were released in unimaginably short intervals.
In just a short instant, that person managed to shoot twelve arrows individually. The twelve sharp arrows flew in differing trajectories and struck twelve different wooden dummies fifty meters away accurately.
Xiu xiu xiu!
Almost instantaneously, another recruit drew his arrow. This time, it was fourteen sharp arrows striking the same puppet from many different directions.
And all of the arrows accurately landed on the vitals of a human.
Upon seeing this sight, everyone was stunned.
“That’s dexterity! Martial artists who cultivate dexterity-type secret arts will possess attacking speed far beyond that of their peers. In fact, some of the outstanding ones are even able to move ten times faster. In other words, in a physical brawl, in the duration that you are able to deal your opponent a single punch, the other party might be able to deal you two, three, or even more.
On the battlefield, the most suitable class for such a martial artist is archery. With a high attacking speed, one will be able to shoot a huge quantity of arrows to be fired within a short moment. Rumor has it that the most talented archer in the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganate is capable of simultaneously striking fifty sprinting hares on the exact same spot of their body from several li away.
(li -> 0.5km)
In other words, on a battlefield, he could destroy fifty of our elite foot soldiers in the blink of an eye! If there were ten such people like him, can you imagine how many of our footsoldiers would die in just a short face-off? If the numbers increased further to fifty or even more, our vanguard would start to falling apart!”
“However, even though the master archers in the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganate are incredibly talented, the strongest archers are still within Great Tang. Do you know why?”
At this point, Zhao Qianqiu abruptly paused and flashed the group a mysterious smile.
“Bow, armor, and arrows!”
Zhao Jingdian muttered after contemplating for a moment.
“Smart! It’s because our Great Tang has the world’s best bows, sharpest arrows, and sturdiest armors!”
Zhao Qianqiu complimented.
On the other hand, Wang Chong’s eyebrows knitted together inconspicuously. At that instant, he recalled the issue that Elder Ye, Duke of Hu, and the others raised.
In the past few decades of trade between Great Tang and the rest of the world, the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganate had accumulated a massive pile of top-notch metal, arrows, and armors.
Such a long period of time was sufficient for them to craft a huge quantity of armor and sharp arrows.
Even though Wang Chong had already advised Elder Ye and the others regarding the usage of using tariffs to control the flow of metal, there was nothing they could do about those the resources had already been transported out of Great Tang’s borders.
“Everyone has just enlisted into the camp. Zhao Qianqiu is probably intentionally leaving this issue out so as to prevent fear and panic!”
Wang Chong thought. In truth, he couldn’t tell whether this was good or bad.
“… But the only ones who could deal with master archers are master archers themselves. Thus, the empire has always valued the grooming of master archers!”
Zhao Qianqiu continued.
“Strength, speed, and dexterity. Those are the three main classifications of martial arts. If dexterity grants one aptitude for archery, speed would correspond to cavalry then.”
Zhao Qianqiu said as he walked toward another giant training ground. Several fully-armored examinees could be seen riding taking turns riding two valiant black war steeds, and the wind whistled as they galloped to and fro the area. On the training ground, there were various obstacles such as wooden stakes and formations.
These few people had to travel along the narrow spaces between the wooden stakes, but even so, their speed didn’t fall by the least.
Held in the hands of the riders were wooden swords which they jabbed the wooden stakes with relentlessly as they passed them by. Every single one of their stabs would accurately strike the vitals on the wooden stakes.
“Seems like there are many good buds in Kunwu Training Camp!”
Standing by the perimeter of the training ground, Zhao Qianqiu saw an examinee stabbing accurately on every wooden stake from the same angle on the same location and complimented.
“There are two main advantages to a mount—greater mobility and enhanced strength from the momentum of a charge!”
Zhao Qianqiu suddenly gestured to another instructor on the training ground and the latter replied with a chuckle.
“Zhao Qianqiu, I’ll just say it first. This stone is mine so you better carry one up to replace it by tonight!”
“Cut the nonsense, are you doing it or not?”
Zhao Qianqiu reprimanded jokingly. Clearly, the two of them were close to one another.
“Fine, on the account of your students, I’ll give in to you this once!”
The latter gestured helplessly. Then, taking off his helmet, he slowly aimed his spear at a specific direction.
The group turned in the direction at which the spear was aimed for, and at around fifty zhang away, a massive rock possessing the height of two men towered.
(~150m)
“Heavy! This must be Xuanwu rock. It probably weighs four thousand to five thousand jin!”
(~2500-3000kg)
Wang Chong roughly estimated the weight of the boulder. He had already noticed it when they had just arrived earlier, but thinking that it was just an ornament, he didn’t pay it any heed then.
But from the looks of it now, it seemed to be a dummy for the training of the cavalry!
Boom!
Seated on the back of an armored steed, the instructor was dressed in a heavy black armor and an aura of menace crept forth from him. At this instant, he felt like a demon who had just crawled out from hell.
The war steed neighed and charged forward, leaving behind innumerable after images behind them.
Boom!
Before the crowd could process what was going on, a deafening explosion sounded in the distance. The ground shook violently, and the four thousand jin Xuanwu rock abruptly burst apart, blasting thousands of fragments into the air.
At that very instant, everyone was stunned. A huge wind blustered from the impact, and even at several dozen zhang away, the group could feel a dull pain on their faces.
Neighhhh!
The war steed cried valiantly. Under a mysterious veil of dust and rock fragments. the silhouette of a man and his steed gradually reappeared. At this instant, he resembled a war god who had descended from the heavens.
“Zhao Qianqiu, I’ll be expecting you to replace this! Remember to move a Xuanwu rock over by tonight!”
The instructor said as he leaped off the horse, flipped across the fences, and disappeared toward the bottom of the mountain.
“Did you see that? That’s the might of a charging cavalry. With a war steed, an Origin Energy Tier 5 martial artist can easily achieve an assault equivalent to the full might of an Origin Energy Tier 8 martial artist, and that is just a conservative estimate. A group of True Martial Tier 5 steel cavalry can easily subdue a True Martial Tier 7 footsoldier army! That’s the strength of the cavalry!”
“Regardless of which nation it is, be it the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganate, the Goguryeo empire, the Ü-Tsang empire, or Erhai’s Mengshe Zhao… even when going as far west as the Charax Spasinu and the Abbasid Caliphate, every single one of them prioritize the grooming of a large and powerful army of steel cavalry.”
“The might of a single cavalry might be negligible on the battlefield but when they came in an army, they would be the nightmare of any nation. They’ll also be the greatest threat you all will face in the future battlefields.”
“A frontal charge by a huge army of steel cavalry can easily tear apart any formation. Just like with archers, the only ones who could deal with cavalry face-on are other cavalry. As such, Great Tang also places stress on the grooming of cavalry as well!”
Zhao Qianqiu said.
Hearing those words, Wang Chong frowned inconspicuously but eventually, he decided against saying anything. 
Admittedly, the might of an army of charging cavalry was fearsome, but to Wang Chong, they couldn’t even come close to be considered as ‘unstoppable’.
The current empire was still stuck with the notion that only cavalry could deal with cavalry. However, in that era when he was the Grand Marshal of the Central Plains, the charge of an army of cavalry definitely wasn’t a difficult problem to solve at all.
At the very least, the ones who could deal with cavalry were far more than just cavalry themselves!
“Last but not least, the footsoldiers! Just as you all can see here, footsoldiers are the most numerous troop we have in Great Tang!”
Oblivious to Wang Chong’s thoughts, Zhao Qianqiu advanced forward and soon, they arrived at their last destination.
Tracing the Zhao Qianqiu’s gaze, amidst a massive training ground, the group could see a large number of recruits brawling with one another.
Of the three main training grounds—the archer training ground, cavalry training ground, and footsoldier training ground—the footsoldier training ground had the most number of recruits. In here, everyone wielded different kind of weapons and utilized innumerable types and styles of martial arts.
In comparison to the archers’ shots and cavalry’s charges, the training here was much more lively and diverse.
“The core of footsoldiers is strength! Even if you are lacking mastery in riding and archery, as long as you possess sufficient strength, you will be a powerful footsoldier. Of the three main troops, the requirements for footsoldiers have always been the lowest, and the death toll has always been the highest as well. However, things have changed in the current Great Tang dynasty. From the Han to the Sui, the footsoldiers of our Great Tang can be said to be the strongest in history!”
“Even though our cavalry is inferior to Ü-Tsang, and our archery is unable to match up to Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganate, our footsoldiers are the strongest of them all!”
“You all have to remember that the troops of our Great Tang never operates individually. When our archers are suppressing the other archers and our cavalry are curbing the other cavalry, all that is left is for our footsoldiers to conquer!”
Hearing those words, loud cheerings sounded in the area. Even the other recruits who were passing by couldn’t help but smile at those words.
Indeed. Of the entire world, Great Tang’s footsoldiers definitely ranked at the top. When a legion of footsoldiers were allowed to come into close quarters, regardless of whether they were facing archers or cavalry, with just their overwhelming number in itself, they would be able to subdue just about any enemy easily.
Thus, even though footsoldiers couldn’t match up to soldiers and cavalry, Great Tang still chose to maintain a huge army of footsoldiers.
Of the entire world, Great Tang was the only one who could utilize footsoldiers to such a level!


                                                                        Chapter 200: Zhuang shi and Chi Clan! 

                                                                                
“Before Origin Energy Tier 6, one mainly trains their tendons, bones, skin, blood, flesh, and internal organs. At Origin Energy Tier 6, one will be able to choose among strength-type, speed-type, and dexterity-type cultivation techniques to cultivate. This choice will determine one’s future role on the battlefield.”

“There are all kinds of cultivation techniques in the training camp, and you are free to learn them. Of the three types, I would recommend you to pick any two to learn. However, I don’t advise you all to take on all three of them at once.”

“Being too overambitious will just make you a master of none. Even though there are people who take on three types of cultivation techniques at once, for most people, it’ll only mean slower progression.”

“Alright, follow me. We’ll be heading to the cultivation ground next!”

Zhao Qianqiu beckoned as he led the group beyond the vast training grounds. Behind the training grounds was the cultivation ground.

“So the place that we saw from the bottom of the mountain was this.”

Zhao Jingdian remarked.

“Un.”

Wang Chong nodded. Lifting his gaze, he looked at the massive flag that stood at nearly a hundred zhang tall. The word on it ‘Kunwu’ was exceptionally striking.
(~330m)

Beneath this gigantic flag was the cultivation ground. Massive palace-like buildings filled the area, and they were all cultivation chambers.

“Follow me!”

Under Zhao Qianqiu’s lead, the group stepped into the centermost cultivation chamber in the area.

Walking in, Wang Chong noticed that the chambers were all crafted using metal. Another aspect that caught his attention was the exceedingly flat and smooth ground, reminiscent of the surface of a mirror.

Inscriptions could be seen on the ground at fixed intervals.

Wang Chong realized that even though it was only the first day, there were already many new recruits seated within the chamber, deep in cultivation.

“This area is crafted using top-notch metal. An inscription for gathering spiritual energy has been carved below, turning all of these seats into a small spiritual energy gathering formation. In the future, you will be able to use this place as often as you like. Cultivating within these chambers will be much more efficient than cultivating anywhere else.”

Zhao Qianqiu led the group through the cultivation chamber.

“Behind the cultivation chambers is the cultivation ground.”

In the depths of the cultivation area, a dozen fully-armored Imperial Army members stood guard in front of a grand hall, dividing the front part of the cultivation ground from the latter part.

“The martial art manuals in the cultivation grounds are divided based on their tier. Origin Energy Tier 6 martial arts are placed in one region, Origin Energy Tier 7 martial arts are placed in another, and so on… In the future, choose the cultivation techniques best suited for you based on your respective cultivation realms.

The cultivation techniques stored here are all top-notch, and it’ll be hard to find any techniques of similar quality outside. However, as my students, you’ll be different from the other recruits. About this… you will understand in the future.”

Other than Wang Chong, the other students all revealed perplexed expressions.

However, Zhao Qianqiu didn’t elaborate on the matter.

Following which, Zhao Qianqiu led the group to familiarize with the area and just like that, the tour came to an end.

“… Some of you may already know of it but I’ll just say it once more for the benefit of the others.”

Beneath a lush Chinese scholar tree at the top of the mountain, Zhao Qianqiu gave his final lesson of the day to the group.

“The Origin Energy realm can be divided into nine tiers, which is Origin Energy Tier 1 to Tier 9. Upon reaching Origin Energy, one will be able to learn strength-type, speed-type, and dexterity-type cultivation techniques.”

“At Origin Energy Tier 9, one will be able to release one’s internal energy, forming a circular area of air pressure ripples just like this.”

Zhao Qianqiu stomped his feet, and weng! A circular milky-white Origin Energy ripple diffused from beneath his feet. The ripple looked completely normal, but a grim expression appeared on Wang Chong, Zhao Jingdian, and the other recruits’ faces.

Within the circular ripple, everyone could feel Zhao Qianqiu’s ridiculously immense strength.

Clearly, the other party hadn’t given it his all previously.

“Once one gains the ability to release one’s internal energy, Origin Energy will be able to take on many forms. Fighting will transcend beyond mere movements, just like this!”

With his palms facing downward, Zhao Qianqiu did a grabbing action and the milky-white ripple beneath his feet shook. A powerful surge of Origin Energy burst forth from Zhao Qianqiu’s palm, and it slowly morphed into the shape of a lion.

Following which, the Origin Energy morphed into the shape of a tiger, panther, and then a wolf!

“The flexible control of Origin Energy adds an additional dimension to fights. Thus, if you were to meet with Origin Energy Tier 9 experts, you must be careful. Experts of that level are extraordinarily troublesome, and you won’t be able to deal with them easily.”

Saying so, Zhao Qianqiu gently jerked his palm, and the wolf-shaped Origin Energy surged out. Boom! Several dozen zhang away, a boulder exploded. Dust cloaked the area.

The hearts of the group skipped a beat.

“Beyond Origin Energy Tier 9 is the True Martial realm. At that realm, one would be able to gather his Origin Energy beyond his body, forming a halo. However, that is a matter for the future.”

After explaining all of these, Zhao Qianqiu left.

“Are you Wang gongzi?”

After Zhao Qianqiu left, a few figures walked up to Wang Chong and bowed deeply to him.

“I am Zhuang Zhengping!”

“I am Chi Weisi!”

“Paying respect to gongzi!”

…

The duo was no other than the other two recruits who passed Zhao Qianqiu’s test.

From the test location til here, the both of them hadn’t spoken a word. It was only after Zhao Qianqiu left that they stepped forward to pay their greetings.

“Are you two from the Zhuang Clan and Chi Clan?”

Wang Chong stared the duo before him.

“That’s right!”

The duo bowed respectfully.

Wang Chong assessed the two of them carefully. The Zhuang Clan and Chi Clan were behemoths in the capital, and their influence was far beyond that of ordinary prestigious clans.

The two clans were extremely skilled in commercial activities, and their business expanded across the entire world. At the same time, they also possessed considerable power within the military as well.

In the Zhuang Clan’s hundred years of history, many of their offspring had enlisted into the military and took up various differing positions throughout the organization, thus forming a sizeable influence.

The Zhuang Clan’s offspring were known for being valiant, and their steel cavalry was extremely famous in the empire.

As for the Chi Clan, their reputation was slightly beneath that of the Zhuang Clan but the overwhelming number of experts in their clan made them a force to be reckoned with. Their silhouettes could almost be seen almost everywhere on the frontlines of the battlefield.

What that made Chi Clan stand out from the others were their steel guards.

Whenever a Chi Clan offspring stepped onto the battlefield, they would be accompanied by a sizeable amount of Chi Clan’s steel guards. Each of these guards would be equipped with a Xuan metal plate mail that weighed around four hundred jin and a halberd which height easily reached up to a man. On the battlefield, they were often able to tear open a hole in the enemy’s defenses, creating an opening for the other soldiers to exploit.

Even though the two clans were still inferior to the Wang Clan, their strength wasn’t one to be underestimated.

Just by the fact that the two of them were able to pass Zhao Qianqiu’s test proved testimony to their might.

“Given the Zhuang Clan and Chi Clan’s influence, shouldn’t you two be in Longwei or Shenwei?”

Wang Chong asked with slightly narrowed eyes.

“In truth, we only chose to come to Kunwu Training Camp after hearing the news that gongzi is coming here. Gongzi‘s upright and noble personality has won the respect of both our Zhuang Clan and Chi Clan and thus, we hope to stand by your side.”

Zhuang Zhengping and Chi Weisi said respectfully.

In truth, their strength was on par with the current Wang Chong and Zhao Jingdian. What the two of them were truly deferential toward was the immense influence that stood behind Wang Chong.

The Wang Clan was a clan of general and ministers, and Duke Jiu was a meritorious subject who helped the current emperor to the throne, thus earning him the favor and trust of the latter.

But the influence of the Wang Clan didn’t stop there. There was still King Song, the officials of the royal court, the protectorates by the borders, and the various Conferred Generals and Han generals…

The storm not too long ago had made many realize that they had been severely underestimating the Wang Clan. That massive influence that extended beyond the royal court and into the military…

Even behemoths like Zhuang Clan and Chi Clan couldn’t help but feel deference. Just from that matter itself, it could be foreseen that even if Duke Jiu were to pass away, the prosperity and influence of the Wang Clan could sustain for a very, very long time.

This was the reason why the prestigious clans like Zhuang Clan and Chi Clan sent their offspring to Kunwu Training Camp instead of Shenwei and Longwei.

After the verdict from the Sage Emperor, Wang Chong was labeled as the ‘rising power’ of the political scene. What was even rarer was that he was extremely young, being just fifteen at the moment, and thus, his influence had yet to fully take shape.

If they were to intervene now and establish a relationship with him, it might prove to be immensely beneficial to their clans in the future. Most of the clans who sent their offspring here were harboring such thoughts.

The words of the duo were hinting at their clans’ intention to establish an intimate relationship with the Wang Clan.

“You two are being too polite!”

Wang Chong chuckled.

“Since we’re all in Kunwu Training Camp, not to mention, fellow students under Instructor Zhao, we can be considered as peers. We should indeed get along well.”

The duo was overjoyed. Wang Chong’s words were a clear approval of them.

“Wang gongzi, this is a token of appreciation from our clan. We hope that gongzi can accept it!”

The duo took out a burgundy silk box from their sleeves each and presented it with a deep bow. They weren’t presenting just gifts in their capacity as individuals; they were acting as intermediaries for their clans.

After a short moment of silence, Wang Chong took the two boxes from their hands.

“Gongzi, we won’t disturb you any longer. If you have any needs, feel free to instruct us.”

Saying so, the duo took their leave.

“Gongzi, such prestigious clans tend to hold their interests as priority. Zhuang Zhengping and Chi Weisi are only offspring of the third generation, I fear that their words cannot be trusted.”

Looking at the departing back of the duo, Zhao Jingdian advised quietly.

“I know.”

Wang Chong replied softly. Just the credibility of prestigious clans were doubtful in itself, not to mention, the two clans chose to send out two ordinary offspring who didn’t have much of a standing within their ranks.

However, Wang Chong had his own considerations as well.

The Zhuang Clan’s cavalry and the Chi Clan’s footsoldiers were both elite troops. In the future battlefield, Wang Chong could use all the help he could get. Only by gathering the might of all of the prestigious and noble clans and uniting them together as one would he be able to change the ultimate destiny of the Central Plains.

This was the very reason why Wang Chong joined Kunwu Training Camp. Thus, why would he reject the goodwill of Zhuang Clan and Chi Clan?
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After Zhuang Zhengping and Chi Weisi took their leave, Wang Chong opened the silk boxes that they gave him. Initially, he was still nonchalant at the first glance but after identifying what was within, his face warped in astonishment.

“The Zhuang Clan and Chi Clan sure has prepared a big present this time!”

Taking a closer look at the items within the boxes, Wang Chong was silent for a very long moment.

He had thought that the gifts of the two clans at most consist of pills. While it was true that there were pills in the boxes, what that left Wang Chong surprised were the letter within the boxes. The significance of those two letters were tremendous, far greater than the pills.

They were letters of recommendation for the conferment of Wang Chong’s father, Wang Yan, as a Marquess!

The members of the Zhuang Clan and Chi Clan filled the entire royal court. Given that these letters were sent in the name of their clans, their significance was immense.

This was no longer an expression of goodwill from Zhuang Zhengping and Chi Weisi. Rather, the entire Zhuang Clan and Chi Clan were expressing their goodwill via the two of them!

“This gift is indeed heavy!”

After reading through the letters that Wang Chong passed over, Zhao Jingdian said hesitantly.

“Indeed, they sure have gone to great extents. I’ll be accepting their gifts then.”

Chuckling, Wang Chong kept the two silk boxes before proceeding over to the living quarters with Zhao Jingdian.

The living quarters and training grounds were separated in Kunwu Training Camp.

The training grounds for archers, cavalry, footsoldiers, as well as the cultivation chambers were all located on the center mountain peak where the one where the massive flag stood.

And surrounding the training grounds were four equally vast and tall mountain peaks which seemed as though they were embracing the center peak.

These four peaks were where the four main barracks, Azure Dragon, White Tiger, Vermilion Bird, and Black Tortoise, were located.

Flags flew valiantly on the four mountain peaks, and various buildings filled the area. Four gigantic statues of Azure Dragon, White Tiger, Vermilion Bird, and Black Tortoise on each of the mountain peaks made the various barracks extremely easy to recognize.

“I’m not going! I’ll never go there! Whoever who is willing to live together with that bastard can go by himself! ——”

Even from a distance away from the military barrack, he could already hear an infuriated voice echoing.

Walking over, Wang Chong saw a young man lashing out with a reddened face in front of a house. Beside him, two figures were talking to him, seemingly trying to placate his anger.

Wang Chong didn’t recognize the young man who was lashing out furiously but the two figures trying to persuade him were familiar faces.

“It’s Zhuang Zhengping and Chi Weisi!”

Zhao Jingdian was taken aback.

“Let’s go over and take a look.”

Frowning slightly, Wang Chong proceeded over with Zhao Jingdian.

“Wang gongzi!”

Zhuang Zhengping and Chi Weisi noticed Wang Chong swiftly and after a moment of astonishment, they hurriedly turned around and bowed.

“What’s wrong?”

Wang Chong asked.

“This…”

The two of them stared at one another hesitantly, and eventually, it was Zhuang Zhengping who explained the entire matter.

“Gongzi, actually, the rooms in the White Tiger barrack have been mostly taken up and only two remain. Thus, we have been trying to persuade him to live together with Su Hanshan so that you and your friend can live together. However, this fellow just refuses to agree to it.”

“Bastards! Then why don’t you two go over then? What’s so incredible with that Su Hanshan, acting so coldly to everyone. I simply refuse to share a room with that block of ice. Whoever who wishes to stay with him can feel free to do so. In any case, I refuse to have any part in this!”

That person seemed to be extremely agitated, and without any hesitation, he abruptly flung his sleeves, turned around, and dived into the room behind him.

In that final instant, Wang Chong clearly saw a purple shoeprint on his left cheek, and even the outline of the shoe sole was clearly imprinted on it.

No one would possibly leave a shoeprint on their own face. Wang Chong immediately understood the rough outline of the situation.

“It seems like he has undergone some suffering with Su Hanshan!”

Wang Chong analyzed calmly.

“That… His temper is indeed a little bad. Gongzi, don’t worry, I’ll go and talk to him!”

Chi Weisi said. Not only did he fail to persuade the other party, he was even slapped in his face. This had put him in an awkward position.

“There’s no need for it!”

Wang Chong shook his head. Turning around, he said, “Jingdian, you should live together with him. I’ll go over there.”

“Gongzi, I’ll go over there instead.”

Zhao Jingdian said worriedly. He had personally witnessed the proceedings of Su Hanshan’s test and he knew that the latter’s cultivation and skill were extraordinary. On top of that, from the looks of it, Su Hanshan wasn’t an easy person to get along with.

Zhao Jingdian was worried that Wang Chong might suffer.

“There’s no need for it.”

Wang Chong felt that Zhao Jingdian’s worry was needless. While Su Hanshan’s cold nature made him a difficult person to get along with, the fellow from before, with his fiery temper, wasn’t any better.

Most likely, the fellow from before must had said something that provoked Su Hanshan into action, thus leaving behind a shoeprint on the former’s face.

“Don’t worry, I know what I’m doing so you need not worry about this.”

Zhuang Zhengping and Chi Weisi were taken aback. As Wang Chong and Zhao Jingdian were obviously close to one another, they had tried their best to put the two of them together. They didn’t expect Wang Chong to reject their goodwill.

For a moment, the duo was at a loss for words.

Wang Chong didn’t say much. After greeting the duo, he walked over to the room not too far away. Regarding Su Hanshan, Wang Chong had his own considerations.

The personality of this future great general was a huge problem so Wang Chong had been thinking how he could change him.

The current circumstances worked in his favor, allowing the two of them to share the same room. This spared Wang Chong the trouble of finding a reason to get close to him.

…

The room was silent. When Wang Chong walked in, there was not a sound to be heard. However, scanning through the room swiftly, he saw a tall and slender figure meditating motionlessly with a cold expression on his face.

That person’s aura felt as cold as the glaciers in the North, seemingly deterring others from approaching him. Under his presence, the entire room felt like it was in the middle of winter.

“Su Hanshan!”

The thought flashed across Wang Chong’s mind.

With just a glance, Wang Chong immediately understood why the previous roommate refused to share a room with Su Hanshan. Su Hanshan’s presence in itself produced an immense pressure in the area.

Unless one had reached the same level of cultivation as him, one would feel uneasy around him.

Furthermore, the cold atmosphere around him was hard to get used to.

“It’s no wonder why no one in the Kunwu Training Camp was able to get along with Su Hanshan!”

Wang Chong thought as he assessed Su Hanshan.

Weng!

Almost as soon as Wang Chong stepped into the room, the cold sculpture-like Su Hanshan seemed to have noticed something and abruptly opened his eyes.

In an instant, the already cold atmosphere seemed to turn even more frigid.

Sou sou sou!

Without any warning, Su Hanshan flicked his wrist and a few pieces of paper abruptly shot out from his sleeves.

Astonishingly, the papers produced the sound similar to a sword as they shot through the air.

“Hm?”

Wang Chong frowned but his reaction wasn’t slow in the least. Stretching out his hands, he grabbed the three papers precisely and glanced at them. There was a line of words on each of the paper.

“You must not cross the boundary line at the center!”

“You must not interrupt me!”

“I hate noise!”

…

Those words were forceful and strong, as though they were carved with knife. The feeling they emanated was also cold and callous.

“This does feel like Su Hanshan’s style!”

Wang Chong shook his head within.

The words were already completely dry, indicating that they weren’t written today. It seemed like Su Hanshan had prepared these notes even before ascending the mountains.

Clearly, social interaction was something he intended to avoid altogether.

Regardless of who entered, they would probably receive these three notes.

Hu!

On the other hand, after seeing that Wang Chong had received the notes, Su Hanshan flung his sleeves, stood up, and without even looking at Wang Chong, he opened the door and walked out.

In the entire process, he didn’t even utter a single word to Wang Chong, clearly displaying his cold and proud disposition.

“It’s easier to change a dynasty than a person’s character. Seems like it’ll be impossible for me to succeed in the short-run.”

Wang Chong shook his head, paying the matter no heed. He took out a few more pieces of paper and began writing.

The relationship between Sun Zhiming and Deng Mingxin had turned hostile so Deng Mingxin would surely try to get even. Thus, Wang Chong had to deal with that matter as soon as possible so as to minimize all possible threats.

After contemplating for a moment, Wang Chong wrote two letters; one to Big Uncle Wang Gen and the other to King Song Li Chengqi.

Then, he had someone send them over.

After settling these matters, Wang Chong heaved a long sigh of relief.

“Next, I’ll have to find some way to bring up my fighting prowess!”

Wang Chong thought.

The Three Great Training Camps was an initiative highly valued by the Sage Emperor, and innumerable talents had been attracted to it. Even a person of young Marchioness Yi’s level was roped in as well.

The matter in the day made Wang Chong realize that his cultivation was far from sufficient to tower above the rest. Putting all aside, Su Hanshan was the best example.

Not to mention, there were probably many hidden gems within the Three Great Training Camps.

And Zhou Jue existence also served as a warning to Wang Chong.

That person was of equivalent standing to Second Brother Wang Bei. If second brother was still around, Wang Chong need not have to worry much. However, it’s a pity that second brother is still imprisoned in the Death Prison.

So, Wang Chong only had himself to fall back on.

After contemplating for a moment, Wang Chong decided to learn another martial art.

“I’ll cultivate the Hexad Arms Technique!”

Wang Chong recalled an incredibly powerful technique he had seen in his previous life.

Even though there were many good secret arts that Wang Chong could learn for free in Kunwu Training Camp, there were much better choices available to him.

The ‘Hexad Arms Technique’ was one such example.

This technique was a typical dexterity-type secret art. This would be the first dexterity-type secret art that Wang Chong would take up.

Even though its cultivation wasn’t easy and it didn’t boost his strength at all, it complemented perfectly with his Single Character Consecutive Slash.

If he could execute the both of them simultaneously, the might of the Single Character Consecutive Slash could be increased by several folds. In the duration that he could only launch a single slash now, after mastering the Hexad Arms Technique, he would be able to launch six of them consecutively, thus enhancing his fighting prowess by numerous folds.

More importantly, the ‘Hexad Arms Technique’ was just an elementary tier secret art. Proceeding further, there was ‘Dozen Arms Technique’, ‘Twenty-Four Arms Technique’, and the final ‘Thirty-Six Arms Technique’.

Under the situation that Wang Chong’s cultivation realm remained constant, this secret art could raise Wang Chong’s strength by an unimaginable level.

Recalling the sutra to the ‘Hexad Arms Technique’, Wang Chong sat down cross-legged and he soon fell into a tranquil state.
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Unknowingly, the sky started to darken.

“Damn it!”

“How dare that bastard steal my man!”

In a room on the Black Tortoise Peak, Deng Mingxin’s reddened face was distorted with anger. He abruptly smashed his fist into the table in the room, reducing it into smithereens.

He had eventually managed to pass the test and entered Kunwu Training Camp.

However, without Sun Zhiming’s help, Deng Mingxin had to make use of another loyal lackey to pave his way instead. In the end, the lackey ended up being eliminated.

Losing one of his two additional arms, how could he not be resentful?

“Gongzi, given that Wang Chong has stepped in and poached Sun Zhiming away, should we inform Zheng gongzi of it? We could have him step forward and deal with Wang Chong for us!”

The remaining lackey said in discontentment.

“There’s no need for it!”

Deng Mingxin was tempted for a moment but soon shook his head.

“Zheng gongzi is a connection we made not too long ago, and Sun Zhiming was originally a subordinate of our clan. Won’t he look down on us if we can’t even deal with a single subordinate?”

Deng Mingxin’s faction had chosen to ally themselves with the person named Zheng Xuan. Even though the two were both under King Qi, the latter’s clan was much stronger than Deng Mingxin’s.

Without Zheng Xuan, given his standing, he would have never been able to liaise with King Qi. 

Zheng Xuan was a shrewd man who possessed astounding martial arts. On top of that, he was also highly-valued by King Qi. Deng Mingxin didn’t wish to be underestimated by such an influential individual.

“But if not, what else can we do? Do we have to take this lying down? So many people saw with their own eyes how Wang Chong poached our people! Even if gongzi can tolerate this humiliation, I can’t!”

The lackey egged Deng Mingxin on.

“Of course we can’t allow this matter to rest just like that.”

Deng Mingxin harrumphed and his eyes slowly turned cold.

“I might be unable to deal with Wang Chong and the Wang Clan, but Sun Zhiming? Hehe. This is a world where the big fish prey on the small fish, and the small fish prey on the shrimp. Sun Zhiming is just a mere shrimp yet he still dares to betray me. Since that is the case, he shouldn’t blame me for getting nasty. I want the entire Sun Clan to pay the price for his actions!”

Resentment flashed across Deng Mingxin’s eyes. He quickly wrote a letter and soon, a black kite darted straight toward the capital.

“Sun Zhiming, since you dare to betray me, your father need not preserve his job. Return back to the countryside with your father and spend your entire life tilling the fields!”

Gazing at the black kite as it disappeared into the dark night sky, a cold glint flashed across Deng Mingxin’s eyes.

…

At the same time, unbeknownst to Wang Chong and the others, their instructor was currently headed toward the main hall of Kunwu Training Camp. 

The location of the main hall wasn’t known to the others, and even the Imperial Army members weren’t allowed to enter the area freely.

“Qianqiu, you’re here.”

The main hall was dark; there were no candles or oil lamps to illuminate the area. From the darkness, an authoritative voice echoed. At the top of the hall sat a majestic armored figure reminiscent of an exalted deity.

A powerful and heavy aura reminiscent of the oceans and mountains lingered around him, inducing deference in those who stood before him.

“Qianqiu pays respect to lord!”

Walking into the hall, Zhao Qianqiu bowed deeply to the figure above. It was clear that he held great respect for the person seated above.

And in truth, the true head of the Kunwu Training Camp was that person seated above him at this very moment, Zhao Qianqiu’s direct superior.

“How is it? Did you manage to get anything?”

The figure above asked nonchalantly.

“Hehe, of course I managed to get something. Furthermore, there’s quite a few good buds this time.”

Zhao Qianqiu chuckled after hearing the other party’s words. He began describing what that had happened during the day.

“I only came and gave it a try because of the Sage Emperor’s command. I didn’t expect to find so many promising students this time around. One of them, Su Hanshan, despite his young age, already possesses incredible offensive ability.”

“There are very few people who can break the defense of my Ten Directional Lightning Fingers. Yet, he managed to do it forcefully with a frontal attack. His offensive ability was so ferocious that even I found it difficult to withstand his blows. He even managed to breach my defense and leave a cut on me.”

“Despite his lacking cultivation, he still managed to force me to a corner. Were he to mature, it’s hard to imagine how far he could go.”

Zhao Qianqiu said with a look of awe. Su Hanshan’s performance must have truly left a deep impression on him for him to say such words.

“To be able to overcome your Ten Directional Lightning Fingers and injure you, his ability is indeed astonishing. The greatest gem you have uncovered this time around must be him then? If so, we should focus our efforts on grooming him!”

The authoritative figure said.

But unexpectedly, upon hearing those words, Zhao Qianqiu fell silent instead.

“Why? What’s wrong?”

Seeing Zhao Qianqiu’s bizarre behavior, the authoritative figure above asked doubtfully.

Zhao Qianqiu was a candid and straightforward person, and it was rare for one to see him so hesitant.

“That is a little hard to say. I can sense that Su Hanshan has a fatal flaw in his personality. Even as I stood beside him, I could feel his cold and distant aura. The other recruits instinctively avoided him as well. This isn’t a good thing.”

“What we are choosing are talented marshals of the battlefield, not ferocious generals or reclusive experts. To become a marshal, maintaining good relations with one’s peers and subordinates is of utmost importance. Only when the entire army is united as one can they coordinate to destroy their enemies.”

“However, Su Hanshan’s personality is way too cold. It is too difficult for others to approach him. I’m afraid it’ll be hard for him to become a figure capable of commanding an entire army on the battlefield.”

Zhao Qianqiu said hesitantly.

If Wang Chong was here, he would definitely be impressed. Zhao Qianqiu had only interacted with Su Hanshan for a short period of time, and on top of that, it mostly consisted of formalities. Yet, he was able to accurately predict Su Hanshan’s future.

“A recluse who isn’t easy to get along with. That is indeed a problem.”

The figure above fell silent—an extremely rare sight.

“However, that child is still young so he can be molded in the days to come. Are you hesitating because of that?”

“That’s not it!”

Zhao Qianqiu shook his head.

“Oh?”

This time, the figure above was truly surprised.

“Lord, do you still remember the Wang Clan member who caused a huge storm on the matter regarding the regional commanders policy and ended up being locked in the imperial prison by the Sage Emperor, Wang Chong?”

Zhao Qianqiu asked.

“I do. To possess such passionate love for one’s country, he didn’t let down his name as a member of a general clan, a descendent of Duke Jiu’s.”

Apparently, the figure above had a good impression of Wang Chong.

“He is currently under me.”

Zhao Qianqiu dove straight to the point. He began to describe the two battles he had with Wang Chong in detail. Throughout the entire encounter, Wang Chong had avoided mentioning his name, thinking that he could hide his identity. However, he had underestimated the fame he had accrued from the regional commanders incident. Zhao Qianqiu had already recognized him at first sight.

Just that, Zhao Qianqiu didn’t expose him.

“For him to possess superior martial arts on top of his loyalty to the country, it is truly something to rejoice over. Even though he can’t compare up to Su Hanshan, he’s indeed a good bud.”

The authoritative figure above said. Clearly, he had a high evaluation of Wang Chong as well.

“Lord, my evaluation differs from yours!”

Zhao Qianqiu frowned. He didn’t bring up this matter just to inform the latter that Wang Chong was his student.

“Even though that child attributed the attack to his instincts, I feel that there is something more to it. I find it hard to believe that a person’s instincts can reach such a level.”

“Instincts can allow you to sense underlying danger, determine the flaws in an opponent’s moves, and acutely sense possible opportunities… But it doesn’t allow you to redirect your opponent’s Origin Energy and send it into disarray.”

“Lord, you should know my ability as well. I’ve cultivated the Ten Directional Lightning Fingers for a long time already but this is the first time I’ve encountered a collision in my Origin Energy. It’s fortunate that this is only an ordinary test; were it the battlefield, such a lapse in my defense would result in my death.”

Zhao Qianqiu said with a grim expression.

Even though Wang Chong had attributed it to instincts, Zhao Qianqiu wasn’t duped. He had only pretended to accept the reason.

To be entrusted the task of choosing potential marshal candidates by the Sage Emperor, how could he possibly be fooled that easily?

Wang Chong had underestimated him.

The hall fell silent. The immense presence in the room, for the first time, fell into deep contemplation.

The Ten Directional Lightning Fingers was one of the stronger middle-tier offensive secret arts. Even though Zhao Qianqiu had suppressed his cultivation, this didn’t mean that nothing could be said about his encounter with Wang Chong.

After all, the problem that Zhao Qianqiu raised had nothing to do with strength anymore.

Even if Zhao Qianqiu were to use his full strength, it was highly probable that Wang Chong could still use the same method to direct Zhao Qianqiu’s Origin Energy into a state of disarray, resulting in a momentary lapse in his defense.

This was more of a matter of skill rather than cultivation realm.

This was still fine in Kunwu Training Camp—after all, this was a place to learn. At the very worst, he would only be slightly injured.

But if it was on the battlefield, this negligence would seal his doom!

“Are you certain that it isn’t just a coincidence?”

After a long moment, a majestic voice sounded from above.

“I’m certain!”

Zhao Qianqiu replied grimly.

“But this doesn’t make sense. To direct your Origin Energy into disarray while you are executing the Ten Directional Lightning Fingers, even old generals who are two ranks higher than you are incapable of such a feat. He’s just a mere fifteen-year-old child! How can he be capable of such a feat? After all, coincidences don’t happen in martial arts.”

That person was also astounded.

The matter that Zhao Qianqiu spoke of wasn’t a small matter. Theoretically, it should have been completely impossible. This was a feat far above that of Su Hanshan.

“Lord, you should now understand the reason behind my hesitance, right? Even though Su Hanshan’s offensive capability is incredible, it might prove to be a flaw if he were to meet a stronger opponent. On the other hand… if a mere half of Wang Chong’s meticulousness and wits could be placed into military stratagems, even I would have nothing to teach him.”

“It is this kind of person who is most suitable to become our future marshal. There’s no doubt about it!”

Zhao Qianqiu evaluated.
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The entire hall fell completely silent. That figure above had fallen into deep thoughts as well.

“So, what you mean is?”

The figure above shot Zhao Qianqiu a questioning gaze. As an instructor, Zhao Qianqiu had a greater say on this subject.

“Hehe, honestly, I haven’t given it much thought yet. This is all just my conjecture in the end, and this is only the first day. We’ll know what we should do as we move along.”

Zhao Qianqiu said carefreely.

“Haha, that’s fine as well. Indeed, this is just the first day. I’ll soon be returning to the royal palace to report events to His Majesty. His Majesty has been keeping a close watch on the Three Great Training Camps.”

The figure above chuckled.

“Hehe, I’ll bid lord farewell then. It so happens that I need to prepare some activities for that bunch tonight. Kunwu Training Camp is no place for fun and joy. They should at least realize this much as my students.”

Zhao Qianqiu chuckled as well.

“Hahaha, alright. But don’t go overboard!”

Hearing Zhao Qianqiu’s words, that figure above laughed as well. He seemed to have known that Zhao Qianqiu would do this.

“I understand.”

Clasping his fist tightly, Zhao Qianqiu turned around and left the main hall.

Shortly after Zhao Qianqiu left, that figure left Kunwu Training camp as well.

…

Time passed slowly. Soon, darkness had completely consumed the skies.

Meditating on the floor, wave after wave of Origin Energy flowed into the meridians and acupoints in Wang Chong’s arms, shoulders, waist, and crotch.

Dexterity-type secret arts focused heavily on one’s arms, waist, and crotch. There were many acupoints and meridians that had to be paved open, and what makes things worse was that most of them didn’t overlap with the pathways of strength-type secret arts.

The ‘Hexad Arms Technique’ was a high-tier secret art so the number of hidden acupoints and pathways one had to open was many times greater than ordinary dexterity-type secret arts. As such, the process was fated to be lengthy and tiresome.

If Wang Chong wanted to cultivate a speed-type secret art on top of that, the number of hidden meridians and acupoints he would have to open up would be even greater. By then, the total amount of acupoints to open in itself could already potentially number in the hundreds.

Given the overwhelming energy and time one needed to dedicate to the cultivation of all three types of secret arts, one’s cultivation would surely be impeded, thus limiting one’s ultimate achievement in the path of martial arts.

This was the reason why Zhao Qianqiu didn’t recommend cultivating all three types of secret arts before reaching True Martial realm.

However, Wang Chong was different. Back then, in the imperial prison, the Sage Emperor had bestowed him with two pills. The Zhuang Clan and Chi Clan had also each generously gifted him with a single pill, thus totaling up to four.

On top of that, he could claim quite a few of those unique pills crafted by the alchemists in the royal court from Six-fingered Zhang every month.

It was with such great resources that Wang Chong was willing to learn two or perhaps even three types of secret arts simultaneously.

The cultivation of the Hexad Arms Technique was difficult but the benefits were great. When paired with the Single Character Consecutive Slash, his fighting prowess would be multiplied several folds.

In truth, the reason Wang Chong saved the pills provided by the Sage Emperor was precisely to cultivate this Hexad Arms Technique after his release.

“I should at least first reach minor accomplishment in the Hexad Arms Technique first before consuming any pill. This way, I can make use of the energy within the pill to open up the meridians and acupoints in arms, thus mastering it in the shortest time possible.”

Wang Chong thought.

In the Origin Energy realm, the Hexad Arms technique was definitely a dexterity-type secret art that stood at the zenith. Even when put against the more powerful secret arts available in True Martial realm, it still didn’t pale in comparison.

Embraced by the night, the White Tiger Peak fell completely silent. Immersed in the cultivation of the Hexad Arms Technique, Wang Chong became oblivious to the passage of time.

Ka!

Following an unknown period of time, Wang Chong heard a crisp echo by his ear. It seemed like someone had stepped on a tree branch.

He halted his cultivation immediately.

“Hm?”

Perplexed, his eyes shot open. Such a crisp sound on a silent night like this was more than suspicious.

On top of that, it sounded extremely close to his room.

Wang Chong focused all of his attention into his hearing, but his surroundings were completely silent. It was as though the sound he had heard was just a product of his imagination.

“Weird. Am I mistaken?”

Wang Chong was baffled.

The room was completely dark—there wasn’t a single lamp lit. Other than his own, Wang Chong could faintly hear another heartbeat. It was nearly imperceptible and exceptionally slow. It belonged to Su Hanshan.

Unknowingly, he had returned to the room as well. Su Hanshan seemed to have noticed something was off as well, and he was trying to listen to the movements outside too.

Peng!

Suddenly, a loud explosion reverberated in the air. It seemed as though some heavy object had crashed into a room. It sounded extremely near, as if… it came from next door!

Then, a loud and fearful scream echoed. It sounded exceptionally conspicuous amidst the silent night.

“Jingdian!”

Wang Chong’s body jolted in agitation, and his face warped slightly. That voice didn’t come from Zhao Jingdian but the person who adamantly declared that he wouldn’t share a room with Su Hanshan.

But Zhao Jingdian shared a room with him, and the shout clearly meant that the duo had met with some kind of trouble.

Weng!

Wang Chong immediately dashed forward, headed straight for the door.

Roar!

Everything happened swiftly. Just as Wang Chong was about to reach the door, the roaring of a tiger suddenly shook the air. Amidst the shadows, a massive silhouette flashed. It pounced from beyond the door, bringing about a sharp mountain gale with its movement.

“A tiger?”

Wang Chong was taken aback. With the dim illumination from the night sky, he could vaguely make out the outline of a tiger. It was two meters long, with a head four times bigger than that of a human’s, and a physique even larger than a bear.

Boom!

With everything happening in the blink of an eye, Wang Chong wasn’t granted any time to think. His right fist punched forward, clashing heavily with the tiger’s claws.

Peng! An immense force jolted Wang Chong back as a sharp pain assaulted his arm. Making use of the momentum, Wang Chong leaped further back, pulling some distance between him and the tiger.

At the same time, the massive tiger landed on the floor. A slight crimson gleam could be seen from its eyes. Under the dim light, Wang Chong noticed that the tiger’s stomach was sunken in, and the outline of its bones could almost be seen.

A starving tiger!

As this thought flashed across Wang Chong’s mind, his complexion darkened. It was common sense that a starving tiger would be much fiercer and aggressive than in any other state.

After the previous clash, Wang Chong gauged that the strength of the tiger was above his.

On top of that, its bones were much sturdier than his.

Despite the concept of Tiger Bone in a human’s root bone cultivation, it only meant that the cultivation method was modeled after tigers. It didn’t really mean that one was able to compare up to a real tiger.

Roar!

As soon as the tiger landed on the ground, a huge gale burst forth amidst the darkness and another two massive tigers appeared. They moved to flank Wang Chong’s previous assailant.

Seeing the three tigers at the other end of the room, Su Hanshan stood up as well.

There was no partition whatsoever within a room so Su Hanshan witnessed everything that had just happened clearly.

While Wang Chong was marked by one of the tigers, the remaining two marked Su Hanshan. The threat that a single tiger posed was limited, but three at once meant something very different.

Roar!

The mountain trembled and the roar of a tiger sounded from the neighboring room—the room which belonged to Zhao Jingdian and the other fellow. As though influenced by the aggressiveness in the roar, the three massive tigers charged forward, one going for Wang Chong while the other two for Su Hanshan.

An ominous wind blew through the darkness. In a flash, that massive shadow was already right before Wang Chong. Its speed, strength, dexterity, and burst power were astonishing.

Back in the Wang Clan, Wang Chong had also tested the burst power of the Tiger Bone, and it had allowed him to cover a distance of several dozen zhang swiftly, a distance that was more than sufficient for him to capture a bird easily. However, compared to a real tiger, it seemed like he was still lacking.

After all, how could an imitation compare up to a real tiger?

Weng!

Without time to think, Wang Chong immediately executed the Celestial Steps, dodging to the side. Boom! The table behind Wang Chong was smashed into smithereens as the claw of the tiger swept all the way downward, creating a huge hole in the floor.

Even though its attack had fallen empty, the starving tiger immediately turned around to strike Wang Chong once more.

But at this moment, Wang Chong had already reached his bed. He grabbed the sword he had left behind previously there.

Klang!

The crisp sound of metal reverberated in the air as the sword was drawn from its sheath. In that moment, Wang Chong’s aura changed abruptly. Executing the Single Character Consecutive Slash, his movement speed surged, allowing him to easily avoid the tiger’s assault. Halfway through his movement, he abruptly twisted along with his sword, turning back for the tiger.

Single Character Consecutive Slash!

Boom!

As the sword swung out, a deafening cry of agony shook the room. Wang Chong’s sword had cut into the body of the starving tiger.

However, the expected sight of a clean cut didn’t occur. Rather, when it sunk into the tiger’s body, it seemed to have struck a metal plate, preventing Wang Chong from pushing the sword any further.

“Tiger Bone!”

This thought flashed across Wang Chong’s mind. The bones of a tiger were far sturdier and denser than that of a human cultivator. A sword could easily pierce into its flesh, but cutting through its bones would prove to be difficult.

Failing to kill the tiger, Wang Chong further triggered its ferocity instead. A cold gleam flashed from its claws as it smashed down onto Wang Chong’s skull.

The immense strength harnessed within this strike was sufficient to even bend and break metal.

Wang Chong dared not face the blow directly. He hurriedly retreated and retrieved a sword mounted on the wall. The sheath covering this sword was ordinary and inconspicuous; something that one could buy for a few copper coins outside.

Most people would just disregard it upon sight. In fact, it was uncertain whether they would accept it even when offered to them.

But to Wang Chong, this was the trump card that he had brought to the training camp.

Klang!

A cold gleam flashed past and blood splattered in the air. A tiger’s large furred-head fell to the ground and rolled away. Even the resilient and sturdy tiger bone couldn’t withstand this slash.

Wootz steel sword!
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Awwuuuuu!

A cry of agony sounded right as Wang Chong slew the first tiger. On the other end, Su Hanshan managed to kill a tiger as well.

Unlike Wang Chong, Su Hanshan wasn’t wielding any weapon. With just the strength of his bare fists, he slain a powerful tiger that seemed as large as a small hill.

Peng!

And not too long after the first kill, just as Wang Chong was turning his gaze over, Su Hanshan’s palm flew outward, sending another eight hundred jin heavy tiger flying with his immense might. Boom! It crashed heavily onto the floor.

(400kg)

“That fellow… What fearsome strength!”

Witnessing this sight, Wang Chong was astonished. Having crossed blows with one of the tigers himself, he had a first-hand experience of how powerful these tigers were. Yet, Su Hanshan was actually able to knock them flying!

Clearly, the other party’s brute strength was far beyond his.

On top of that, judging from his battling style, his Origin Energy seemed to possess an extremely destructive nature. This nature allowed his force to seep into the body of his enemies, destroying them from within.

Thus, even without a weapon in hand, Su Hanshan was capable of killing these tigers. This was evident in how the second tiger was staggering even after climbing to its feet. Clearly, it had suffered immense damage within! 

“As expected of the future Tiger of the Battlefield!”

Seeing this sight, Wang Chong suddenly understood why Su Hanshan possessed such astounding prowess in tearing apart army formations from the front.

But this wasn’t the time to be pondering over it. It didn’t take long for Wang Chong to find his hands full again.

Roar!

A frenzied wind blew from the door, sweeping debris of the smashed tables and chairs into the air. Carried along with this gust of wind was an even denser stench of blood. 

Deafening roars reverberated in the air as five massive tigers dashed forward from beyond the door, competing with one another to get the first blood.

“What’s going on? How can there be so many tigers on this mountain?”

Wang Chong was taken aback.

Kunwu, Shenwei, and Longwei were built on the mountains. There were many ferocious beasts and venomous snakes living in the mountain forests, and the north of the capital happened to be the royal family’s hunting ground. Could it be that the tigers there had escaped here?

Wang Chong could instinctively sense that something was amiss.

But he didn’t have the luxury to organize his thoughts to make sense of the situation at the moment. With five tigers leaping straight for him, Wang Chong suddenly found himself facing five opponents of the same level, or perhaps, even a little stronger than him.

Peng!

This time, with the Wootz steel sword in his hand, Wang Chong didn’t bother dodging. Executing the Single Character Consecutive Slash, he dashed into the group of tigers.

Complementing the Single Character Consecutive Slash with his Hexad Arms Technique had increased the speed at which he could swing the Wootz steel sword up a notch. The innumerable afterimages produced by the blade made it difficult for one to discern the trajectory of the sword.

Aooooo!

A cold gleam flashed across, and a crimson glow spilled in the air. With two swift consecutive slashes, two massive tigers were killed. However, in the same period of time, another three tigers had managed to close the distance from Wang Chong, putting him in their attacking range. Each of them struck out with their immense and powerful claws from different directions. If any of those claws were to land on him, his skull would be crushed instantly.

But fortunately, Wang Chong managed to avoid all three of them. The set of movements that made up the Single Character Consecutive Slash was profound, making it difficult for one to even discern whether he was advancing or retreating.

With just a millimeter of difference each, Wang Chong manage to dodge all three of their attacks.

Roar!

After all three attacks missed, the three tigers flew into a rage. But this time, they didn’t go for Wang Chong but Su Hanshan instead.

“I don’t like anyone interfering in my battles!”

As though knowing what Wang Chong was intending to do, Su Hanshan uttered coldly. The atmosphere suddenly froze. After the other party’s cold words, how could Wang Chong possibly step forward to help him now?

Peng peng!

However, Wang Chong didn’t have the time to catch a breather either. Yet another three tigers came flying toward him. Yes, ‘flying’! This time, Wang Chong clearly saw that the tigers didn’t leap in on their own accord. Rather, they were being tossed in by a compelling force from the outside.

Klang klang!

Different from the others, when these three tigers landed on the floor, a clear metallic sound echoed in the air.

With the dim illumination from the night sky, Wang Chong could vaguely see that the three tigers were equipped with a thick layer of armor.

How could wild tigers be fitted with heavy armor?

No matter how slow-witted Wang Chong could be, it was apparent that it wasn’t a natural phenomenon that these starving tigers had appeared on the mountain peak today. Someone had intentionally thrown them into their living quarters.

“Instructor Zhao!”

Wang Chong bellowed through gritted teeth, his voice echoing crisply in the night sky. There was only one person here who would do such stuff. In fact, to curb him, the other party even equipped the tigers in sturdy armor.

Wang Chong would never believe that this wasn’t the doing of Zhao Qianqiu.

“Hahaha…”

As expected, as soon as Wang Chong’s voice echoed, a familiar hearty laughter sounded beyond the room.

“Lad, you sure are sharp-witted. However, even though you have noticed me, it doesn’t change a thing at all. I’ve already told you that you’ll be different from the others since you are my student.”

“As my student, no matter what circumstances you are under, you must maintain a high level of wariness to deal with any danger that could be thrown your way, be it whether it is from your enemies or your own allies. This is the first lesson I’ll be teaching you!”

Amidst the darkness, an intense wind blew. Zhao Qianqiu’s hearty laughter sounded exceptionally arrogant. Even though he was discovered, he didn’t feel embarrassed or guilty in the least.

As for whether he would step in to save them, given his response, it was clear that he had no intention of stopping or intervening.

“The training camp is a preparation for your future endeavors on the battlefield. I advise you to get used to the feeling of being surrounded by danger, and that your life is merely hanging by a thread. Right, I forgot to inform you all. The training camps have a death quota as well. This is an edict from the Sage Emperor!”

These words weren’t just directed to Wang Chong. Without a doubt, Wang Chong and Su Hanshan weren’t the only ones affected by this sudden assault.

Roar!

As soon as Zhao Qianqiu finished his words, the three massive armored beasts before Wang Chong raised their heads simultaneously. Along with another three more ferocious tigers that were just sent in, they stared ravenously at Wang Chong and Su Hanshan.

Sou!

All six massive tigers pounced out at the same instant, and at the very moment when they left the ground, Wang Chong noticed that these tigers were actually executing a movement technique.

Tigers that were capable of martial arts? Not to mention, they were armored as well!

In that instant, Wang Chong shuddered. Zhao Qianqiu’s means were indeed frightening. To think that he would go to such an extent just to deal with Su Hanshan and him!

Wang Chong would never believe that these tigers weren’t enlightened by some martial arts expert.

These massive tigers had sharp fangs and powerful claws. If one were to be struck by those, one would surely be severely injured. What Zhao Qianqiu said about there being a death quota didn’t seem like a joke at this moment.

Boom!

Without any time to think, Wang Chong immediately raised his sword and executed the Single Character Consecutive Slash. Just that this time, he didn’t take the initiative to charge at the tigers. Instead, he swiftly retreated backward.

With the arrival of another six tigers—counting in the three that Su Hanshan was currently tangled with—there were a total of nine beasts in the room at the moment.

Zhao Qianqiu was indeed a madman.

Under such circumstances, even though Wang Chong was confident in his own strength, he didn’t dare to face all of them recklessly.

Roar!

With Wang Chong’s retreat, two of the unarmored tigers immediately rushed to join the melee around Su Hanshan while the remaining four continued charging toward Wang Chong.

Roar!

Tiger roars could be heard throughout the entire White Tiger Peak. All of the recruits—Wang Chong, Su Hanshan, Zhao Jingdian, Zhuang Zhengping, Chi Weisi, and the others—found themselves plunged into a bitter battle.

“Hehe, your survival depends on yourself. Don’t blame me if you really end up becoming a meal for those tigers.”

At this moment, the fully armored Zhao Qianqiu was currently standing beneath a massive Chinese scholar tree that had a trunk so thick it would take numerous people to form a circle around it. 

He stood above a great boulder which was surrounded by a thick layer of fallen leaves.

And before him, a row of cages could be seen.

These cages were forged of Xuan metal, which was renowned for its exceptional sturdiness. However, the dozen metal cages were all been opened, and the beasts that had been inside a moment ago were all tossed into the recruits’ living quarters by Zhao Qianqiu.

Hearing the panicked voices and the sounds of objects shattering in the three rooms, deep pleasure and enjoyment appeared on Zhao Qianqiu’s face.

He had obtained these tigers from the Sage Emperor’s private garden and the military.

In order to ‘educate’ his students, Zhao Qianqiu was unwilling to spare any effort.

“The first thing one has to do when killing others is to avoid being killed. If you aren’t even capable of survival, there is nothing I can teach you about the Art of Commanding. Regardless of how you do it, find some way to live on. This isn’t just a mere test.”

Zhao Qianqiu smiled with contentment as he listened to the intense fighting and the roaring of the tigers in the three rooms.

What he wanted to groom weren’t experts but soldiers who could survive tragic battles.

Ü-Tsang, Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganate, Goguryeo, Abbasid Caliphate, Charax Spasinu, Mengshe Zhao… Only the true elites in the army could sense that the empire was surrounded by danger.

If one couldn’t even survive the assault from a bunch of tigers, it would be even less possible for one to survive the treacherous battlefield. Thus, Zhao Qianqiu wasn’t worried about any deaths occurring at all.

‘Lying beneath a successful general are countless withered corpses’, the path of becoming a marshal was, in truth, a trial of defying death!

Time slowly passed. Zhao Qianqiu continued waiting patiently outside.

“AH!”

A cry of agony sounded from Zhao Jingdian’s room. It didn’t come from Zhao Jingdian but the person who was living with him, the one who had argued vehemently just so to avoid sharing a room with Su Hanshan. He became the very first victim of the tigers.

After which, pained cries rose from Chi Weisi and Zhuang Zhengping’s room as well. Fortunately, it wasn’t the sound a death throe, but still, it seemed like one of them was severely wounded.

Not too long later, some dull groans also sounded from Wang Chong and Su Hanshan’s room.

Hearing all those sounds, Zhao Qianqiu nodded in satisfaction. The tigers that he had gone through great trouble to obtain had displayed their might. Whether his students could survive this night or not would depend on their own capabilities.
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In the end, the assault of the tigers was more of a test than a murder attempt. Zhao Qianqiu had distributed the tigers according to the prowess of the individuals in each room. 

As such, Zhao Jingdian’s room was distributed the least tigers, allowing him to be the first one to end the battle.

“Gongzi!”

Fresh blood was dripping from Zhao Jingdian’s body. It was impossible to distinguish whether it was human blood or tiger blood. As soon as the battle ended, Zhao Jingdian immediately rushed out of his room and darted for Wang Chong’s.

Halfway through, ‘ROAR!’, a death throe sounded from Zhuang Zhengping and Chi Weisi’s room, and a massive tiger was jolted out forcefully. Crashing heavily onto the floor, it twitched for a moment before falling completely motionless.

“Go! Let’s take a look!”

Zhuang Zhengping and Chi Weisi’s voices sounded. The two of them immediately dashed out of the room and followed behind Zhao Jingdian.

Even though the entire area was shrouded in the shadows of the night, beneath the lush Chinese scholar tree, Zhao Qianqiu still clearly saw the unkempt state of the duo. Their faces were ghastly pale, and there were many claws marks on their clothes, arms, chests, abdomens… In fact, their bones could even vaguely be seen if one focused their sight. 

——Zhao Qianqiu had specially prepared a sizeable gift for them, even though it wasn’t as generous as what he had prepared for Wang Chong and Su Hanshan.

“Not bad. As expected of members of prestigious clans, their martial arts are indeed incredible.”

Zhao Qianqiu nodded in satisfaction.

The injuries of the duo were lighter than he expected. He thought that at least one of the two would be severely injured from this encounter, but their injuries ended up to be mainly superficial. Zhao Qianqiu was rather contented with this result.

Even though he had recruited more people than he had expected, every single one of them was extraordinary.

“Now, only the two of them are left!”

Zhao Qianqiu turned his sight toward Wang Chong and Su Hanshan’s room. To the two students whom he had the highest evaluations of, he made sure to express his ‘affection’ thoroughly, providing them with ‘additional service’.

In fact, in order to deal with Wang Chong, he even obtained three tigers who, enlightened by a martial art expert, were capable of utilizing martial arts and equipped them with heavy armor.

——Good students do deserve to be ‘taken care’ of after all!

When he discovered his top students, Su Hanshan and Wang Chong, were in the same room he couldn’t help but have a huge headache initially. If these two experts were to work together, his ploy could be discounted.

However, Zhao Qianqiu soon realized that he was worried for nothing.

It was impossible for the duo to work together. It wasn’t that Wang Chong was unwilling but given Su Hanshan’s character, even when facing death, he would very much rather die alone than to be helped by another.

The current circumstances proved to be a much greater challenge as the nine tigers could switch targets whenever they pleased, thus increasing the effectiveness of the test.

“Now, let’s see which of them is able to ward off more damage.”

Zhao Qianqiu pricked his ears up to listen closely, and he noticed that the sounds within Wang Chong and Su Hanshan’s room was slowly getting sparser. It seemed like fight was reaching its conclusion already.

“That should be about it!”

Thinking so, Zhao Qianqiu began walking over to Wang Chong and Su Hanshan’s room. Roar! A ferocious roar of a tiger suddenly echoed, causing the air to tremor. The room shook for an instant before everything calmed down.

Amidst the darkness, a dim light suddenly appeared, tracing the outlines of the window and the young silhouettes within.

Zhao Qianqiu hastened his footsteps and hurried over.

By the time Zhao Qianqiu walked in, the battle inside had already ended. The wretched state of the room was particularly striking. Tables, chairs, beds, blinds, door; nothing was intact. Even the walls and floors were pocked with holes all over. The various marks from swords and the tiger claws filled the area, presenting a terrifying sight.

Blood was splattered throughout, and the ground was dyed red. More than ten massive tigers, each reminiscent of a small hill, were piled up within the room. Every single one of these tigers had the size equivalent to around four grown men so the sight of it was particularly stunning.

The three armored tigers that Zhao Qianqiu specially prepared for Wang Chong lay amidst the pile. The armor and body of those tigers had been sliced in two. Taking a closer look at where the metal was divided, it was as smooth as a mirror, indicating that it was all done in a single cut.

“Sharp!”

Zhao Qianqiu blinked in shock. He realized that he had underestimated the weapon in Wang Chong’s hands. The Wootz steel sword seemed to be much sharper than he had expected.

The armor he had prepared for these tigers were crafted of Xuan metal, which was known for its sturdiness. On the battlefield, only the most elite of troops were equipped with it. Yet, it was still unable to withstand the weapon in Wang Chong’s hand.

Scanning the room, Zhao Qianqiu soon realized that even though he had ‘specially taken care’ of Wang Chong and Su Hanshan, the two of them were still the least injured of the group.

Or to be more exact, other than their pale faces and significant depletion of their Origin Energy, they weren’t injured at all.

This wasn’t what Zhao Qianqiu expected to see.

“Ten ferocious tigers in such a confined space… and yet, they aren’t injured at all!”

His eyebrows shot up in surprise.

Wang Chong and Su Hanshan fared way better than his estimates. It seemed like brute strength and mere quantity didn’t have a decisive effect on them.

“Instructor Zhao!”

Just as Zhao Qianqiu was scanning the room, a voice broke the silence. The recuperating Wang Chong was the first to notice Zhao Qianqiu standing by the door, and soon, everyone turned to look at the latter with malicious intent in their gazes.

The air in the room seemed to have suddenly frozen.

Even Su Hanshan lifted his head to look at Zhao Qianqiu. His face was still impassive, but it could be seen that he wasn’t in a good mood.

To send tigers over in the middle of the night was going way beyond the boundary of a mere test. Just the death of Zhao Jingdian’s roommate reflected much about tonight’s matter. 

The death quota that Zhao Qianqiu mentioned previously didn’t seem like a joke. If they failed to survive this ordeal, they would have truly died for nothing.

Wang Chong, Su Hanshan, Zhuang Zhengping, Chi Weisi, and Zhao Jingdian glared at Zhao Qianqiu furiously but no one said a single word. 

The entire room was bizarrely silent for a moment. Pressure gathered in the air.

“Why? Do you all intend to rebel?”

Zhao Qianqiu could see the rage seething in the eyes of the crowd, but he was indifferent to it.

“If you find this intolerable, it’s not too late to quit now!”

Wang Chong wiped his sword silently, not saying a word.

Of the group, Wang Chong could be considered to be the one who knew the most about Zhao Qianqiu’s background. He knew that the other party was imparting the ‘Art of Commanding’ and thus, was very different from other instructors.

Even so, Wang Chong didn’t expect Zhao Qianqiu’s teaching style to be like that.

Throwing more than a dozen ferocious tigers into their room in the middle of a night, if not for Wang Chong’s fast reaction and his Wootz steel sword, it was uncertain whether he could have survived the encounter.

The resilience, strength, endurance, and burst power of those massive tigers were above his own. There were many times that Wang Chong barely escaped with his life.

If he had failed to dodge for even a single time, it would have been the end.

On top of that, Zhao Qianqiu chose to release them at night. A martial artist’s vision would be impaired under such circumstances whereas the tigers, as crepuscular creatures, weren’t affected at all. As if that wasn’t enough, three armored tigers were even specially prepared for one Wang Chong.

This was far beyond the limits of a test. This could almost be considered as murder!

He could really die from such a teaching method!

“Hehe, do you all feel that I’ve gone overboard?”

Zhao Qianqiu sneered coldly as his complexion darkened.

“Let me tell you all, I’m already treating you kindly! If I were to go by my original intentions, not even three of you would be standing before me now!”

“What do you all take Kunwu Training Camp for? Do you think that it’s a place for you all to frolick around? Do you think it’s where you cultivate friendship and make buddies? Or do you think it’s a charity organization where you can pick and study all the high-tier martial arts you desire?”

“Hmph, let me tell you all. If these are the thoughts you have, you better leave right now. This is a military barrack, a battlefield. This is where the empire trains its strongest warriors.”

“On the battlefield, do you think that I’ll be the only one sneaking into your barracks in the middle of the night? Do you think that the ones barging in would just be a few tigers who only knew how to charge on their instincts?”

“On the battlefield, you won’t be given a choice at all. Your enemies will not be just a handful of tigers, and their strength will not necessarily be at the same level as you either. When True Martial realm, Profound Martial realm, or even Emperor Martial realm warriors appear before you to strike you down, do you think there’ll be an instructor standing before you that you can berate?”

Zhao Qianqiu uttered coldly as his gaze slowly fell on each and everyone in the room.

The sudden assault from the tigers wasn’t done on a whim or out of boredom, and neither was it to toy with the lives of these students. Rather, he was trying to teach them how to preserve their lives in future battlefields.

“The battlefield isn’t a game. In a battlefield, anyone could die at any moment—and that includes me as well. If you don’t have such a realization, you’ll never be able to survive there!”

The room fell silent.

The group was initially infuriated by Zhao Qianqiu’s doing, but after hearing the latter’s words, they found themselves at a loss. Their rage flowed out as though a leaking tap and vanished altogether.

Zhao Qianqiu was right!

What they would face on the battlefield would be more than just a handful of tigers, and it would not always be at a level they withstand. Compared to the coming battlefields they would be treading on, Zhao Qianqiu’s trial was indeed nothing at all.

“Instructor Zhao! …”

Wang Chong had just barely started speaking when an abrupt change occurred.

Xiu!

A sharp sound tore through the night sky. It seemed to be at a long distance away, but in the next instant, everyone realized that they were gravely mistaken.

“AH!”

A cry of agony sounded as a cruel-looking arrow pierced through Chi Weisi’s shoulder. The immense force of the arrow sent him flying backward, pinning him on the opposite wall seven to eight zhang away.

(~27m)

Blood trickled down his shoulder, and Chi Weisi’s face turned ghastly pale. His hands slumped to his sides, and in an instant, he lost all fighting will.

Xiu!

Almost instantaneously, another sharp arrow flew into the room. This time, it wasn’t aimed at Chi Weisi’s shoulder—it was aimed at his heart.

Everyone’s face immediately turned pale.

Boom!

A steel fist abruptly shot out as swift as a bolt of lightning, knocking this deadly arrow away.

“Get down!”

Zhao Qianqiu bellowed loudly. After knocking away the second arrow, he immediately dashed toward Chi Weisi who was still pinned to the wall.

“Enemy attack! ——”

At the instant when Zhao Qianqiu leaped out, a loud cry echoed across the night. It came from the Imperial Army guards at the sentry post. However, the warning terminated abruptly halfway through, as though someone had crushed the throat of the one yelling.

Vaguely, one could hear the sound of bodies tumbling down the mountain.

In an instant, everyone’s face distorted in astonishment.

A fearful threat suddenly loomed across the entire mountain peak, leaving those in the area with a suffocating sensation.
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No one knew what was happening. This was the Kunwu Training Camp; it was just a short distance away from Great Tang’s capital, Chang’an. Not to mention, it had Imperial Army members from the royal court standing guard here.

But Zhao Qianqiu’s response was no lie. The arrow that struck Chi Weisi was no lie. And the cries of agony from the Imperial Army guards tumbling down the mountain was no lie either.

Without a doubt, this wasn’t a test that Zhao Qianqiu had prepared for them. This was a real enemy attack!

“Careful! Stay away from the windows!”

Without much time to think, Wang Chong bellowed loudly. He swung his sword at the oil lamp, and pu, the wick was cut, and the entire room plunged into darkness.

Xiu xiu xiu!

At the same moment, the terrifying sound of something sharp tearing through space sounded. But this time, it wasn’t just a single one—more than a dozen arrows whizzed through the windows.

Xiu! One of them brushed by Wang Chong’s head. The powerful wind pressure from the arrow left his hair standing on end. It felt as though he had just had a close brush with the God of Death.

Boom boom boom!

At the same time, a deafening rumble sounded behind Wang Chong. Ten arrows struck the area where Chi Weisi was pinned to originally, and accompanied by loud rumbling and a huge cloud of dust, the entire wall collapsed.

Even Su Hanshan’s face warped in shock upon realizing the fearsome strength behind those arrows.

“Everyone, get down! Now!”

Zhao Qianqiu had barely managed to save Chi Weisi by an inch. Crawling on the floor, he bellowed in a panic. He knew that this wasn’t a rehearsal; he didn’t plan for these arrows.

At the very least, he would never go to the extent of killing the guards of Kunwu Training Camp to test his students.

“Follow me, and don’t make a sound!”

Zhao Qianqiu’s voice sounded in everyone’s ears. His tone was suppressed, and there was a hoarse and anxious edge to it.

But just then, someone interjected.

“Don’t move abruptly! It might not necessarily be safer outside. The assailants are Turk master archers!”

The one who spoke was Wang Chong. His voice sounded vastly different from before.

When those sharp arrows flew by at close quarters, Wang Chong clearly saw their appearance—they were wolf fang arrows.

These savage-looking arrows had serrated arrowheads, similar to that of a wolf’s fang. Were it to sink into one’s flesh, its hook would prevent one from extracting the arrow easily.

And if one were to attempt to do it forcefully, it could result in irreversible damage.

This kind of arrow could only be found in the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganate.

“… Master archers possess extraordinary eyesight. Given how there’s no cover outside, leaving this room might put us in greater danger instead. Since there are tiger corpses on the floor, let’s pile them up in front of the window to use as cover against the arrows instead!”

In the darkness, Wang Chong’s voice was steady and calm. Instead of a teenage child, he seemed like a veteran general who had gone through innumerable bloody battlefields.

This kind of calm steadiness induced rationality and bred trust from others.

“How could I have forgotten about that! If we were to use the tiger corpses as cover against those sharp arrows, this place could serve as a fortress instead!”

Wang Chong’s reminder had jolted Zhao Qianqiu awake. Even though Wang Chong and Su Hanshan had managed to slay them with relative ease, the tigers’ massive physiques and resilient bones still made them an excellent cover against the enemies’ barrage.

On top of that, three of them were even dressed in sturdy Xuan metal armor. With such defense, they need not worry too much about the master archers.

Zhao Qianqiu had panicked out of concern for his students’ safety. In the heat of the moment, all he could think of was how he could bring his students to safety. However, he failed to consider the possibility that they might already be in the safest place.

“Listen to Wang Chong. Pile the tiger carcasses in our most vulnerable areas.”

Zhao Qianqiu instructed.

Peng!

A eight hundred jin tiger was placed vertically against the direction where the arrows were coming from. Surprisingly, Su Hanshan was the first to make a move.

He was significantly stronger than Wang Chong and those heavy tiger carcasses seemed to weigh nothing in his hands.

Peng peng peng. Following Su Hanshan’s lead, Zhuang Zhengping, Zhao Jingdian, and the others got into action as well. The tigers were around 2.45m tall each, and so, a couple of them was more than sufficient to block cover one side of the wall.

Not only so, they even managed to stack an additional layer behind it.

Pu pu pu! After the crowd was done, another rain of arrows showered down.

Wang Chong’s action of extinguishing the lights had played a crucial role. Unable to see the situation in the room, those Turk master archers could only shoot blindly. Innumerable wolf fang arrows pierced through the wall, only to be blocked by the tiger carcasses.

“Careful, those Turk master archers is also capable of high trajectory shots! Hide below the tiger carcasses.”

Wang Chong didn’t dare to get careless at all. He pulled an armored tiger over and hid beneath it. The massive physique of the tigers proved to be a valuable asset at this moment, allowing him to hide his entire body beneath it with ease.

Zhao Dingdian, Zhuang Weisi, and the others also immediately followed suit.

This assault was different from that of the tigers released by Zhao Qianqiu. These were all real experts, and everyone could feel the threat of death looming right above them.

Xiu xiu xiu!

The terrifying sound of sharp arrows whizzing through thin air sounded. As though responding to Wang Chong’s warning, more than fifty sharp arrows rained down from above.

Those arrows were shot into the heavens before slowly curving down with increasing speed. With immense might, they pierced through the ceiling and fell onto the ground.

The sight of the arrow shafts vibrating as they struck the ground due by their immense force left everyone with goosebumps. If not for Wang Chong’s reminder, they would have surely be pierced by those arrows.

However, with their current cover, no matter how dense the rain of arrows was, the group had nothing to fear.

——The tigers that Zhao Qianqiu used to attack them previously had now become their protective amulet instead. This was something that no one could have anticipated.

Xiu xiu xiu!

Another barrage of arrows even larger than the previous one came crashing down. At least sixty sharp arrows burrowed in through the roof, covering the entire room and beyond.

Listening to the relentless sound of falling arrows, the crowd couldn’t help but feel extremely relieved. If not for Wang Chong’s advice, they would all have been turned into porcupines by now!

After several more volleys, the master archers, feeling certain that it was impossible for there to be any survivors remaining in the room, moved on to other targets.

But the complexion of the group in the room remained awful.

“Turk master archers… Why are there Turk master archers here?”

Beneath the armored tiger carcass, Wang Chong’s mind was in turmoil. He never expected for a night assault to occur on the very first day of Kunwu Training Camp’s establishment.

Kunwu Training Camp had quite a sizeable number of Imperial Army experts. If the enemy were to attempt to forcefully overrun it with brute force, they would surely incur heavy casualties.

Yet, Wang Chong failed to consider the possibility of utilizing master archers.

With master archers, there would be no need for the assailants to be on White Tiger Peak at all. Given their attack range of several li, they could easily strike their targets from several mountains away.

The guards that the royal court posted here posed no threat to them at all—everyone was no different from live target dummies.

But that wasn’t what Wang Chong was concerned about.

Wang Chong had never heard of the Kunwu Training Camp coming under the assault of Turk master archers in his previous life. He couldn’t tell whether the matter had been silenced then or whether his presence had changed the future.

“As an important base for grooming future talents of the royal court, even the Sage Emperor views the Three Great Training Camps with grave importance. It seems like the Turks feel threatened by this matter.”

Wang Chong’s heart felt heavy.

The Three Great Training Camps were established to select and groom the nation’s elites.

This was a completely unprecedented initiative. As a potential opponent of the Great Tang, it was impossible for the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganate to be oblivious to this matter.

Wang Chong knew that he was negligent in this matter.

What he was the most worried about now was whether or not Ü-Tsang and Goguryeo would be alarmed into action as well.

“Instructor Zhao, how many master archers are there in Kunwu Training Camp?”

Numerous thoughts flashed through Wang Chong’s mind, and he suddenly turned his head around to ask.

“There are around a dozen archers, but of them, less than five are master archers! Furthermore, they are scattered amongst the four barracks.”

Zhao Qianqiu said bitterly.

He understood Wang Chong’s intentions—the only ones who could deal with master archers were master archers themselves. However, this was only the first day since the establishment of Kunwu Training Camp. Other than some of the instructors specializing in archery, there were no other master archers stationed here.

Kunwu Training Camp wasn’t prepared for such an assault.

From the very start, the training camps only focused on preventing those with malicious intentions from sneaking into the premises. Who could have known that the Turks would send out troops on the level of the master archers?

Zhao Qianqiu’s cultivation was exceptional but he possessed no talent whatsoever in archery. There was nothing he could do about master archers several li away.

Xiu xiu xiu!

In the darkness, the sound of arrows echoed ceaselessly in the surroundings. Other than that, only the screams of agony here and there could be heard. It was hard to estimate how many master archers had been dispatched for this mission.

A single archer could shoot fifty to sixty arrows in a second from several li away. If there were ten of them, that would be five hundred to six hundred. And if there were twenty of them, that would be more than a thousand! That was more than sufficient to wipe out the entire White Tiger Peak.

The aura of death seemed to slowly encroach, and at that moment, everyone’s faces were incredibly awful.

“Wei Hao, you can only depend on yourself now!”

Wang Chong thought anxiously.

Of the entire Kunwu Training Camp, aside from Zhao Jingdian, the other person he was the most concerned about was Wei Hao.

There were four barracks on four different peaks in Kunwu Training Camp—Azure Dragon, White Tiger, Vermilion Bird, and Black Tortoise.

Wang Chong wasn’t sure which peak Wei Hao was on, but in any case, it was unlikely that the Turks would limit their attack to only the White Tiger Peak.

Wang Chong could only hope for Wei Hao to notice the threat early and go into hiding. This was the best course of action he could make before the barrage of arrows.

“Aoooooooooo! ——”

As Wang Chong was harboring such thoughts, a wild and high-pitched howl suddenly echoed amidst the darkness, rattling the entire mountain forest. Hearing the wild howls, his face immediately warped.

That was the call of the wolves!

And from the sound of it, it wasn’t just a single one. There were hundreds, or perhaps even more than a thousand of them!

These bastards weren’t satisfied with just shooting arrows at them. They wanted to slaughter everyone here!
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Aooo! ——

A howl sounded, and many more echoed in response. Before long, the entire mountain was filled with the howls of wolves. It was impossible to estimate the number of wolves that were currently in the vicinity of White Tiger Peak.

Even though Kunwu Training Camp was built in the depths of the mountain range more than twenty li away from the capital, still, it should have been impossible for so many wolves to appear here.

“The indigenous wolves of Turkic grasslands!”

Wang Chong’s face turned incomparably grim. The howling of the wolves were loud and powerful. In the entire world, there was only a single place where so many wolves would appear at once.

The grasslands where the Turks live on.

The wolves there possessed a significantly larger physique and were exceptionally aggressive. Living alongside with the wolves for a long period of time, some Turk experts gradually learned the art of controlling wolf packs.

In the fights between Great Tang and the Turks in his previous life, Wang Chong had witnessed the Turks summoning wolves for support.

If a large army were to cross the borders, it would be impossible for the royal court to not notice anything at all. However, if it was wolves instead, even if the sentry saw them, they probably wouldn’t pay them much heed.

Clearly, this was the ace the Turks had up their sleeves.

“This is bad. The Turks are planning to attack the peak with the wolves!”

Zhao Qianqiu’s complexion turned incomparably awful. If it was just the wolves, it would still be within the capability of the guards on the mountain to deal with them. However, if the wolves were backed by master archers hiding in the shadows, everyone would be put into an extremely dangerous situation. The entire White Tiger Peak might just be wiped out.

If the Three Great Training Camps were to suffer such a heavy blow on the day of its establishment, it would surely pose a huge blow to the empire’s prestige.

As an instructor of the training camps, Zhao Qianqiu couldn’t accept this.

“I can’t just wait here, I’ve to go out!”

Zhao Qianqiu was anxious.

The open landscape outside made it easy for one to be sniped by the Turk master archers, but at this crucial moment, Zhao Qianqiu couldn’t care so much anymore.

“Instructor Zhao, how many men can you gather?”

At this moment, a calm voice suddenly echoed—Wang Chong’s.

On the inside, Wang Chong was even more anxious than anyone here. After all, this was where the future great generals of the empire were gathered. The death of any single one of them would be a huge loss to the empire.

To change the fate of the Central Plains, Wang Chong would require their help.

Until now, Wang Chong was unable to gauge whether this incident was fated or that it happened due to his intervention.

Regardless of which one it was, Wang Chong couldn’t simply sit idly as such dire circumstances unfold before him.

“I should be able to gather around six to seven people?”

Zhao Qianqiu had no idea what Wang Chong was up to but even so, he still answered the other party’s query. He had a very favorable impression of Wang Chong—the latter was able to retain his calmness even in the midst of danger and use his wits to uncover opportunities. His prior suggestion of using the corpses of the tiger to dodge the rain of arrows served as the best example.

“Can you find the other master archers in the camp?”

Wang Chong asked.

“What do you intend to do?”

Hearing those words, Zhao Qianqiu’s body jolted. He seemed to have thought of something, and he immediately turned his gaze to Wang Chong.

“Our defenses would be easier to breach if we were to separate and operate individually. The best we can do now is to gather the various master archers on the other mountains—only then would we have a chance to retaliate!”

Wang Chong analyzed calmly.

Everyone was scattered all around the peak presently. Under the strong suppression fire from the master archers, they could only fend for themselves at the moment. However, if this situation were to persist, their defenses would surely crumble quickly.

The only way to free themselves of their current plight was to cooperate with the master archers on their side.

“But have you considered that if we were to gather together, it’ll be easy for us to be spotted and killed by the Turk master archers?”

Zhao Qianqiu had already deduced Wang Chong’s intentions.

“There’s no other choice now. Even though it’ll be easier for us to be attacked if we were to gather, if we were to separate, we will only die even faster.”

Wang Chong said.

Zhao Qianqiu was also an experienced commander, but he couldn’t compare to Wang Chong, who had spent the latter half of his previous life in bloodshed.

“I understand. Five to six Imperial Army guards and instructors and one master archer on White Tiger Peak—this is the maximum number of people I can gather for now under current circumstances!”

Even though Zhao Qianqiu was an instructor, he couldn’t mobilize the Imperial Army as they operated by different chain of command.

Thus, he could only look for those that he was closer with. This way, he could avoid wasting time convincing the other party. With danger lurking all around them, the time spent in speaking an additional word to another person might potentially result in one being noticed and killed.

Sou!

Zhao Qianqiu leaped up, and before Wang Chong could get a clear glimpse, he had already vanished from the room.

After Zhao Qianqiu left, only Wang Chong, Zhao Jingdian, Zhuang Zhengping, Chi Weisi, and Su Hanshan remained… No, that’s not it. Sweeping across the room, Wang Chong realized that unbeknownst to him, Su Hanshan had left along with Zhao Qianqiu.

The entire room fell into silence. With Zhao Qianqiu absent, the crowd started to feel uneasy.

“Wang gongzi, what should we do now?”

Zhuang Zhengping turned to Wang Chong and asked with a trembling voice. As a talented offspring of the Zhuang Clan, Zhuang Zhengping had his fair share of major occurrences and danger.

But the matter was completely different this time. With at least twenty to thirty master archers hiding in the darkness, the training camp was no different from an abyss of death.

Zhuang Zhengping felt as if a blade was placed right above his neck, threatening to fall at any moment.

This was no longer a brawl among experts, this was a battlefield! No matter how formidable Zhuang Zhengping was, he was just a talented teenager. How could he have possibly imagined the horrors of the battlefield?

“Do you know anyone here?”

Wang Chong asked.

“I do, they are all scions of prestigious clans. However, I don’t know whether they are still alive or not.”

Zhuang Zhengping replied.

“Alright. For the time being, you should try to find some way to bring them over here. Feel free to leave Chi Weisi here, he won’t be in any danger for the time being. Jingdian, take care of him. I’ll go out to take a look.”

Saying so, before the crowd could say anything, Wang Chong executed ‘Dragon Ascending the Clouds’ of the Dragon Bone Art and dived out through a hole in the wall created by the assault of the master archers.

Hu!

The mountain wind blew. Leaping out of the room, Wang Chong suddenly felt as though he was plunged into a completely different world. The buildings around him were filled with holes, and under the dim moonlight, Wang Chong could see a dense congregation of wolves at the bottom of the mountain.

The howling of the wolves, the whistling of the wind, the cries of agony, the clash of weapons… and the wolf fang arrows that whizzed through the sky as though the scythe of the Grim Reaper. All of these had turned the training camp into a land of death.

Wang Chong’s worst premonition had come to be.

Just the wolves themselves were far from sufficient to deal with the Imperial Army guards stationed on the mountain.

Among the wolf pack, Wang Chong could see a few short figures sprinting about. What was peculiar about them was that each of them had several blades on them.

They traversed through the wolves freely, and some were even riding on their backs. Yet, the wolves seemed to disregard them, allowing them to do as they please.

“Ottokaji, ansahayo! …”

Flurried footsteps sounded, and an authoritative voice sounded amidst the wolves. It wasn’t the language of the Turks, and the Turks wouldn’t use double blade or triple blades.

“Goguryeons!”

The thought flashed across Wang Chong’s mind. His worst conjecture had come to be—the establishments of the Three Great Training Camps had not only pulled the attention of Turks, it also drew the intervention of Goguryeo, which lay in the northeast of the empire.

The two factions seemed to feel threatened by the establishment of the Three Great Training Camps.

The Turk master archers paired with the Goguryeon warriors and the vast quantity of grassland wolves formed an invisible nook on Kunwu Training Camp.

At that moment, Wang Chong realized that the attack wasn’t just limited to the White Tiger Peak or Kunwu Training Camp. Most likely, the other training camps were also under attack.

Given the Turks were conducting such a huge operation—even going to the extent of allying with the Goguryeons for it—their motive definitely wasn’t just to slay a few people or cause some chaos in the Three Great Training Camps.

What they wanted was to completely destroy the Three Great Training Camps.

“Careful, Goguryeons! ——”

A shout echoed in the air, but before his voice could reach far, a wolf fang arrow suddenly pierced through the Imperial Army commander’s throat. After which, three more impaled his forehead, left chest, and right chest. Peng! Falling backward, he crashed onto the ground.

“Kill them all!”

The wolves dashed forward alongside the Goguryeons hidden among them. At this moment, there wasn’t a single location on the entire mountain that was safe.

Xiu!

An arrow suddenly flew toward a Goguryeon warrior not too far away. The Goguryeon warrior reacted quickly, instinctively lifting his blade to deflect the arrow, However, something astonishing happened. As though anticipating his move, the arrow curved in an arc and pierced his arm.

“You little bastard!”

Wang Chong heard the Goguryeon warrior cursing in their native tongue. Abruptly turning his head around, he glanced at the direction where the arrow come from. However, before he could clearly assess the situation, an Imperial Army guard abruptly darted forward for the wounded Goguryeon warrior.

“Be careful!”

A familiar voice sounded, warning the Imperial Army guard. A short moment later, xiu xiu xiu, dozens of wolf fang arrows fell from the sky, covering the entire area.

Peng peng peng!

The ground trembled under the barrage and a cloud of dust rose. Twenty zhang away from Wang Chong, a dense mat of wolf fang arrows formed on the ground.

“Chen Burang!”

Wang Chong finally recognized the one who warned the Imperial Army guard—it was the youth hunter Chen Burang!

Peng!

Without any hesitation, Wang Chong returned to the room, grabbed a tiger carcass, and kicked it outward. It fell near the boulder where Chen Burang was hiding.

Pu pu pu! As soon as the carcass was thrown out, a dense rain of wolf fang arrows bombarded the area where Chen Burang was hiding at.

“He has been marked by the Turk master archers!”

As soon as Chen Burang yelled a warning to the Imperial Army guard, Wang Chong instinctively realized that the other party would be marked. Peng peng peng! The first tiger, the second tiger, the third tiger… Wang Chong was making use of the tiger carcasses to create a pathway from the boulder up to the room.

“Jingdian, get some tables and chairs over!”

Wang Chong said.

Those broken tables and chairs were insufficient to stop the wolf fang arrows but still, they should do well in blocking the master archers’ vision.

On the other hand, Chen Burang also understood Wang Chong’s intentions and dived out from the boulder. Walking along the path that Wang Chong paved for him, he swiftly darted for the room while staying close to the ground.

Three to four figures followed behind him.

“It’s you!”

Upon seeing who it was that helped him, Chen Burang’s eyes lit up in delight.
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“Wang Chong, why are you here?”

Chen Burang asked in delight.

“What about you? Why are you here?”

Wang Chong returned with another question. He was rather curious about Chen Burang’s presence here as well.

“It’s a long story. In order to save them, I ended up getting marked by a rather formidable master archer. His archery is formidable, and he can fire eighty arrows in the blink of an eye! The boulder that I was hiding at before got crushed by his relentless attacks. If not for your intervention, I might have really died there.”

Chen Burang’s face was pale. It seemed like he had exerted himself greatly during this ordeal. However, he had an excited look on his face which showed no signs of fear at all.

“You’re able to tell how many arrows he shot in a single second?”

Wang Chong asked curiously.

“Shot in a second? Do you mean that he shoots very fast?”

Not comprehending Wang Chong’s question, a sliver of doubt flashed across Chen Burang’s eyes. However, he soon broke into a smile. His smile carried the simplicity of a mountain hunter and it felt extremely comfortable.

“Hunters like us must have sharp eyes and sensitive ears. Sometimes, it is impossible to see preys hiding in the grass; so, our ears must be sharp as well.”

“Our village head said that I’m born different from the others. I don’t really think so but I’m indeed able to hear the buzzing of a mosquito several li away.”

(li -> 0.5km)

Chen Burang said earnestly. He didn’t seem to think that there was anything remarkable about his ability.

“The buzzing of a mosquito?”

Staring at Chen Burang, Wang Chong’s heart abruptly beat wildly. It wasn’t surprising for an archer’s ear to be sharp. In fact, it was common as they were trained with such goals in mind.

But to hear the buzzing of a mosquito several li away…

Even the master archers Wang Chong met in his previous life were incapable of such a feat. He suddenly remembered how Chen Burang was able to determine that wolf fang arrows were about to fall on the Imperial Army guard when he himself couldn’t hear anything at all.

In that instant, Wang Chong seemed to have suddenly understood something and the gaze he directed at Chen Burang abruptly changed altogether.

“This person’s capability sure is formidable. It’s no wonder why he could become a known archer general and lead the elites archers of Great Tang.”

No one knew better than Wang Chong that even though Chen Burang had yet to establish his reputation, in the future, he would definitely become one of the top master archers in the world.

Putting everything else aside, just his hearing ability itself was already far beyond that of the Turk master archers.

“Do you know how many master archers there are outside?”

Wang Chong asked. The sky was dark, and the location of the master archers were impossible to trace by eye. The imperative matter at hand was to determine how many enemies there were.

“There is a total of 43 master archers. They are divided into two main groups, one with twenty-eight members and the other with fifteen. Of which, eleven are stationed in the east whereas fourteen are stationed in the west; eight in the south and eight in the north. The remaining two are hiding at the foot of the mountain three hundred zhang away in the forest!”

Without any hesitation, Chen Burang immediately reported the number of enemies and even their hiding positions.

At this point, Wang Chong was completely speechless.

Chen Burang’s listening capability had reached an unbelievable level.

“Two groups?”

Wang Chong soon realized a peculiarity in Chen Burang’s words and frowned. “Aren’t they all Turks?”

“Turks?”

Hearing those words, the group of men stared at one another in shock.

They had heard of the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganate, but they didn’t expect to be attacked by the other party’s master archers.

“I don’t know who they are but their shooting methods are clearly different. One group uses the wolf fang arrows while the other only utilizes high trajectory shots. The group using high trajectory shots possesses immense might, and their arrows are harder to fend against as compared to the group shooting wolf fang arrows.”

As he spoke, Chen Burang took out an arrow. It was an arrow with a diamond-shaped arrowhead that looked exceptionally sharp.

The tip and end of the arrow had been cut off, but on the body of the arrow, Wang Chong saw a Three-legged Crow.

“They are condor snipers from Goguryeo!”

Wang Chong returned the arrow to Chen Burang with a heavy heart.

Goguryeons weren’t a nomadic tribe, and as such, the number of master archers they had was far beneath that of the Turks. However, the top-notch Goguryeon archers were far more formidable than the Turk master archers.

And these top-notch Goguryeon archers were known as ‘Condor Snipers’!

Condors flew at an extremely high altitude. Not only were their wings as tough as steel, their muscles were exceptionally powerful and their flying speed was unbelievably fast. Most arrows, including those from master archers, would have been detected and dodged long before they could arrive.

As such, most archers couldn’t pose a threat to a condor.

But Goguryeon condor snipers were very much different. No matter how high or fast a condor flew, they would always be able to snipe it! In the past campaigns against Goguryeo, there were many elite troops that had fallen at the hands of these condor snipers.

“To think that the Goguryeons would actually dispatch the condor snipers here!”

Wang Chong’s eyebrows knitted tightly together.

“You all should go in first. Chen Burang, eat this pill.”

Wang Chong passed a stamina recovery pill over to Chen Burang. The latter’s capability with the bow was astounding—he was even able to make an arrow curve in an arc in the middle of its path. In the Origin Energy realm, this was a completely inconceivable feat.

Wang Chong felt that Chen Burang’s abilities were invaluable in this crisis.

Chen Burang didn’t turn Wang Chong down. Along with the three men whom he had saved, he entered the room. Currently, Wang Chong had already gathered a total of six people. Including him, they had a squad of seven now.

Wang Chong felt that this force was sufficient for them to accomplish something.

“Everyone, take off your clothes and use the splintered wooden planks and furniture to make a few dummies. Jingdian, bring some men along with you and make use of these tiger carcasses to create a defensive line as soon as possible. It’ll probably be our turn to fight soon.”

Time was something they were sorely lacking at the moment. Even with the Imperial Army guards holding their ground, Wang Chong knew that the battle could possibly reach them at any moment.

“Leave the making of the dummies to me. I’m skilled in that!”

Upon hearing that Wang Chong intended to have the group make dummies, Chen Burang immediately deduced Wang Chong’s intentions. Having come from a family of hunters from the mountain forests, creating traps and camouflaging oneself were basic skills.

“Un.”

Wang Chong nodded. Then, he squatted down and gathered everyone.

“The enemy has come prepared and they are all experts. In a one-to-one battle, none of us will be their match at all. So, when we meet with enemies later on, fight in this formation. We only have ourselves at this moment.”

“Un.”

No one refuted Wang Chong’s words. Under such perilous circumstances, everyone wished to have someone to rely on.

And Wang Chong had stepped forward to take up this role.

The sound of slaughter continued ceaselessly beyond the room, and the howling of the wolves shrouded the entire mountain. An overpowering stench of blood wafted in the air. Without sufficient time, Wang Chong could only draw the most basic offensive formation down.

This was one of the offensive formations that Wang Chong implemented in the military in his previous life.

Unlike any other era, in the period of time that Wang Chong took on the role of the Grand Marshal of Central Plains, offensive formations became commonplace.

It wasn’t due to Wang Chong’s unique interest in it or anything. Rather, the enemies he faced on the battlefield were simply too powerful, and the weakness of his own troops was simply too pronounced in comparison, especially when facing the foreign invaders.

Thus, Wang Chong had no choice but to adapt by implementing offensive formations into the military. However, due to this, the army that Wang Chong led was exceptionally powerful.

As long as it was a battle Wang Chong participated in, enemy expert casualties would be extremely great. Most of the experts, who served as an incredibly offensive and destructive force on the battlefield, would die before they could even raise a storm.

The Turks and Goguryeons had probably planned for this night assault for a very long time. After all, they even went to the extent of collaborating with one another.

Thus, it was likely that they had already ironed out all of the potential threats.

Given that it was late at night and Kunwu Training Camp was located deep in the mountains, more than twenty li away from the capital, it was nigh impossible for the capital to obtain the news so swiftly.

Even if, by chance, the capital were to notice the happenings here, the time taken for reinforcements to arrive would be more than sufficient for them to take down Kunwu Training Camp.

Just the Imperial Army guards in this training camp were insufficient to deal with the assault from more than forty master archers, Goguryeon warriors, and numerous wolf packs.

They had managed to make full use of their master archers through this battle strategy, thus weaving a net of death around Kunwu Training Camp.

Even so, Wang Chong knew that there was one factor that the enemy had neglected. They had underestimated the prowess of the thousands of students in Kunwu Training Camp.

Chen Burang served as an ideal example.

There were many future great generals on this mountain at this very moment. As long as Wang Chong were to deploy them wisely, it wasn’t impossible to turn the tables.

“Alright. Everyone, remember the formation. We don’t have much time left so let’s quickly finish up the arrangements.”

Wang Chong said as he rushed out of the room from an opening in a crumbled wall. Outside, the howling of the wolves continued sounding ceaselessly. He could feel that a few Turk wolves were headed his way.

Aooooo!

A massive Turk wolf bared its fangs and glared menacingly at Wang Chong upon noticing him. Howling furiously, it pounced ferociously toward him.

Chi!

A cold gleam flashed across, and before the Turk wolf could even approach, it was already split in two by Wang Chong’s sword.

No matter how powerful a wolf was, it could never compare to a tiger. The physique and strength of the two simply weren’t on the same level.

Wang Chong might be hard-pressed to deal with tigers, but slaying Turk wolves wasn’t any trouble to him at all. Given the sharpness of the Wootz steel sword, there was nothing Wang Chong couldn’t cut through.

Chen Burang was extremely efficient as well. Before long, Wang Chong saw several dummies erected outside the room.

On top of clothes, Chen Burang made use of bedsheets as well. This allowed him to create a much larger quantity of dummies. On top of that, each and every single one of them looked lifelike.

There was no doubt about Chen Burang’s talent in this field.

As soon as the dummies were erected, pu pu, the sound of arrows echoed in the air.

The vision of a master archer might far surpass all of those present here but they were, by no means, infallible.

Shooting from a long distance made them nearly safe from harm, but at the same time, it limited their visibility as well.

And the darkness only served to worsen it.

From such a long distance away, even a master archer would find it hard to discern a real person from a dummy.

As such, their outstanding vision could actually be used against them to expend their arrows.

Soon after Chen Burang finished his set-up, Zhao Jingdian and Zhuang Zhengping returned as well.

“Wang Chong!”

A short moment later, the disappeared Zhao Qianqiu finally returned with four Imperial Army guards and an instructor.

One which, the instructor was carrying a giant bow.

Master archer!

Zhao Qianqiu really managed to fetch White Tiger Peak’s master archer over. In an instant, hope sprouted in everyone’s hearts.
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“Wang Chong, what are your thoughts?”

Zhao Qianqiu’s face was pale and his body was completely soaked in blood. The other people that came with him were injured as well. They had to fight all the way here, and there were even two victims in the midst of their journey.

The situation on this mountain peak was much more dangerous than everyone thought.

“Is this the student you spoke of?”

At this moment, the master archer instructor turned to Zhao Qianqiu and asked.

His breathing was extremely heavy, and his forehead and clothes were drenched with sweat. It seemed as though he had exerted himself greatly. Only he knew how close he had come to death just a moment ago.

All of the enemy master archers seemed to view him as an eyesore and half of all the arrows came flying toward him.

No one could imagine the pressure he had undergone then.

Only a master archer could deal with another master archer. With forty master archers eager to strike him down, his chances of dying were much greater than anyone else here.

Zhao Qianqiu nodded to the master archer instructor’s words.

Aoo!

The ferocious howling of a wolf suddenly echoed from just outside the room. However, it was silenced barely after it had begun. 

“Hurry up! We don’t have much time left!”

The anxious voices of two Imperial Army guards echoed from the entrance. Beside them were the bodies of seven or eight recently slain wolves.

The situation here was highly disadvantageous to them. An army of wolves and Goguryeon warriors were currently stomping through the entire White Tiger Peak.

On top of that, they were backed by the arrows of the master archers.

The pressure swiftly fell onto the crowd in the room. Everyone turned their eyes to Wang Chong.

Gathering the Imperial Army guards and master archer was Wang Chong’s idea so everyone bore some expectations of him.

“Chen Burang, come over!”

Wang Chong beckoned to Chen Burang. The urgent matter at hand wasn’t to deal with the Goguryeon warriors and wolf packs outside but the Turk master archers and Goguryeon condor snipers.

As long as they were allowed to continue providing supporting fire unopposed, the Imperial Army wouldn’t stand a chance.

When dozens of Turk master archers and condor snipers were aimed at a single person, even if that person was Zhao Qianqiu, the only plausible fate was death.

——That was how fearsome a team of master archers was!

“To think that there would be such a thing!”

Upon hearing about Chen Burang’s talents from Wang Chong, the master archer instructor was astounded. There wasn’t a single master archer who didn’t possess superior senses, but even for them, perceiving sounds several li away was an impossible feat; not to mention, discerning a person’s exact position.

Even he, as a master archer himself, was unable to say for sure how many master archers were hiding in the dark.

This youth hunter had truly left him astounded this time around. But of course, amidst the surprise was delight as well.

“I understand your intention. This is indeed a good fortress.”

The master archer scanned the surroundings. Due to the momentary illumination from the candlelight at the start of the assault, this location had drawn frenzied attacks from the master archers, resulting in innumerable wolf fang arrows being pierced into the floor.

But this was going to play a crucial role for them to make a comeback. With such huge quantity of arrows here, they need not fear running out of ammunition.

“…However, it’s useless. Just the defense from these tiger carcasses isn’t sufficient. I am different from the rest of you. If one of you were to make a move, it would just draw the attention of one or two of their archers. However, when I act, the arrows of every single one of the enemy’s master archers will come my way. When wolf fang arrows fall from all directions, there’ll be nowhere safe for you all.”

The master archer instructor couldn’t help but feel impressed by Wang Chong’s wits. To build a fortress on the spot and have Zhao Qianqiu and the others escort him here to prepare for a retaliation, it was indeed a thorough plan.

As long as he had a suitable ‘fortress’, he would surely be of much greater use than Zhao Qianqiu and the others.

It wasn’t that he had never considered looking for a shelter so that he could counterattack, but such a place simply didn’t exist on White Tiger Peak.

“These tiger carcasses are definitely insufficient, but it’ll be a different matter if we include those metal cages outside!”

Wang Chong finally revealed his thoughts.

The twelve cages that Zhao Qianqiu used to house the tigers previously were quickly brought into the room. These metal cages were placed in a line, flushed against the walls, covering the entire room. When all of these empty cages were filled with tiger and wolf carcasses, and large quantities of granite rocks and pebbles, the sturdiest fortress on the entire peak was created.

In that instant, the gazes that everyone, including Zhao Qianqiu, Chen Burang, and the master archer instructor, looked at Wang Chong with became vastly different.

Chen Burang was a hunter of the mountains, and he specialized in creating traps and camouflage. Yet even he, who was taught to make use of the resources around him, never considered using these metal cages to create a fortress for the only master archer on the mountain.

For an archer, this was the most important condition to bring out one’s full firepower.

“The Turk master archers and Goguryeon condor snipers are capable of high trajectory shots, and of them, the Goguryeon condor snipers are exceptionally skilled in that. Chen Burang, you’ll assist Instructor Zhou. The moment you hear any high trajectory shots, inform him immediately so that he can take cover in the cage at the center!”

Wang Chong gestured to the two metal cages stacked on one another in the middle of the room. This was something he had specially prepared. The cage on top was packed with wolf carcasses surrounded by granite rocks and pebbles, similar to the wall defenses, whereas the cage below was left empty.

This way, after the enemy realized that normal shots were useless and resorted to high trajectory shots, Chen Burang and the master archer instructor will be able to take shelter inside the empty cage in time.

——In order to ship the tigers, the cages were made of thick Xuan metal. Under this current threat, the sturdy material was proving to be a valuable asset.

“Hahaha, Zhao Qianqiu, you sure have an impressive student. With these fortifications, the wolf fang arrows on the floor, and this student here, I’m confident of facing all of them!”

Zhou Huang—the master archer instructor—chuckled heartily as the tenseness in his heart eased. Ever since the invasion began, it was as if a huge boulder was crushing down on his heart, but now, after seeing the location that Wang Chong had prepared, the stifling sensation vanished.

“We only need a few people here. I’ll attract the attention of all the master archers as soon as I make a move, so you all should leave first!”

Grabbing his bow in one hand and a handful of arrows in the other, Zhou Huang prepared himself.

“Zhuang Zhengping, you can just leave Chi Weisi in the cage in the middle. As for the rest, follow me!”

Wang Chong beckoned, leading the group out of the room.

As long as Zhou Huang could draw the attention of all the master archers in the surroundings, leaving the room shouldn’t pose too much danger. 

They had to make use of this opportunity Zhou Huang provided them to deal with the wolf packs and Goguryeon warriors on the mountain peak.

“Let’s go! Remember the strategy I just taught you!”

Drawing his Wootz steel sword, Wang Chong advanced outward with carefully measured steps. The group following behind didn’t walk casually either—rather, they were proceeding forward in a military formation.

Even the Imperial Army guard tagging along for the operation couldn’t help but feel impressed at the sight.

Aoo!

An army of wolves swarmed toward them as soon as they emerged from the room. Individually, these wolves weren’t powerful at all. There was no one here who would lose a one-to-one fight against them.

However, the wolves of the Turk grasslands never fought individually. Rather, they knew how to cooperate with one another to strike down their prey. Whether it was Wang Chong, Zhao Jingdian, or the Imperial Army guards, if anyone was to be isolated from the group, he would be in grave danger.

This was the reason why Wang Chong advised Zhao Qianqiu to quickly head out to reinforce those outside earlier.

The situation on White Tiger Peak was rather severe. Corpses and carcasses lay all over the rugged terrain. In the short moment that Wang Chong, Zhao Qianqiu, and the others were setting up fortifications, the situation on the peak had been rapidly deteriorating.

“Kill!”

Grasping his sword with both of his hands, Wang Chong hastened his footsteps, leading the group’s charge into the packs of wolves.

Aooooo!

A dozen wolves bared their fangs and, after their howls, they abruptly pounced toward the group. Cold glints flickered in their green eyes beneath the dim moonlight.

Chi! Blood splattered ceaselessly as sword after sword were raised to intercept their pounce. Then, several wolf carcasses crashed right onto the ground before Wang Chong and his team.

At the same time, behind Wang Chong, sharp whizzes sounded. More than fifty wolf fang arrows were shot out from Wang Chong and Su Hanshan’s room. They traversed the night air, headed for the forests around White Tiger Peak.

——The only master archer instructor on White Tiger Peak had made a move. At that instant, it was as though time had stopped. This could very possibly be the turning point of the entire battle.

Wang Chong didn’t have the luxury to be looking around, but he could sense the slight difference in the airspace above him. Suddenly, the rain of wolf fang arrows seemed to have thinned considerably.

Silence.

“Yay! Three of them! We managed to kill three Turk master archers!”

A loud but slightly quavering bellow containing uncontrollable joy sounded from the room.

Chen Burang!

No one turned around to assess the situation—there was no one who could afford to have their attention diverted at this moment. However, everyone immediately realized that Wang Chong’s plan was working. For the first time since the start of the battle, there were casualties among the enemy master archers.

Everyone’s heart lightened, and they felt as though the pressure on them had been reduced considerably.

“Evacuate!”

As soon as he heard Chen Burang’s voice, Wang Chong immediately issued a command. Everyone hurriedly dashed forward, trying to get as far away from Chen Burang and Zhou Huang as possible.

Xiu xiu xiu!

A goosebump-inducing racket echoed in the air. Not too long after Zhou Huang’s stream of arrows was shot out, a dense array containing thousands of arrows converged back from all directions.

At this moment, the attention of every single Turk master archer and condor sniper was directed toward Zhou Huang and Chen Burang…
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Wang Chong’s stratagem was working.

A relentless rain of arrows fell upon the room that Zhou Huang and Chen Burang were in. Through hiding in the steel cage located at the center, they survived the first wave of arrows. Xiu xiu xiu, Zhou Huang started releasing the second round of arrows. 

A fight between the master archers of two differing factions wasn’t just a about the number of personnel on both sides. It went deeper than that.

When Zhou Huang managed to kill six of their master archers consecutively from the ‘fortress’, fear began spreading among the hostile master archers.

All of a sudden, the mountains several li around White Tiger Peak fell silent.

Zhou Huang’s masterful archery skills coupled with Chen Burang’s astounding talent formed the ideal combo. In all directions, dozens of arrogant Turk master archers and Goguryeon condor snipers had finally toned it down.

Wang Chong knew that this was a chance for them.

“Over there!”

Ten zhang away, an instructor whose left shoulder was pierced by a wolf fang arrow was kneeling on the ground with a pale face. Dozens of wolf carcasses were piled around him, but an endless number of Turk wolves seemed to fill the places of their fallen companions instantly, resulting in an endless barrage of attacks.

Other than a few Imperial Army guards who had been shot down by the wolf fang arrows, there was no one around him.

It was impossible to tell how long he had stood his ground, but judging from his pale face and the cold sweat dripping down it, it seemed like he had expended himself greatly.

Chi!

Wang Chong, Zhao Jingdian, Zhuang Zhengming, and an Imperial Army guard formed a small squad who swiftly slaughtered their way over to save the White Tiger Peak instructor.

Upon receiving the aid of Wang Chong’s group, the awful complexion of the instructor finally alleviated.

“Can you still persevere on?”

Wang Chong asked.

“I can!”

The instructor replied. The youngster before him felt unfathomable and mysterious. Given the chaos on White Tiger Peak, he didn’t expect for there to be such an organized squadron moving around.

Nodding his head, Wang Chong pulled the other party to his feet.

Then, with the addition of an instructor, the group headed for their second destination. At their second destination, there was a huge boulder, and behind the boulder, there was an Imperial Army guard who seemed to have suffered severe injuries from the rain of arrows.

And catching the scent of his blood, a large group of wolves surrounded him tightly, leaving him with no space to escape.

Slaying their way through the pack, the group saved the Imperial Army guard. Just like that, the total number of Imperial Army guards and instructors in Wang Chong’s group increased to three.

Wang Chong’s composure and confidence allowed him to earn the trust of these Imperial Army guards and instructor easily. At this point, their squad already formed quite a sizeable strength under the current circumstances.

“Our next target, that Goguryeon warrior!”

Wang Chong pointed to a Goguryeon standing in the midst of the wolf pack. That person had unkempt long hair and an aura of wildness. Grasped in his hands were three long sabers which slashed swiftly around as though a storm. Working along with the wolf pack, he slashed at an opposing Imperial Army guard at every possible opportunity, forcing the other party to retreat continuously. If the situation was allowed to develop on in such a manner, the Imperial Army guard would surely fall a moment later.

Boom!

The instructor and Imperial Army guards first launched the attack. Then, Wang Chong, Zhao Jingdian, Zhuang Zhengping, and a few other scions, as promised before, charged forward to reinforce them.

Wang Chong’s attrition strategy worked. In a few moments, the Goguryeon warrior’s internal organs were shattered and he died shortly thereafter.

And so, the number of experts around Wang Chong increased to four.

“Jingdian and Zhuang Zhengping, you two lead some men to gather the other recruits. Also, by the edges of the mountain where no one is around, light a few fires. The bigger it is, the better its effect will be. This will impair the master archers’ visibility!”

Wang Chong suddenly turned around and instructed his group.

Master archers weren’t invincible!

Even though their astounding eyesight allowed them to pick out an apple hanging on a distant tree clearly, that was only limited to daytime. At night, there were too many ways to limit their visibility, and starting a fire was one of them.

Theoretically, a source of light on the mountain should increase the threat of the enemy master archers to them. However, the truth was that the source of light would interfere in the master archers’ ability to adapt to the darkness, thus further impairing their visibility.

Furthermore, the campfire, whether subconsciously or consciously, would surely affect their concentration. After all, no matter how formidable master archers were, they were still mortal beings.

Doing so would limit the damage the master archers could cause, thus increasing the survivability of the forces on the mountain.

“Yes, we’ll go and get it done now!”

Zhuang Zhengping responded without any hesitation. Obeying Wang Chong’s instructions, they quickly left.

“This is a formation that I created. When facing any enemies later on, follow by this formation!”

After which, Wang Chong drew a simple formation diagram on the ground and explained its fundamentals to the instructor and Imperial Army members.

“Understood.”

The crowd nodded their heads. Wang Chong had designed this formation for the battlefield, and as veterans of the battlefield, they understood it far faster than Zhao Jingdian and the others.

Thus, leading the four Imperial Army members and instructor, Wang Chong advanced forward.

He didn’t partake in any battle. Rather, he focused his effort on leading the Imperial Army guards and instructor to clear away the isolated Goguryeon warriors and save their allies.

The fifth one, the sixth one…

Wang Chong’s group gradually expanded as they accepted rescued guards and instructors into the team. 

The seventh one, the eighth one, the ninth one…

Different from the severely injured instructor and Imperial Army members in the group at the start, a large portion of those saved subsequently on retained a larger portion of their fighting prowess.

Under the current situation, wit was far more effective than brute strength.

“We’ll claim this ground first!”

Wang Chong pointed his finger to the front.

Back when he was exploring the mountain, he realized that there were three strategic geographical locations on White Tiger Peak. These three locations were interconnected. As long as they were able to hold onto all three, they could limit the number of enemies capable of approaching their forces at any one time.

And the place Wang Chong was pointing toward was the first of the three. It was located in the center of the rows of dormitories on the mountain.

There was a high chance they could survive as long as they conquered the area. Firstly, they could make use of the various dormitories to block the vision of the master archers. On top of that, they could make use of the walls in the surroundings to minimize the pressure from all directions to the minimum.

It could be said that other than Zhou Huang and Chen Burang’s fortified room, that was one of the safest zones on the peak.

“Everyone, let’s do according to what he says!”

An instructor who was saved by Wang Chong threw in his support.

Wang Chong’s composure had won the trust of the group. Without any hesitation, the instructors and Imperial Army guards carried out Wang Chong’s instructions.

Aooooooooooo!

Countless wolves pounced at them swiftly and ferociously, but they were unable to stop the group’s footsteps at all. After killing off three Goguryeon warriors hidden amidst the wolf pack, the group finally successfully claimed the first strategic ground.

Precipitous ten zhang tall cliffs surrounded this area on the both sides. The appearance of the nine Imperial Army guards and instructors seemed as though a skerry rising in the midst of a vast ocean.

Packs of wolves charged steadily toward them from the foot of the hill, feeling instinctively threatened by their presence. However, the defense of the group was as sturdy as a wall. Any wolf that came forward would be slaughtered and its lifeless carcass added to a growing pile on the ground.

The geographical terrain had played an important role in their defense. In here, the onslaught of innumerable wolves felt like an ocean attempting to surge into a river channel. From both sides, only a total of twenty or so Turk wolves could enter at any given time.

Following Wang Chong’s instructions, three men were stationed at the front and four at the back. The other two stood in the middle, ready to reinforce either sides at any moment. 

The advantageous geographical terrain along with the formation made it such that despite the huge quantity of incoming wolves, on average, everyone was only facing two at any given time. Given the strength of the Imperial Army guards and instructors, dealing with two Turk wolves simultaneously was a walk in the park.

One after another, the giant wolves fell to the ground. Before long, there were already more than sixty carcasses lining the ravine. Yet, during this period of time, the group didn’t even sustain the slightest injury.

And while the group was camping in this area, the general wolf population on the mountain decreased, reducing the burden of the others on White Tiger Peak. Finally, they found a chance to catch a breather.

All of a sudden, the situation on White Tiger Peak seemed to be turning for the better.

To think that such a simple move would have such massive effects. In an instant, everyone felt even more awed by Wang Chong.

“Wang gongzi, what do we do next?”

An instructor looked at Wang Chong and asked.

“We mustn’t abandon this location.”

Frowning, Wang Chong contemplated for a short moment before issuing new instructions.

“We have to clear away the wolf carcasses in the ravine. Use them to fill the rooms at both sides, this can reduce the threat of the archers for us.”

There were no convenient dead tigers in this area. Even though wolf carcasses couldn’t compare to tiger carcasses, as long as there was a sufficient quantity of them, this location could still be turned into a new fortress.

Quantity could make up for quality!

“Do as Wang gongzi says!”

At this point, everyone finally saw a ray of hope. In just a short moment, the situation of the battle on White Tiger Peak seemed to have changed entirely.

The fearsome master archers were all forced to rein themselves in, seemingly fearful of something. As a result, the rain of arrows pouring down from the sky had grown sparse and less frequent. 

And without the cover of the wolves and the archers, the threat the Goguryeon warriors posed was severely limited.

All of these were the credit of the young man before them.

Pu pu pu!

Everyone kicked the wolf carcasses into the nearby rooms, and before long, the empty rooms were entirely filled.

Hu! At the same moment, a large conflagration sprang up amidst the darkness. Then, a second one, and a third one! …

Zhao Jingdian and Zhuang Zhengping had accomplished their mission.

These flames lit up the corner of White Tiger Peak, but it seemed to place a cloak of darkness into the surroundings where the radiance was unable to reach.

“Well done!”

Back at Wang Chong and Su Hanshan’s room, Chen Burang saw the flames and his eyes lit up. Even the exhausted Zhou Huang, who was perspiring profusely at this moment, showed a hint of a smile.

With these flames, he would be in an even more advantageous position in the face off against the other master archers!

“There’s nothing that I can teach that child!”

Standing amidst the shadowy mountainside, Zhao Qianqiu wiped a layer of sweat off his forehead as he gazed at the blazing flames in the distance. A faint smile slowly appeared on his face.

It was just like a rolling snowball. Zhao Qianqiu didn’t expect that with just the limited strength of an Imperial Army guard and five students, Wang Chong would really be able to cause such a huge change in the circumstances on White Tiger Peak.

“Instructor Zhao, Wang Chong invites you over!”

At this moment, a voice sounded by his ear. Unknowingly, Zhao Jingdian had stepped through the darkness and appeared before him.
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When Zhao Qianqiu saw Wang Chong once again, he was astonished. To think that the latter would be able to build a second fortress on the mountain!

First, he used stones to fill the metal cages, and now, he was actually using the carcasses of the wolves brought over by their enemies to serve as a barrier against them. Wang Chong’s line of thoughts was indeed unfathomable.

However, what left Zhao Qianqiu truly surprised was the group that Wang Chong gathered.

In just a short moment, nearly twenty Imperial Army guards and instructors, along with thirty recruits were gathered.

“So many people!”

Zhao Qianqiu found this feat astounding.

On top of that, Zhao Qianqiu also realized that the group Wang Chong was directing weren’t fighting their own individual battles. Instead, the location they each stood-in seemed to obey some kind of logic.

“This is a battle formation!”

Zhao Qianqiu recognized it in an instant.

This was a battle formation that allowed the entire group of fifty people to form a single entity. By complementing one another, they maximized their fighting prowess and minimized the danger and damage each individual faced.

And the best proof for the effectiveness of the battle formation was the huge pile of wolf carcasses and Goguryeon warrior corpses.

“It must be Wang Yan who taught him this!”

A thought flashed across Zhao Qianqiu’s mind. The Wang Clan was a clan of ministers and generals, and Wang Chong’s father was a well-known general who guarded the borders. It wouldn’t be surprising if Wang Chong was knowledgeable in this aspect.

“Wang Chong!”

Zhao Qianqiu walked over. The mountain wind whistled, and within the darkness, he could see that the young man’s face was slightly pale. Even so, he had a clear look of composure.

“Instructor!”

Hearing the voice, Wang Chong turned around and said, “You’re here.”

“You were looking for me?”

Zhao Qianqiu dove straight into the topic.

“Do you still have sufficient strength left for a battle?”

Wang Chong asked.

“You have a plan in mind?”

Zhao Qianqiu immediately understood what Wang Chong was up to.

“Un.”

Nodding his head, Wang Chong continued, “Instructor, if I can get you off  the mountain, are you confident in killing those master archers at close range?”

“Are you joking with me? What master archers fear the most is close-range combat. Even though their fighting prowess isn’t too bad, there’s no way they can match up to close-range troops like us. If we could get to them, do you think it’s possible for us to be put in such a vulnerable situation?”

Zhao Qianqiu frowned in displeasure. He thought that Wang Chong had some masterful plan in mind, but to think that it would just be this.

The current situation wasn’t whether they were able to kill the master archers or not but that no one could leave the mountain at all. The other party had come prepared, so how could they possibly make such a crude mistake? Given the huge number of master archers in the area, they were more than capable of preventing anyone from getting into proximity with them.

No one, even Zhao Qianqiu, would be able to descend from this mountain safely at the moment!

“Instructor, what if I tell you that I’ve a way of getting you down the mountain safely?”

Wang Chong’s long hair danced in the wind as a slight smile crept onto his face.

“If that’s the case, I guarantee you that I’ll be able to clear away those master archers!”

Zhao Qianqiu was stunned for a moment before cold killing intent emanated from his eyes.

The greatest flaw of White Tiger Peak was the lack of cover. It was extremely easy for one to be killed while scaling down the mountain. However, if one could get to the foot of the mountain and dive into the forest which was filled with trees, rocks, and vines… They would be able to turn the tables, and the master archers would be placed in a vulnerable position instead.

“But that’s impossible. This is all just theory. Given the current circumstances, we can’t even get to the foot of the mountain, needless to say, get to them.”

Zhao Qianqiu soon shook his head.

“Hehe, it’s impossible under normal circumstances but look over there.”

Wang Chong chuckled heartily as he stretched out a finger toward a direction amidst the darkness.

“The cliff?”

Zhao Qianqiu was taken aback. The direction where Wang Chong was pointing at was a depression, and a little further was a cliff. The other party expected him to jump off the cliff to get to the master archers?

Was this some kind of joke? How was he supposed to survive jumping off the cliff? Even with his cultivation, he would surely die jumping from this height!

“I’ve checked the area during the day and the slope over there is the gentlest. More importantly, there are some ivy growing there.”

Wang Chong immediately revealed the reason behind his confidence.

Taken aback, Zhao Qianqiu suddenly understood Wang Chong’s intentions.

The presence of ivy on a cliff made a huge difference. Wang Chong had already scouted the area in the day and confirmed that the cliff was facing the shade. Due to the absence of sunlight, a significant amount of ivy was growing in the region, extending all the way from the top to the bottom.

Currently, dozens of master archers had locked onto White Tiger Peak. The shortest way down the mountain was via the ivy, and more importantly, it would be the least conspicuous one as well.

“But this is not sufficient. Even with the ivy on the face of the cliff, my mobility while scaling down will be severely limited. I would surely be unable to avoid their arrows if they were to notice me.”

Zhao Qianqiu began to contemplate over this course of action seriously and a moment later, he replied.

Chuckling, Wang Chong came clean with his entire plan.

“Your plan is feasible! It’s worth a try.”

After hearing Wang Chong’s plan, Zhao Qianqiu’s eyebrows leaped in agitation.

Even though Wang Chong’s plan sounded risky, it was actually fleshed out. It could be seen that Wang Chong wasn’t just proposing this idea on a whim. Rather, he had considered all different aspects before presenting it to him.

More importantly, this was the only way to break out of the current situation. If they didn’t clear the dozens of master archers on the surrounding cliffs, it would be impossible for them to reverse the situation.

On this aspect, Zhao Qianqiu shared the same view as Wang Chong.

Hu!

A bright flame suddenly bloomed at a distance not too far away. Then, a second one appeared. The two large conflagrations danced and distorted, throwing their surroundings further into shadow.

At the same time, this blinding pair of flames blocked the vision of the master archers from two directions.

Hong long long.

Right after the two bundles of flame appeared, a few oversized rocks were rolled off the edge of the cliff. Pupupu, wolf fang arrows immediately streamed in from all directions in response.

Next, a cluster of wolf carcasses were thrown off the mountain. Following which, another bunch of wolf fang arrows rained down. Thereafter, the defenders baited a third wave and a fourth…

After several waves of such, the master archers seemed to have realized that something was amiss. Thus, they no longer reacted as vigorously to this stimulus.

“Instructor Zhao, it’s about time. When you are scaling down in a moment’s time, make sure to tuck your limbs tightly together. Allow yourself to fall freely for a period of time before using the rocky surface of the cliff to decelerate. While you’re going down, I’ll release a few waves of rocks to confuse the enemies. As long as we make use of this well, it should be sufficient to allow you to reach the base of the mountain.”

“Also, there will be a few alarmed war steeds when you get there. Once you reach the bottom, choose one and chase the rest away. This will help you reach the master archers as soon as possible.”

Some other recruits on White Tiger Peak had noticed the war steeds and reported it, and so, Wang Chong integrated their presence into his plan as well. The ivy on the cliff and the war steeds at the bottom of the mountain… As long as Zhao Qianqiu played his cards well, this could potentially turn the tables around.

“I understand.”

Zhao Qianqiu nodded. Under the cover of the two flames, just as Wang Chong directed his group to throw another wave of wolf carcasses down, Zhao Qianqiu blended in and slid down, vanishing into the darkness silently.

“Instructor Zhao, take care. You’re the key to whether we’ll be able to overcome the current crisis or not.”

Gazing at the direction where Zhao Qianqiu had disappeared, Wang Chong soon regained himself.

Now wasn’t the time to be worrying about Zhao Qianqiu. Too many people had gathered at the center of the buildings, and this would make them an incredibly conspicuous target. If a rain of high trajectory shots were to fall here, they would suffer heavy losses.

Wang Chong knew clearly that it would be unwise for them to congregate at a single location.

“Now, we’ll proceed on to the second location!”

Drawing his sword, Wang Chong pointed at the second strategic location in the distance on White Tiger Peak. Looking at the direction he was pointing toward, everyone was flabbergasted.

The direction Wang Chong was pointing toward was the giant White Tiger statue at the peak of the mountain.

To Wang Chong, that location was a natural barrier against the high trajectory shots of the master archers. If he were to stack a lot of wolf carcasses around the area to serve as walls, that could potentially become the third fortress on the peak, as well as a strategic geographical high ground!

The group moved quickly without any hesitation, and a moment later, they managed to conquer the second location. With the prior experience, the movement of the group was much more efficient this time.

In just a few breaths time, they were already half done with the defenses. It wouldn’t be long before the second fortress would be complete. Meanwhile, Wang Chong had gathered yet another thirty Imperial Army guards and instructors previously spread across the region.

They already formed quite a powerful force at the moment.

As long as the Great Tang’s Imperial Army guards got a chance to regroup at a safe location, the momentum would only continue to pile up as though a snowball. In truth, Wang Chong didn’t need to worry about much now.

Wang Chong pointed out the third location to occupy, but he didn’t head over personally. Instead, he sat down cross-legged beneath the White Tiger statue.

“I should make some preparations for now. I won’t be long before I will have to make my move!”

Wang Chong’s mind was in turmoil. He had already searched through the White Tiger Peak and confirmed that Wei Hao and the others weren’t on this mountain.

“Wei Hao, I hope that you can hold on.”

Wang Chong thought as he retrieved the two pills that were bestowed to him by the Sage Emperor back when he was still locked in the imperial prison. Initially, he had decided to only use them after he had successfully cultivated the Hexad Arms Technique.

However, that was too much of a luxury for him now given the current circumstances.

‘Gu lu‘, Wang Chong swallowed the two pills. Instantly, immense medicinal energy burst within his body.

His face reddened and his body became extremely hot. It didn’t take long for a layer of white mist to shroud his entire body. The immense medicinal energy that came from a pill forged by the top-notch alchemists of the royal palace gushed through his body.

Wang Chong guided the immense Origin Energy toward the meridians and acupoints along his hands.

Peng peng peng!

Under the overwhelming might of the medicinal energy, the innumerable sealed meridians and acupoints were opened. In just this short moment, Wang Chong had achieved progress in his Hexad Arms Technique that would have taken him several months of hard work under normal circumstances.

“What concentrated medicinal energy, as expected of a pill from the royal palace!”

Wang Chong thought as he continued driving his Origin Energy along with the medicinal energy toward his meridians and acupoints.

Hong long!

After an unknown period of time, Wang Chong’s body suddenly jolted. The final acupoint required for the Hexad Arms Technique had been opened. At the same time, delighted cheerings sounded from the distance. The instructors and Imperial Army guards that Wang Chong had gathered had successfully managed to claim the third strategic location as well.

Finally, Wang Chong’s plan was reaching its final stage.
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Klang!

The ringing cry of a sword sounded. Beneath the massive white tiger statue at the peak of the mountain, Wang Chong drew his sword and executed his Single Character Consecutive Slash.

Shua! Slashing about rapidly, Wang Chong’s two arms turned into four, and eventually into six.

Aooooo!

A desolate howl of agony sounded, and the six Turk wolves surrounding Wang Chong previously immediately fell to the ground.

Shua shua shua!

Driving the potential of his Single Character Consecutive Slash to the maximum, Wang Chong danced amongst the wolf packs, leaving carcasses in his wake. Every single time his Wootz steel sword was raised, six wolves would fall.

In a short moment, a river of blood formed in Wang Chong’s surroundings. The bodies of giant wolves filled the surroundings, and the crowded mountain peak suddenly cleared up.

In terms of efficiency in slaying these wolf packs, Wang Chong was even more formidable than Zhao Jingdian, Zhuang Zhengping, and the others combined.

This was the might displayed when the Hexad Arms Technique and Single Character Consecutive Slash were used together.

Xiu!

As Wang Chong was in the midst of his slaughter, a piercing sound suddenly streaked across the sky. In the depths of the darkness, a furiously rotating thick wolf fang arrow tore through the aether, headed toward Wang Chong.

“Be careful!”

An anxious voice sounded. It was Chen Burang.

In that blink of an eye, Wang Chong turned his head around, only to see Chen Burang’s head appearing from the tattered room.

And at the same time, as swift as a bolt of lightning, a wolf fang arrow fell from the sky.

Klang klang klang!

There wasn’t any time to think then. Wang Chong’s Wootz steel sword immediately divided into six, repeatedly striking the wolf fang arrow that plunged toward him.

Hong!

Back in the room, Wang Chong was unable to get a clear gauge. However, now clashing with the arrow directly, he finally understood how powerful these master archers were.

When the Wootz steel sword struck the wolf fang arrow, Wang Chong felt as though he was striking a steel mountain. His hands went numb and a sweet taste regurgitated in his throat. Not only did the Wootz steel sword fail to split the wolf fang arrow, the immense force of the latter even blasted him out.

Hong, Wang Chong skidded more than ten zhang away. He tumbled and rolled all the way to the bottom of a zhang deep depression, barely escaping with his life from this crisis.

(~3m)

“That was a close shot!”

Wang Chong’s heart was pounding frantically as he slid into the depression. This was his first direct clash with master archers in this life, and he could tell that the reason why he couldn’t break that arrow wasn’t due to the resilience of the arrow but that the Origin Energy imbued inside it was far greater than his.

Archers would infuse their Origin Energy into the arrows they shot, making it impossible for an ordinary man to cut their arrow apart.

Xiu!

At the moment when Wang Chong slid into the depression, in the distance, from Chen Burang’s room, a torrent of arrows shot out, headed toward the direction where that arrow from before came from.

At this crucial moment, Zhou Huang made a move.

In an instant, the surroundings fell silent. There was nothing to back up his conjecture, but Wang Chong instinctively sensed that the opposing master archers had lost one more of their comrade.

Xiu xiu xiu!

However, not too long after Zhou Huang made a move, innumerable arrows whizzed through the sky, covering the area where Chen Burang and Zhou Huang were stationed.

“This is a good chance!”

Making use of the opportunity where the attention of the master archers were focused on Zhou Huang and Chen Burang, Wang Chong leaped out from the depression.

As soon as he got out, he flicked a few wooden panels up with his sword.

Peng!

At the same moment, an arrow whizzed through the air, crushing the wooden panels Wang Chong flicked up just a moment ago into dust. On the other hand, making use of the momentum from this strike, Wang Chong rolled into the depths of one of the buildings.

Wolf carcasses were stacked up high in this building.

“Safe!”

Kneeling on the floor, Wang Chong glanced outside and heaved a long sigh of relief. Even though he had made many preparations and countermeasures, White Tiger Peak was still filled with danger.

“I can only hope that Zhao Qianqiu and Zhou Huang can work together to free us of the threat from the hostile master archers.”

Glancing outside the door, Wang Chong thought.

At this moment, Zhao Qianqiu’s greatest advantage lay in the fact that no one had noticed him yet. As long as he worked exactly as Wang Chong said and hid below the belly of the horse, he would be able to cover countless li in an instant, thus swiftly reaching the master archers.

And getting into proximity, he would be able to clear the master archers one by one.

Zhao Qianqiu was the instructor in charge of imparting ‘Art of Commanding’. Even though he had been hiding his true strength, Wang Chong knew that as long as the latter was given a chance, he would be more than capable of breaking them out of this crisis.

The loud ruckus outside formed a stark contrast against the silence within the hall.

Just as Wang Chong was contemplating over the current circumstance, a bizarre feeling suddenly crept into his heart. Somehow, the surroundings suddenly felt even more hushed than before.

For an instant, Wang Chong even felt that the sounds of fighting, screams of agony, and cracklings of flame had vanished. Time seemed to have come to a halt at this moment, bringing complete silence to the world.

“This is?”

Taken aback, a frown appeared on Wang Chong’s forehead. Instinctively, he felt that there was something wrong. However, the true eeriness had yet to come.

The hall should have been completely dark, but instead, a faint ghostly green light had suddenly come into appearance.

Light of this hue shouldn’t appear here. There was the silver gleam from the clash of swords, crimson glow from the blood of the wolves, and orange incandescence from the flames in the forest. However, there should be nothing here that would produce a green light.

As that light flashed across his eyes, Wang Chong instinctively lowered his head. He had finally identified the origin of the green light.

The light appeared from one end of the hall and, after passing by Wang Chong, disappeared at the other end. Taking a closer look, Wang Chong could see the shadows of countless interweaving thorns within the light.

A profusion of sabers and swords were evenly interspersed amongst the thorns.

“Halo of Thorns!”

Wang Chong suddenly realized what the green light was.

This was the halo of a True Martial realm cultivator!

To his left, beyond the wall, a True Martial realm cultivator was currently walking toward him. The two of them were only separated by a single wall.

Wang Chong immediately sensed grave danger, and his hair stood on end from the dense aura of death lingering in the air,

Peng!

He immediately pushed his left palm against the floor and charged in the direction opposite of the Halo of Thorns.

Words couldn’t begin to describe how swiftly everything occurred. Just as Wang Chong leaped away, boom! The wall on the left suddenly burst apart, and the Halo of Thorns seemed to turn tangible all of a sudden. It blew through the separating space and pierced past where Wang Chong was standing a moment before.

Chi! The air was ripped apart as though thousands of blades were slashing through it. The immense burst of force passed by Wang Chong’s feet by a close shave.

If his reaction was slower by even a millisecond, he would definitely have been torn apart by that fierce sharp halo.

“Lad, your reflexes are not bad!”

A deep and wild voice echoed from beyond the hall. This wasn’t in the language of the Central Plains that Wang Chong was used to but in the tongue of the Goguryeons.

Boom!

Three long sabers stabbed out from beyond the wall as though treacherous serpents. With might threatening to tear even the skies apart, they charged furiously at Wang Chong.

Left with minimal time to react, Wang Chong only managed to tilt his Wootz steel sword to face the three sabers of the Goguryeon.

“Strong!”

A mist of blood burst from Wang Chong’s arm. The strength exerted by the Goguryeon was reminiscent of powerful primal beasts, causing the capillaries on his arm to rupture.

Hong long! Wang Chong, along with his sword, was sent flying backward. He crashed through the wall and landed heavily on the ground in the alley behind the building.

“Gongzi!”

An anxious voice sounded. Behind the fallen wall, Zhao Jingdian’s silhouette appeared. Beside him were more than a dozen Imperial Army guards and instructors.

——This happened to be the second fortress that Wang Chong decided upon.

Right as Wang Chong was sent flying, the Goguryeon expert also appeared in the hall. He had a toned body and unkempt hair. The three weapons he grasped in his hands bore testimony to his identity as a Goguryeon.

However, the trait about him that left the deepest impression was his deep and savage eyes. They were reminiscent of a wolf, filled with stark ambitions and fighting will.

“What is that weapon? To think that it would be so formidable!”

The Goguryeon expert didn’t rush into battle. Both his hands were wielding a saber each, and the third one was clamped beneath his right armpit.

There weren’t many who fought in such a manner in the Central Plains.

However, at the current moment, the tip of his three weapons had fragmented. They were sliced off by Wang Chong’s Wootz steel sword in the previous face off.

“Hmph!”

The Goguryeon expert threw the three weapons to the side and drew another three weapons from the sheaths hanging by his waist.

For a person to actually bring six sabers to a fight, only the Goguryeons would go to such an extent.

Often, this trait of theirs caught the experts of the Central Plains off guard.

“Ignore that lad for now. Break the walls in the region, slaughter the Great Tang Imperial Army guards, and eradicate that master archer! Clear away all of the barriers standing in our path, and more importantly, make sure not to leave a single breathing recruit behind!”

That Goguryeon expert ordered.

Hong long!

That green Halo of Thorns shone once more, and the air within dozens of zhang of the Goguryeon expert suddenly whistled sharply. At the same time, he lifted his three sabers and created a huge storm of deadly sword qi, aimed straight at the crowd beyond the wall.

Behind him, more than a dozen Goguryeon warriors charged forward. They shared the same look of ambition and savagery as their leader, and they were wielding two to three swords or sabers as well.

“Kill them!”

A loud bellow sounded, tremoring the heavens. The dozen or so Goguryeon warriors advanced behind the Goguryeon expert as they headed for the crowd beyond the wall.

At the same time, the faces of the Imperial Army guards and instructors went cold as they readied their weapons, preparing themselves for a brutal battle.

The tense atmosphere at the second fortress suddenly reached its peak!
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Hong long!

It was as if a volcano stifled to its very brim suddenly broke loose and erupted all at once. A huge fight broke out between the Goguryeon elites and the Imperial Army guards and instructors.

Sabers and swords crossed one another as the sparks from their confrontations lit up the darkness.

Hong long, the green Halo of Thorns ravaged through the area, tearing down the walls of a building like it was paper.

Wielding multiple weapons each, the dozen or so Goguryeon warriors stirred-up an impressive storm of sword qi, displaying a force equaling to more than twice of their number. In an instant, the Imperial Army guards and instructors were forced back.

Aooo!

The wolves howled as they charged through the path that the Goguryeon warriors had forcefully opened up. Together, they charged toward the group behind the building.

“AH!”

Shocked exclamations sounded beyond the walls as the entire situation descended into chaos.

“Get into your formations! Ignore the Goguryeon warriors and get rid of those wolves first. Don’t let them get near the Imperial Army guards and the instructors!”

A voice boomed across the night sky, forcefully summoning back everyone’s composure. Seated on the ground, Wang Chong clutched onto his chest while fresh blood dripped from the edge of his mouth.

That Goguryeon warrior was simply too strong. If not for his swift reaction, he would have already died. Even so, he still sustained significant injuries from the clash previously, and he felt as though his body had been jolted apart.

However, before he could recuperate from his injuries, tremendous danger once again suddenly embraced him. The aura of death which seemed to press down on him made his goosebumps rise up.

The Goguryeons had no lack of wise strategists. In just a short period of time, they had already analyzed the situation and came up with a countermeasure.

On White Tiger Peak, Wang Chong had created three fortresses, and of the three, the most important one was the one guarding Chen Burang and Zhou Huang, which was precisely where Wang Chong was currently at.

If this fortress were to be torn apart, Zhou Huang and Chen Burang would be left without cover. The two of them would be doomed if they were to face a group of Goguryeon warriors in close combat.

Without the cover of Zhou Huang, there would be nothing on White Tiger Peak that could threaten the master archers.

By then, no matter how many people were on White Tiger Peak, only one fate awaited them—Death.

——If the other party were to succeed in this operation, Wang Chong’s previous efforts would be entirely wasted!

Klang!

A cold gleam of light flashed across the darkness, heading straight for a wolf pack. Shua! Six wolves were split into two, and they fell lifelessly to the ground.

Utilizing the Single Character Consecutive Slash, Wang Chong didn’t allow himself to stop at all. He charged from one wolf pack to another, and wherever he went, a pack of wolves would fall.

“Kill them!”

At the same time, the other recruits finally recovered as well. Following the formation imparted to them previously, they returned to their positions and began slaughtering the wolves in the surroundings.

With the backing of the recruits, the group managed to withstand the onslaught of the Goguryeon warriors for the time being.

“Lad, you’re courting death!”

Noticing the clear change in the situation, a Goguryeon warrior lifted his saber and slashed through the deep darkness, aimed straight at Wang Chong.

That slash wielded immense might, and if struck, even if Wang Chong were to escape with his life, he would surely be severely wounded.

“Single Character Consecutive Slash!”

But before the other party’s saber could fall, Wang Chong did a back roll and retreated.

“Hmph, you sure escaped fast!”

The Goguryeon warrior retrieved his blade and returned to clash with the Imperial Army guards and instructors once more.

“These fellows are too strong!”

Frenzied wind blew behind the alley. Kneeling on the floor, panting heavily, Wang Chong surveyed the sight before him intently.

“What is the condition on Instructor Xu’s side?”

Without turning around, Wang Chong asked.

“They aren’t able to send reinforcements. The Goguryeons are also attacking them. Even though there are fewer Goguryeons there, they seem to be facing a larger group of wolves.”

A recruit of the training camp replied. This recruit was a person named Xu Qi. He wasn’t the scion of a prestigious family, but he was an extremely courageous and decisive person. After White Tiger Peak descended into chaos, he was one of the few who stepped forward to help others.

When Wang Chong led the group to clear the second strategic location at the White Tiger statue, he left the recruits in this area under Xu Qi’s command.

(TLN: It might be confusing, but Xu Qi =/= Instructor Xu. There’s no mistake here)

Back then, they had agreed that if anything were to happen, the other fortresses would send reinforcements over to support one another.

Wang Chong’s first thought upon seeing the Goguryeons was to ask for reinforcements from the other bases, but from the looks of it, their hands were full as well. Since the second fortress was under attack, without a doubt, the third fortress would surely have their hands full as well.

Their enemies had made sure to strangle all possibility of making a comeback!

Peng!

Just as Wang Chong was deep in thought, a change abruptly occurred. A bloodied Imperial Army guard was suddenly hoisted high in the air. Following which, a saber from the Goguryeon warriors flew out and stabbed into his left chest, impaling his heart while pinning him to the wall behind.

In that instant, everyone’s face warped in shock!

The Goguryeon warriors were far stronger than they had expected. The fight had barely begun but an Imperial Army guard had already died.

There weren’t too many Imperial Army guards and instructors in the training camp in the first place. The death of any single one of them would cause a significant dip in their fighting prowess.

Everyone suddenly felt as though a guillotine was hanging right above their heads.

“Xu Qi, listen to me…”

Wang Chong beckoned to Xu Qi and whispered into the latter’s ear.

“Wang Chong, are you certain?”

Hearing Wang Chong’s words, Xu Qi uttered in shock. His face had turned significantly paler.

“There’s no way around it. We won’t be able to hold our ground for long here. Once the other Goguryeons come to reinforce them, we’ll stand no chance at all.”

Wang Chong affirmed. 

Xu Qi was still hesitant, but eventually, he chose to say nothing at all. After gathering a group, he left.

The mountain wind raged on. Illuminating the darkness were the dancing sparks of crackling flames and the eerie green glows of multiple Halos of Thorns. 

Some of them came from the instructors and Imperial Army guards, but theirs were clearly overshadowed by their opponents’. At this point, there wasn’t a single one of them who wasn’t injured.

“We won’t hold on for too long. In at most fifteen minutes, the entire fortress will crumble! I have to find a way to reverse the situation!”

Even though Wang Chong’s cultivation was low, he still retained his eye of discernment and the experiences of his previous life. He knew that if he didn’t do anything, everyone here would die.

His gaze swiftly swept across the battlefield, and soon, his eye fell on the leader of the Goguryeon warriors, the man who attacked him in the building previously.

The Halo of Thorns surrounding him was exceptionally clear. The three sabers in his hands were elusive and difficult to track, and under the augmentation of the halo, he looked like a walking catastrophe.

Just by himself, he managed to suppress a total of three Imperial Army guards and instructors.

Of the entire battle, he possessed the greatest destructive might.

“Gao Feng, lead a group of people to attack his left shoulder and left armpit using the formation!”

Wang Chong suddenly pointed to the leader of the Goguryeon warriors and said.

“I understand!”

A bright reply echoed from behind.

“Nie Yan, lead another group to attack his right. Aim at his crotch and his lower body!”

Wang Chong continued.

“Understood!”

A seventeen or eighteen-year-old youth with determined eyes replied along with the group under his command.

“Everyone, move on my call!”

Wang Chong lifted a hand as he stared fixedly at the front.

‘Three Saber School’ and ‘Two Saber School’, these were the two national saber arts of the Goguryeons. They were widely used and practiced within Goguryeo.

Usually, one’s dominant hand would have far greater strength and flexibility than one’s off hand. However, this concept didn’t apply to those who practiced the ‘Two Saber School’ and ‘Three Saber School’. Both of their hands were equally flexible and strong, and thus, it made their enemies feel as though they were facing two or even three people at once.

Even though the concept behind the skill was simple, it was exceedingly powerful.

But while they were powerful, they had their fair share of flaws as well.

Without moving in the least, Wang Chong stared intently at the leader of the Goguryeon warriors.

One second, two second, three second… Time passed but he still didn’t make the call. Finally, just when the three Imperial Army guards and instructors facing him had reached their limits and the leader of the Goguryeon warriors, delighted by his impending victory, slashed widely to force the other party into a deadend, Wang Chong finally issued the call.

“Now!”

Wang Chong’s right hand cut down sharply.

Boom!

Without any hesitation, the recruits led by Gao Feng and Nie Yan charged forward. Like eagles swooping down for a rabbit, they rushed furiously at the leader of the Goguryeon warriors.

Boom, the face of the leader of the Goguryeon warriors warped. At that very moment, a light flashed and the green Halo of Thorns turned into a green storm, warding away the crowd’s offense.

The weapons of Gao Feng, Nie Yan, and the other recruits struck against the halo but all they heard was the reverberation of metal. It was as if the Halo of Thorns was made of the most resilient metal.

‘Halo of Blade Edge’, one of the halos of a True Martial realm cultivator!

This was one of the most mysterious strengths in the world. Those who possessed the Halo of Blade Edge had an Origin Energy with an incomparably sharp nature.

Klang klang klang!

Everyone’s weapons only managed to endure for an instant before being broken into two by the Halo of Thorns of the leader of the Goguryeon warriors.

Everyone’s face was immediately drained of blood.

“You can die now!”

The furious voice of the Goguryeon boomed in the air.

“Now is the moment!”

Just when the Goguryeon warrior lifted his three sabers to launch a counterattack, Wang Chong, who had been kneeling on the floor all this while, suddenly charged forward.

Single Character Consecutive Slash!

Instantly, Wang Chong appeared right before the leader of the Goguryeon warriors. Making use of the gap where the crowd had attracted the latter’s attraction, as swift as lightning, Wang Chong’s Wootz steel sword stabbed into the opening among the other party’s three sabers.

Chi!

Blood spurted into the air as the blade stabbed deeply into the body of the leader of the Goguryeon warriors. Then, without any hesitation, Wang Chong pulled the sword out!

“How is this possible?”

In an instant, the storm of sword qi which was about to burst out came to a halt. The leader of the Goguryeon warriors stared at Wang Chong with nothing but shock. He couldn’t believe that Wang Chong had actually breached his defenses and stabbed him!
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Pain!

Excruciating pain!

The ferocious leader of the Goguryeon warriors couldn’t believe that he had been stabbed by Wang Chong.

The targets of their operation this time around were the Imperial Army guards and instructors. ‘Weak martial artists’ like Wang Chong weren’t in their list of consideration at all.

More importantly, the ‘Three Saber School’ was incomparably powerful. It was capable creating an impenetrable defense that could even repel water. He was certain that he had guarded against all possible attacks, so how did Wang Chong possibly breach his defense?

Peng!

A heavy palm struck Wang Chong’s chest forcefully and sent him crashing into the wall behind.

At the same moment, huala, a huge gush of fresh blood and viscera slid down from the gaping wound in the chest of the leader of the Goguryeon warriors.

It may seem like a single slash, but in truth, through the augmentation of Hexad Arms Technique, it was actually six incomparably swift slashes. Wang Chong had already torn his internal organs into pieces, thus severing any possibility of survival as well.

Under the frontal offense of three Imperial Army guards and the distraction from Gao Feng and Nie Yan’s group, if Wang Chong was still unable to breach the other party’s defense, he would be unworthy of his previous position as the Grand Marshal of the Central Plains.

Pu!

The corpse of the leader of the Goguryeon warriors fell to the ground. At the same time, Wang Chong spurted a mouthful of blood as he slid down the wall.

The disparity in their strength was too great. Even though Wang Chong was prepared and he had made sure to protect his vitals, his organs were still jolted under the immense force.

If not for his Dragon Root Bone granting him immense resilience and density in his bones and muscles, he might have even ended up being jolted to death by that single strike.

“That fellow is too strong! If it wasn’t for that I’ve fought with Goguryeon experts before and uncovered the flaw in the ‘Three Saber School’, I really might have been unable to kill him!”

Wang Chong took out a recovery pill from his embrace and swallowed it without second thoughts. At that moment, a cold voice abruptly sounded.

【Congratulations to user for activating the halo ‘Bane of the Battlefield’】

That voice sounded so quickly and abruptly that it felt like a hallucination.

“Ah?”

Wang Chong was taken aback. “What is going on?”

That was the voice from the Stone of Destiny. He had heard this voice many times before so he couldn’t be mistaken. Did he do something that triggered it?

Weng!

As soon as this thought surfaced in Wang Chong’s mind, several images flashed across his eyes. The scenario where Wang Chong slaughtered the leader of the Goguryeon warriors appeared once more and paused at the very moment before the latter’s fall.

At the same moment, the Stone of Destiny sounded once more:

【User has slayed a soldier from the Goguryeo Empire and the total amount of obtained Destiny Energy exceeds a hundred. The requirements for activating Bane of the Battlefield halo is activated!】

Weng!

Suddenly, without any warning, the world warped. With Wang Chong standing at the very center, a huge storm whipped up. Intangible energy gathered from the surroundings and surged into Wang Chong’s body.

Along with the surge of this energy was a slightly obscure message.

This surge of energy traveled through Wang Chong’s limbs and bones before eventually gathering at his dantian, forming a hot ring of energy,

“Warrior from the Goguryeon Empire… The person I killed is an official soldier from the Goguryeo Empire?”

Sensing the changes in his body, Wang Chong was suddenly dumbfounded. However, what that left Wang Chong truly shocked was a single word from the Stone of Destiny.

Halo!

This was the greatest mystery of the world, as well as the greatest disparity between this world and the one Wang Chong remembered from modern history.

In this world, as long as one’s cultivation reached True Martial realm, there was a fixed probability that one could gather one’s inner energy to form multiple halos harnessing immense power externally.

The primary tier would be the ‘Halo of Thorns’ at True Martial realm. This halo would have the image of green thorns.

The one that the leader of the Goguryeon warriors utilized would be the normal ‘Halo of Thorns’ that True Martial realm martial artists possessed.

However, there were differences in the attribute Halo of Thorns each martial artist possessed depending on their cultivation technique, such as the ‘Halo of Strength’, ‘Halo of Charge’, ‘Halo of Speed’, and ‘Halo of Iron’.

These were the most basic halos.

The ‘Halo of Strength’ enhanced the strength of a True Martial realm cultivator significantly. The ‘Halo of Charge’ allowed one to achieve a huge burst speed even though it couldn’t be sustained for a long period of time. The ‘Halo of Speed’ was mainly used along with one’s war steed, and augmented by this halo, regardless of whether it was the martial artist in question or the war steed he was riding one, they could reach unimaginable speed. Ordinary war steeds could only watch the dust left behind in their wake. As for the ‘Halo of Iron’, it was a primary-tier defensive halo. Those who possess this halo will be able to augment the armor they wore to a certain extent. Normal blades wouldn’t be able to injure them at all.

These were the main halos used on the battlefield!

If one were to go a step further and reach Profound Martial realm, this basic halo will evolve to the stronger ‘Grand Halo of Thorns’.

The basic properties of the halo would grow stronger, and its various attributes could be divided into ‘Halo of Earth’, ‘Halo of Storm’, ‘Halo of Fortress’, and ‘Halo of Titan’ and such.

There were even stronger halos above that, and upon reaching a certain level, one could even use the strength harnessed within a halo to connect with the heavens to display strength equalling to that of a god!

And the halo of the strongest God Martial realm martial artist was said to be capable of even challenging the gods of the world!

In his previous life, Wang Chong had only managed to reach Saint Martial realm pinnacle. However, without a doubt, such strength did exist in the world.

…

No one had been able to understand the existence of halos, and ever since his transmigration in his previous life, the concept of martial halos had already existed in this world.

Furthermore, it seemed to be something extremely natural in this world, as though it was built into the laws of the world.

In this world, halos represented power!

And the strongest power meant the strongest halo. There was no way to separate the two from one another.

However, before True Martial realm, one was unable to come into contact with the powerful halos.

At the very least, Wang Chong had never heard of any Origin Energy realm cultivator possessing a martial halo.

“Bane of the Battlefield? To think that I would actually obtain a halo at Origin Energy realm!”

Wang Chong was flabbergasted by the change he was undergoing.

There was one thing he could confirm from the message that had appeared abruptly in his head—the energy that had appeared in his body was a whole new halo, Bane of the Battlefield!

This was something that had never appeared in the long history of the world

At the very least, in the long years of war that Wang Chong underwent, he had never seen before such a martial halo.

From the message in his head, Wang Chong learned of the use of the halo.

【Bane of the Battlefield: The effectiveness of the enemies’ halos will be reduced based on the strength and tier of the user’s halo regardless of their effects.】

【If the other party doesn’t have an active halo, his cultivation will be reduced by a realm!】

【This halo only works on soldiers. It is ineffective on those possessing leadership positions.】

【Current level of halo: 0】

…

A battlefield halo!

In that instant Wang Chong received this piece of information from the Stone of Destiny, he immediately understood the nature of the halo. Without a doubt, this was a halo built for the battlefield.

Probably due to the limited level of the halo, it was only effective on ordinary soldiers or elite soldiers now.

The Goguryeon warrior that Wang Chong had just killed was, without a doubt, an elite of the Goguryeon army. It was precisely because Wang Chong had slain an elite soldier of the Goguryeo Empire that Wang Chong had managed to activate the Bane of the Battlefield.

“To think that the Stone of Destiny would have such effects as well!”

This was Wang Chong’s greatest gain ever since activating the Stone of Destiny.

A halo signified strength and with this halo Wang Chong had obtained overwhelming strength.

“I should try out the effects of this Bane of the Battlefield!”

Harboring such thoughts, Wang Chong activated the Bane of the Battlefield. Weng! No one on the peak felt anything, but Wang Chong clearly saw faint, intangible ripples spreading into the surroundings from beneath his feet, covering an area of a hundred zhang.

Even Wang Chong was surprised by its area of effect.

The area of effect of an ordinary primary-tier halo would only be three to four zhang. However, even though the Bane of the Battlefield was only at level 0, it was able to encompass such a huge area.

It would be unimaginable how far it could extend upon reaching the max level.

At this moment, Wang Chong finally understood the meaning of the word ‘battlefield’ in the name.

“If the Bane of the Battlefield is exactly as what I think it is, then its might is truly inconceivable!”

Wang Chong thought in agitation.

However, something even more shocking occurred.

There was no green Halo of Thorns or anything of that sort appearing around Wang Chong when he activated the ‘Bane of the Battlefield’, but within a hundred zhang radius covered by the intangible ripples, something unimaginable happened to the Goguryeon warriors.

A faint white ripple suddenly appeared beneath the feet of the Goguryeon warriors. It didn’t appear for all of them, but it had appeared on almost all of the stronger Goguryeon warriors.

It also appeared for some of the weaker ones who hadn’t formed their martial halo yet, and in that instant when that white ripple appeared beneath their feet, their cultivation suddenly took a steep dip.

Seeing the ripples beneath their feet, Wang Chong immediately formed a conjecture.

——They were all official soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!

The others should be itinerant experts who were dispatched for this mission at the last moment.

“Inconceivable!”

Wang Chong’s eyes widened.

The effects of all known halos were only limited to the martial artist himself, be it Halo of Charge, Halo of Strength, or even the stronger Halo of Earth and Halo of Fortress, they were all bound by this restraint.

All halos would only appear beneath the feet of the martial artist himself.

This was the first time Wang Chong was seeing a halo which had the effect of interfering with one’s opponent. Unlike traditional halos, this one had the specific purpose of suppressing the strength of one’s enemies.

If one had to classify it, it would probably be a ‘Halo of Suppression’ or ‘Halo of Repression’.

A whole new type of halo in the world!
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“What’s going on?”

“Why did my strength suddenly decrease!”

“Why is there a slowdown in my flow of Origin Energy!”

…

When Wang Chong activated the Bane of the Battlefield, Goguryeon warriors within an area of a hundred zhang immediately found their strength being suppressed.

The True Martial realm warriors felt their Halo of Thorns growing significantly weaker while the others felt their cultivation dip. It was as though an intangible force had gripped them, restricting and slowing the flow of their Origin Energy. 

It was as though a huge lump of mud had been thrown into a rapid stream, and this sensation left them extremely uncomfortable.

A fight between experts hinged upon the second, lest to say, on such an intense battlefield. All of a sudden, the Goguryeon warriors affected by the Bane of the Battlefield panicked, and their entire group fell into a state of disarray.

Everyone, including Wang Chong, immediately noticed the peculiarity among the Goguryeons.

“Great!”

Currently, there was no one who was more overjoyed than Wang Chong. The effect of the Bane of the Battlefield was much greater than he had imagined. More importantly, until now, no one had been able to tell that he was the orchestrator of this abrupt twist.

“Kill! ——”

Wang Chong let loose a furious howl and charged forth using the Single Character Consecutive Slash.

In that hundred zhang radius, even though his allies didn’t understand what was happening, it was clear that the situation was to their advantage.

“Kill! Kill them all! Don’t let a single one of them get away!——”

Morale soared. Gathering their remaining strength, the rest charged forward alongside with Wang Chong. In comparison, the previously ferocious Goguryeons seemed to have lost their will to fight. The impact from the Bane of the Battlefield extended far beyond the weakening of their strength.

Under the onslaught, the Goguryeon warriors fell one after another.

“What’s going on? Why did I suddenly lose control of my Origin Energy?”

“What did those Great Tang Imperial Army guards do to us?”

“Send a signal to the master archers to get rid of them!”

…

The furious and alarmed Goguryeon warriors cursed in their native tongue.

Yinnn!

In the distance, a furious call reminiscent of dragons and tigers sounded from one of the surrounding mountains. 

“It’s Zhao Qianqiu!”

Wang Chong thought in delight.

“It’s Instructor Zhao. Instructor Zhao has succeeded! We must do our part as well!”

Delighted, Wang Chong exclaimed as he slew two Turk wolves beside him. Executing the Single Character Consecutive Slash, he charged forward and slashed at a distraught Goguryeon warrior.

The Bane of the Battlefield was only effective against members of an official military organization, so Wang Chong only went for targets affected by the white ripple.

“Gather here and block them! Otherwise, none of us will be leaving here alive today!”

A temporary leader for the Goguryeons stood forward at this moment and began issuing orders. Soon, under that person’s leadership, the Goguryeons managed to regain their footing and withstood the onslaught.

But in the next moment, a destructive offense came a line of collapsed wall in the surroundings.

Xiu xiu xiu!

The deafening screams of arrows ripping through the air threatened to pop one’s eardrums. Dozens of wolf fang arrows gleaming with a cruel light shot in from the opening in the wall.

But this time, the wolf fang arrows weren’t directed toward the Great Tang troops but the Goguryeons.

Pu pu pu!

Seven to eight Goguryeons were struck in their hearts and fell to the ground as though uplifted wooden stakes. Even more were struck on their chests and shoulders, and the immense force pushed them back a good eight zhang.

——At this crucial moment, Xu Qi had finally finished moving the wolf corpses stacked in one of the buildings that was originally used to ward off the offense of the enemy master archers.

It was precisely because of these fortifications that the group had been able to fight without the interference of the master archers. However, at the same time, these buildings had prevented Zhou Huang from reinforcing them.

Thus, Wang Chong ordered Xu Qi to lead a group to clear away the wolf carcasses in several of the buildings to open up a pathway for Zhou Huang’s arrows.

Even though this would put the group at risk from the attack of the enemy master archers, opportunity and risk usually came hand-in-hand.

“This is a good chance!”

With the support from Zhou Huang, Wang Chong decisively dashed forward. With a cold gleam of light, Wang Chong’s sword stabbed into the heart of a Goguryeon warrior ten zhang away.

That Goguryeon was originally wounded, and being struck by Zhou Huang’s wolf fang arrow aggravated his injuries. As such, he wasn’t able to react in time to block Wang Chong’s offense.

【Congratulations to user for killing 2 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

At the same time, the sight before Wang Chong warped as a piece of information flashed across his head. The Goguryeon warrior that Wang Chong had just killed was an official soldier of the Goguryeo Empire who was affected by the white ripples.

Hu!

A huge wind blew as formless energy from the surroundings gathered and seeped into Wang Chong’s body. Even though there were no visible changes, Wang Chong could clearly sense the energy bundle of the Bane of the Battlefield in his dantian increasing in size.

Not only so, Wang Chong could also sense the effects of the halo increasing significantly. From a range of a hundred zhang, it had increased to 150 zhang. At the same time, the Goguryeons under the effect of halo could feel the restraints on them tightening.

Further deprived of their cultivation, their fluster worsened.

“To think that the augmentation of the Bane of the Battlefield would be so significant as well!”

Wang Chong thought in joy.

When he first triggered the Stone of Destiny and obtained the Bane of the Battlefield, it was still at level 0. This was the most basic tier of a halo.

According to the information he was given, he had to kill at least a hundred soldiers from hostile countries before the Bane of the Battlefield could officially reach level 1, turning the ripples into true halos.

In the path of martial arts, there was a huge difference between the ripples of Origin Energy Tier 9 and the martial halo of True Martial realm.

Wang Chong thought that killing a second Goguryeon warrior wouldn’t make much of a difference to his ability. However, the enhancement efficiency of the Bane of the Battlefield far surpassed his expectations.

“Given the wide range of the halo, there is no doubt that it is built for the battlefield! Only in such a place can it display its full prowess!”

Wang Chong thought as he went after the Goguryeon warriors with white ripples beneath their feet.

Weng!

Under Wang Chong’s Bane of the Battlefield and Zhou Huang’s arrow rain, the Goguryeons on White Tiger Peak soon found themselves unable to cope.

“Retreat! Hurry up and retreat!”

Hiding amidst the wolf packs, the Goguryeon warriors quickly retreated down the mountain.

The defeat of the Goguryeons had come too suddenly and even until now, no one could make sense of the situation. However, if there was one thing that everyone knew, it was that this was the ideal timing to retaliate.

Thus, while the Goguryeons were retreating down the mountain, a huge number of corpses was left behind.

“This is a good opportunity!”

Making use of this opportunity, Wang Chong charged at the retreating Goguryeon warriors. On the other hand, a few Imperial Army guards and instructors followed Zhao Qianqiu’s ‘path’ down the mountain cliff.

There were quite a few master archers hidden amidst the mountains, and Zhao Qianqiu himself wasn’t sufficient to clear all of them.

Only by killing all of the master archers would White Tiger Peak be safe.

“Instructor, they have all retreated!”

In Wang Chong and Su Hanshan’s room, Chen Burang’s ears twitched before announcing the good news to Zhou Huang.

Zhou Huang’s relentless shots, Zhao Qianqiu’s assault, and most importantly of all, the defeat of the Goguryeon warriors on White Tiger Peak made the master archers realize that the tides were no longer with them. As such, the thought of fleeing began sprouting in their minds.

“This is a good opportunity! Chen Burang, tell the others to follow the Goguryeon warriors tightly from the rear. Once both groups are mixed together, given the poor vision at night, even master archers will find it hard to discern ally from foe. This is our best opportunity at counterattacking! As for the master archers who refuse to step down… Leave them to me!”

Zhou Huang said with glowing eyes.

“Yes!”

Chen Burang swiftly replied.

Wang Chong also headed down via the cliff. He knew that there was no need for him to worry about White Tiger Peak anymore. Rather, the fates of Wei Hao and Marchioness Yi were of greater concern to him.

After tossing a few rocks to test the situation, Wang Chong silently scaled down the cliff by grabbing onto the ivy. The arrows that fell on White Tiger Peak were sparse now. It seemed like most of the master archers had retreated, and thus, very few had the attention to spare for Wang Chong.

Neighhhhh!

Wang Chong heard the neighing of a horse from the darkness as soon as he landed. Under the slight glow of the night sky, he saw a dashing, violet colt rushing to his side. The white layer of fur on its hoofs was exceptionally striking.

“Little Shadow!”

Wang Chong exclaimed in surprise, “Great! Little Shadow, you’re still alive!”

Wang Chong’s White-hoofed Shadow was left free to roam, and there was no saddle fitted onto it yet. Thus, when the Turks and Goguryeons attacked, not even Wang Chong knew where it went.

Before so many Goguryeons, Turks, wolves, and the rain of arrows… Wang Chong thought that it was unlikely for the White-hoofed Shadow to survive. But from the looks of it though, this little fellow seemed to be exceptionally wary, having escaped in advance to avoid the ordeal.

“Little Shadow, you came at the right timing. I need your strength now!”

Wang Chong patted the White-hoofed Shadow’s face and the latter neighed excitedly. It was still young, and going by its age, wasn’t mature enough for riding yet, but Wang Chong couldn’t care so much at the moment.

The situations at Azure Dragon Peak, Vermilion Bird Peak, and Black Tortoise Peak were still unclear. He didn’t know whether Wei Hao was still alive or not at the moment, so all he could do now was rush over as fast as he could.

Hu!

Wang Chong leaped onto the back of the horse and in the next moment, he felt as though he was flitting through air.

“Fast!”

Wang Chong was taken aback. Suddenly, he could somehow understand how the White-hoofed Shadow managed to survive the night assault.

Even though it was still young, its speed and strength were superior to even mature war steeds. In fact, Wang Chong felt that its mobility might even far surpass that of those Turk wolves.

With this kind of speed, it was no wonder why it could escape from the assault of the wolves!
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Di da da!

The White-hoofed Shadow galloped swiftly across the mountain. The rugged terrain couldn’t restrain its mobility in the slightest. Despite being a colt, it possessed capabilities that most mature war steeds couldn’t compare to.

The capability of an imperial steed was clearly shown by Little Shadow.

The colt dashed through the forest and uneven terrain. Wang Chong didn’t head straight for Azure Dragon Peak or Black Tortoise Peak. He had no idea which peak Wei Hao was currently on, and trying his luck may not be the best idea.

On top of that, the peak closest to White Tiger was Vermilion Bird, and Wang Chong knew quite a few people there.

“I wonder how Marchioness Yi and the others are faring.”

Wang Chong thought.

Marchioness Yi and Wang Chong’s second sister, Wang Zhu Yan, were peers. Even though Wang Chong had been done in by the both of them in the past, those were just small pranks.

Marchioness Yi wasn’t a bad person at heart. She even specially waited at the midsection of the mountain to warn him about Zhou Jue.

The colt’s hooves pattered on the ground, racing into the distance. Soon, the deafening roar of battle cries filled the air. Lifting his gaze, Wang Chong saw a gigantic vermilion bird statue towering above the mountain aerie. Beneath the crimson-colored statue, scarlet buildings stood nestled together while bright flames illuminated the surroundings.

However, the scene was exactly different from what Wang Chong expected.

On Vermilion Bird Peak, the Goguryeons and wolves were entirely stopped a certain distance beneath the mountaintop. Not only so, a ceaseless rain of arrows kept firing from the peak, aimed at the other mountains in all directions. They were actually trading shots with the enemy master archers, and from the looks of it, they seemed to have the upper hand even.

“This is way too exaggerated!”

The night wind blew in his face, and seeing this sight from the back of his steed, Wang Chong’s eyes felt like they were about to pop from his sockets.

There were only three master archers in Kunwu Training Camp, and at maximum, there should only be one master archer present on Vermilion Bird Peak. Yet, that overwhelming rain of arrows which seemed to blanket the entire sky… It was as if there were twenty or even thirty master archers on Vermilion Bird Peak, turning the region into nothing short of an impenetrable fortress.

But this should have been impossible.

“How many monsters are there on this Vermilion Bird Peak!”

Wang Chong muttered to himself as he subconsciously thought of Marchioness Yi and the other ladies.

If there was only one master archer instructor on Vermilion Bird Peak, then without a doubt, the other master archers had to be the female recruits. Furthermore, judging from the force of the arrows, they all had to be True Martial realm experts like Marchioness Yi.

Wang Chong didn’t know much about the female recruits in the Three Great Training Camps, and he didn’t pay much of an attention to them either. However, he did know of some basic differences among the female recruits and the male recruits in the training camp.

Most of the ladies detested physical brawling, so the proportion of them choosing archery was far greater than the males.

But even so, it was just the first day of the training camp, and Wang Chong didn’t expect their archery to have reached such mastery.

“Seems like there are quite a few resilient ladies like my second sister and Marchioness Yi on Vermilion Bird Peak!”

Wang Chong trembled slightly.

The master archers were one thing, but the number of True Martial realm experts here seemed to surpass Wang Chong’s expectations as well. At the very least, White Tiger Peak couldn’t even start to compare.

With a brief glance, Wang Chong could already see innumerable halos shining at the peak as though brilliant fireworks. The fighting prowess of Vermilion Bird Peak was far greater than White Tiger Peak.

“Let’s go!”

Realizing this wasn’t the time to be contemplating such issues, he quickly charged over atop his steed. Even though the prowess of the Vermilion Bird Peak wasn’t bad and there were many monsters of Marchioness Yi’s level, the strength of the Goguryeons and Turks shouldn’t be underestimated.

Having arrived at Vermilion Bird Peak, Wang Chong dismissed Little Shadow before looking for a slightly more gentle cliff to ascend.

Reaching the top, he scanned his surroundings for the nearby battlefront. Then he carefully awaited his opportunity before dashing forward to engage.

Shua!

Without any hesitation, he immediately activated the Bane of the Battlefield. A large but intangible ripple spread outwards, filling an area of two hundred zhang. Goguryeon warriors were suddenly affixed with an unseen white ripple.

Given that it was originally a close fight between the two, Wang Chong’s involvement turned the tides of the battle immediately. The odds fell overwhelmingly in Vermilion Bird Peak’s favor.

Before the Goguryeon warriors could understand what was going on, they suddenly felt their Halos of Thorns weakening considerably and the Origin Energy in their bodies slowing down. In just a short instant, their dexterity had been lowered by twofold.

Panic immediately consumed them.

Pu!

Amidst the chaos, Wang Chong set his eyes upon a severely wounded Goguryeon warrior. Charging forward, he thrusted the Wootz steel sword forward and plunged it deeply into the chest of the other party.

【Congratulations to user for killing 4 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

A familiar voice sounded by Wang Chong’s ear. Frenzied wind blew, and an intangible energy seeped into Wang Chong’s body.

The Bane of the Battlefield grew stronger once more.

The area of effect for the halo extended once more from 200 zhang to 250 zhang, covering even more Goguryeon warriors in its effects.

Pu pu pu!

The sudden weakening of their cultivation created a lapse in the defenses of the Goguryeons, therefore granting their opponents a chance to inflict damage on them. This only served to further spread panic among them, thus turning it into a completely one-sided battle. Wang Chong’s appearance had broken their tempo.

“Die!”

Suddenly, a loud bellow sounded. Right after Wang Chong killed that Goguryeon warrior, a powerful wind blew, and a red-eyed lady dressed in yellow court uniform and carrying deep killing intent abruptly slashed her saber at him.

“Damn it! I’m here to back you up!”

Wang Chong’s face immediately warped. As he yelled those words, he swiftly dodged the other party’s attack.

Hearing Wang Chong’s words, the yellow-dressed lady’s killing intent suddenly cleared a little, and the redness in her eyes faded slightly. Right when Wang Chong thought that the other party had dropped her wariness toward him, peng, a cloud-embroidered shoe suddenly expanded within his sight. Wang Chong only managed to maneuver the side of his sword in place to block his front before being jolted back by the immense force.

“Hmph! There isn’t a single good man in the world!”

Those were the last words Wang Chong heard before being sent flying.

“Damn it! Aren’t there too many fiery-tempered women on this Vermilion Bird Peak?”

And these were Wang Chong’s final thoughts before he was sent flying. Judging from the force behind the blow, the other party was at least a True Martial realm expert.

Given such, how could Wang Chong possibly match up to the other party in terms of strength?

Peng!

While still in the air, Wang Chong clearly saw a figure abruptly appearing beside the yellow-dressed lady, striking and knocking her flying as well.

“How dare you! Who gave you the permission to attack him?”

A bone-chilling voice erupted. After that, a familiar figure appeared by Wang Chong’s side, pulled his arm, and steadied his figure.

“What did you come here for? Don’t you know that this area is dangerous?”

Marchioness Yi’s face was drenched with sweat, and her hair was plastered to it. However, she seemed to be coping well with the situation. Her posture was straight, her eyes were bright, and she emanated a fierce battle intent.

This was a side to her that she usually didn’t show to Wang Chong.

Peng!

A wolf abruptly pounced at the duo, and with a slight jab of the spear in her hand—before the wolf could even react—it was impaled in the head. Her movements were clean and precise!

“The battle at White Tiger Peak has ended, I’ve come to assist you!”

Wang Chong replied as he worked alongside with Marchioness Yi to clear away the hordes of wolves charging up to them.

“White Tiger Peak was attacked as well?”

A shocked expression flashed across Marchioness Yi’s face but she quickly recovered and her usual impassiveness resurfaced.

“Since the battle has ended, you should just obediently remain there. What the hell are you intending to do by coming over? With just that meager strength of yours, what do you expect to contribute? If something were to happen, do you know how anxious your second sister will be?”

Marchioness Yi lectured as a green Halo of Thorns warped beneath her feet. Amidst the thorns, gold-colored spears could be vaguely seen.

At the same time, the purple spear in her hands moved at a speed so swift that it was hard to discern with one’s eyes. With just a casual jab, more than ten after images appeared. Pu! The reflexes of the Goguryeon warrior weren’t swift enough, so his heart ended up being pierced through. At the same time, the immense force of the jab pushed the latter’s corpse down the cliff.

“This lady is still the same as always!”

Even though this wasn’t his first time seeing it, Wang Chong couldn’t help but feel awed by Marchioness Yi’s movements. Her battle style was exceedingly simple, revolving around just a single concept—no excessive movements.

Thus, all of her moves were simple but extremely deadly!

This was a style that no normal person would be able to grasp!

“That’s weird! Why did all of these people suddenly become so weak?”

Marchioness Yi’s bewildered voice sounded vaguely, and a slight 川 was etched onto her forehead. As a True Martial realm expert, her intuition and senses surpassed that of ordinary martial artists.

The Goguryeon warriors before her were visibly panicking; it was showing on their expressions and their movements. This was a huge difference from before.

How could Marchioness Yi not notice that something was amiss?

Toward this, Wang Chong simply smiled, not bothering to explain.

The effects of the Bane of the Battlefield were limited only to his enemies. At least, at its current level, the halo didn’t show the slightest  on Wang Chong at all.

Thanks to that, there were no signs that indicated that Wang Chong was the culprit for the abrupt change.

“Marchioness Yi, help me!”

Wang Chong scanned the area and suddenly saw a wounded Goguryeon warrior among the retreating group. The white ripples beneath the other party’s feet were clear to his sight.

Boom!

With Wang Chong on the left, Marchioness Yi on the right, both of them charged out swiftly and, almost at the same time, a spear and sword were stabbed into the other party’s body.

【Congratulations to user for killing 5 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

A familiar voice sounded, and the effect of the ripple extended once more. At the same time, the Bane of the Battlefield within Wang Chong’s body grew stronger once more.

“That’s the fifth one!”

Wang Chong thought in joy.

The Bane of the Battlefield would only be enhanced by killing the soldiers of a hostile state, and these soldiers tended to be True Martial realm experts who possessed a Halo of Thorns.

Given Wang Chong’s current strength, fighting them 1-to-1 under normal circumstances wasn’t an option at all.

However, with a True Martial realm expert working alongside him, the situation was completely different. At the moment, the Origin Energy of the Goguryeon soldiers was depleted, and every single one of them was injured; not to mention, they were under the effects of his halo. This was the ideal opportunity to enhance his Bane of the Battlefield.

Pu!

The sixth soldier!

The seventh soldier!

…

‘Tangerines—choose the softest one to crush’. Wang Chong specially picked out the isolated, injured, and panicking opponents who were sapped of their Origin Energy. As for the Goguryeon experts who were still in their peak condition, Wang Chong made sure to avoid them.

Just in terms of the effect of the Bane of the Battlefield, Wang Chong’s contribution was already greater than anyone else on Vermilion Bird Peak.

Xiu!

Suddenly, a piercing shrill sounded by Wang Chong’s ear. Somehow, a sensation warning him of danger grasped his heart. His body tightened as he saw a wolf fang arrow growing larger in his sight. With destructive might, it was flying toward him as swift as a bolt of lightning.

“Shit, the Turk master archers!”

Wang Chong’s face warped in shock. He immediately activated the Single Character Consecutive Slash to avoid it, but in the next instant, something unimaginable happened.

Peng!

At that crucial moment, a red arrow the thickness of a human’s pinky suddenly shot forth from the zenith of Vermilion Bird Peak and jolted the wolf fang arrow from its deadly path.

Boom! A powerful current was produced from the collision of the two arrows, causing Wang Chong’s robe to flutter.

Seeing the sight above him, Wang Chong was stunned.

Wasn’t that arrow protecting him… a little way too powerful?

Chapter 217: Expanding the Fruits of Success! 

                                                                                
			

“Princess Ni Huang brought that expert from the royal palace. Without this much capability, how do you think we were able to hold on until now? Also, the lady who tried to kick you previously is Princess Ni Huang’s maid. The princess doesn’t have a good temper, so it will be best for you to stay away from her!”

Marchioness Yi spoke without even turning around, seeming to be able to tell what Wang Chong was thinking. Her spear stabbed swiftly into the eyes and out of the heads of several wolves who were rushing down from the mountain. Like always, her movements were simple and clean.

No matter how the wolves tried to dodge, they still ended up being stabbed and knocked flying in the same manner.

“Princess Ni Huang?”

Hearing her words, Wang Chong was surprised. He retreated to a safe zone and glanced upward, only to see a brilliant red halo spinning around slowly like a beautiful fiery phoenix.

At that instant, Wang Chong understood something.

To think that there would be a member of the royal family on Vermilion Bird Peak! Wang Chong couldn’t have expected this at all. He’d been too focused on the future great generals, such that he’d neglected the offspring of the royal family.

But thinking about it now, there were indeed quite a few members of royalty who joined the Three Great Training Camps when it was first initiated.

“No wonder the Turks and Goguryeons haven’t managed to achieve anything here!”

Wang Chong mused.

The Three Great Training Camps strictly forbade everyone from bringing their servants and kin along. However, Princess Ni Huang wasn’t restricted by this rule.

Wang Chong deeply understood how formidable the experts guarding the royal family were.

Considering the powerful experts that Princess Ni Huang brought, it wasn’t surprising for Vermilion Bird Peak to be able to stand their ground.

“If Princess Ni Huang was able to bring experts from the royal family into the training camp, it means that other members would do the same as well. In other words… the situation might not be as severe as I thought.”

Considering this possibility, Wang Chong felt a load off his heart.

Princess Ni Huang definitely wasn’t the only member of the royal family in the Three Great Training Camps. Even though this assault was abrupt and no one was prepared, the worst scenario that Wang Chong was worried about—complete annihilation—wouldn’t occur.

“Charge!——”

A sudden bellow trembled the heavens. In the distance, black figures suddenly charged in. Even though they were a little late, the instructors and Imperial Army guards of Vermilion Bird had finally arrived on the main battlefield.

“Retreat! Everyone, retreat!——”

The faces of their enemies warped in shock. Knowing that they didn’t stand a chance now, they hurriedly escaped from the mountain, panic in their eyes.

“This is a good opportunity!”

Wang Chong’s eyes lit up. He hurriedly executed the Single Character Consecutive Slash and pounced forward. Pu! The Wootz steel sword impaled the back of a panicking Goguryeon warrior.

【Congratulations to user for killing 8 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

Along with the voice of the Stone of Destiny, the ripple extended further, and the Bane of the Battlefield within Wang Chong’s body grew stronger.

Along with the extension of its area of effect, the Goguryeon warriors were finding it even harder to escape from his halo. This intangible, but definitely existent, restraint on them threw the escaping Goguryeons further into chaos.

What terrified humans the most was the unknown, and until now, no one could understand why their cultivation would suddenly plummet!

“Pursue them! ——”

With both sides cooperating with one another, the death toll for the Goguryeons rose swiftly.

【Congratulations to user for killing 9 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

As Wang Chong’s Wootz steel sword pierced into the ninth Goguryeon warrior, the Bane of the Battlefield was upgraded once more.

Within a short period of time, Wang Chong had already killed nine True Martial realm soldiers. Under normal circumstances, he wouldn’t have been unable to kill even one, but through this battle and their collective strength as a group, he managed to slay a whole nine!

“Marchioness Yi, help me gather some people. We’ll head to the Black Tortoise Peak!”

The Goguryeons had been defeated here, and Wang Chong had no desire to pursue them any further. Thus, turning around to Marchioness Yi, he made his request. The latter frowned. If Wang Chong had said such words to her under normal circumstances, she would have surely sent him flying.

But this wasn’t the time to be concerned about such affairs. Knowing that the situation at Black Tortoise Peak could be dire, she immediately got down to business.

“Fei Yan and Dan Xue, get your group and come over here. Accompany me to Black Tortoise Peak!”

Marchioness Yi gestured to the few ladies behind her and five young ladies who exuded strength rivalling Marchioness Yi’s gathered around them.

All of them had the sharp eyes of an eagle, and at a glance, it was clear that they weren’t people to be trifled with.

On the other side, Wang Chong also beckoned to the group that had just rushed over from White Tiger Peak. He liaised with some of the more familiar Imperial Army guards and instructors, and along with Marchioness Yi’s group, they headed to Black Tortoise Peak.

On Black Tortoise Peak, flames engulfed the area. Corpses and carcasses were scattered about, and it seemed like the camp had suffered much greater damage than either White Tiger or Vermilion Bird Peak.

“Charge! ——”

Upon seeing this sight, Wang Chong’s eyes reddened. He immediately led the group up the mountain. At the same time, he also activated the Bane of the Battlefield to the max.

Boom!

Two forces clashed with one another, and at the same time, the Bane of the Battlefield also swept across to cover most of the Goguryeon warriors. The halo was already much stronger than when Wang Chong first obtained it. As soon as it spread across the Goguryeons, panic immediately ensued.

Due to estimation errors from the abrupt fall in cultivation, at least seven Goguryeons were immediately slain.

【Congratulations to user for killing 10 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

Weng! A huge ripple spread outward. Now, Wang Chong’s Bane of the Battlefield had already reached an area of effect of four hundred zhang.

This distance was rather astonishing. Almost the entire Black Tortoise Peak was covered by the halo. With the chain effect from it, the Great Tang troops swiftly gained the upper hand.

“Everyone, work together to get rid of these fellows!”

A leader figure of the Goguryeon bellowed in his native tongue as he looked around with savage eyes. He was gathering some troops to deal with Wang Chong’s reinforcements.

Yiiii!

However, at that moment, a sharp sound pierced the air from the depths of the neighboring mountains. Upon hearing that shrill sound, the Goguryeons on Black Tortoise Peak suddenly wore frightened expressions. Even the lead figure seemed slightly unnerved.

This was the signal they had agreed upon previously for retreat!

Hong long long, a loud sound echoed from afar. Countless alarmed birds flew into the air from the forest. In the distance, additional reinforcements from White Tiger Peak and Vermilion Bird Peak were hurrying over after successfully chasing off all of the Goguryeons from their own camps.

“Damn it! Retreat! ——”

How could the Goguryeon warriors still be in the mood to deal with Wang Chong and the others? They quickly attempted to clear a path to escape from the mountain.

——No matter how slow they might be, it was clear that the operations at Vermilion Bird Peak and White Tiger Peak had failed! On top of that, without the cover of master archers, this operation was already doomed.

“Charge!”

Just as the Goguryeons were attempting to disengage, the mountaintop suddenly tremored. On the previously empty and silent Black Tortoise Peak, a great wave of figures abruptly appeared and charged toward the rear of the retreating Goguryeons.

“This!”

Wang Chong was dumbfounded, and Marchioness Yi frowned deeply at the sight. However, she soon realized something and harrumphed.

“Hmph, a bunch of tortoises hiding in their shells. To think that they would hole themselves up and only emerge at such a timing. It’s no wonder they were assigned to Black Tortoise Peak!”

The displeasure in her eyes was clear. It was apparent now that these fellows had been hiding and stalling; waiting for reinforcements to appear and fight their battle for them.

“Wang Chong, Marchioness Yi, why are you two here? ——”

An astonished voice cried out. On the mountain peak, a round-faced teenage boy rushed down toward them. On closer inspection, that teenage boy was Wei Hao.

“Why are you two here?”

Wei Hao widened his eyes in shock. He had heard the battle cries from the mountain and thought an organized army had arrived to rescue them. He didn’t expect Wang Chong and Marchioness Yi to be part of the reinforcing group!

“Hmph! Do you think that everyone is a little tortoise like you?”

Marchioness Yi disparaged coldly.

“What do you mean a tortoise? Don’t spout nonsense!”

Wei Hao’s face immediately flushed red. How could he stand being insulted by a beautiful lady?

“This is called a strategic retreat!”

“How dare you refute my words? Is your skin itching for a beating?”

Marchioness Yi didn’t have the patience to be arguing with Wei Hao, and she immediately glared at the latter with hostile eyes. Wei Hao’s face immediately warped in fear.

Recalling how he was trampled on beneath Marchioness Yi’s feet, a cold breeze blew in his heart. He knew that this woman wasn’t one to be reasoned with, and if he were to get on her bad side, he would surely be the one suffering. He promptly shut his mouth.

In the distance, the Goguryeons had already retreated dozens of zhang away. The instructors and Imperial Army guards of White Tiger, Vermilion Bird, and Black Tortoise peaks were in close pursuit.

With the crisis to Black Tortoise Peak having been resolved and having ensured that his friend was fine, Wang Chong decided to stop here.

‘A dog driven up the wall will bite.’ Wang Chong knew his strength wasn’t enough to deal with a desperate enemy, so he decided not to take the risk.

“Right, Wei Hao. I noticed that your peak is filled with flames and most of the buildings burned down. How did everyone survive?”

Wang Chong suddenly asked.

Looking at Black Tortoise Peak from afar, he’d thought they had suffered massive casualties. However, the actual situation was clearly very different. This piqued Wang Chong’s curiosity. Even Marchioness Yi’s attention turned to Wei Hao at these words.

The master archers of the enemy were fearsome foes, and even the buildings were not sturdy enough to withstand their arrows.

“Hehehe!”

Hearing Wang Chong’s question, Wei Hao’s face immediately glowed with delight.

“Those wolf fang arrows are indeed formidable, but they aren’t a match for us! Don’t forget, we are the Black Tortoise Peak! Everyone here has a shield, and when all of us are gathered together, how can it be easy for the arrows to strike us?”

“Shield?”

Suddenly, a bizarre expression appeared on Wang Chong and Marchioness Yi’s faces. They quickly turned their gazes toward the peak of the mountain. They hadn’t noticed it before, but with the slight illumination of the flames there, they now realized that all of the recruits had a black shield in their hand. If they didn’t pay careful attention, it was indeed extremely easy to overlook this.
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“…”

In an instant, everyone fell silent.

Black Tortoise Peak didn’t have the support of a Princess Ni Huang and neither were they as offensively oriented as White Tiger Peak either. In fact, they didn’t even have a single master archer like Zhou Huang.

Yet, with just a shield, most of them actually managed to survive this ordeal.

Even the experts whom Marchioness Yi brought here felt that Wei Hao and the others were way too lucky.

“Young general, that person… seems like Wang Chong from the Wang Clan!”

Just as Wang Chong and Wei Hao were gathered together, no one noticed that at the top of the peak, beside a blazing campfire, a few young men with Hu characteristics along with some Han men were currently staring down with cold gazes.

The Black Tortoise Peak was exceptionally high, making it easy to survey the surrounding situation from here. They could easily spot the escaping Goguryeons and Turks spreading themselves within the forest, as well as the wolves whom the Goguryeons ordered to stall the pursuing troops.

The Turks and Goguryeons had caused quite the uproar with this assault. However, none of the gazes of these young Hu and Han were on them. Rather, their focus was on Wang Chong instead.

“Hmph, that kid sure is lucky. White Tiger is the west-most peak, closest to the capital, and exactly where the Turks and Goguryeons were focusing their efforts. Yet, he somehow managed to survive!”

By the campfire, a young Hu leader spoke coldly. The Origin Energy around him coalesced into a green Halo of Thorns and slowly began to revolve around him. Countless wolf fang arrows lay on the ground nearby but none of them managed to even get close to him.

To most, this night was no different than a nightmare. Yet, to those men standing by the campfire, this was nothing more than a small game.

Be it the Goguryeon condor snipers or Turk master archers, regardless of how thickly the arrows poured in, they were no threat to them at all.

The reason was simple. In this world, there wasn’t a single master archer alive who could threaten a true Tongluo tribe member. Members of the Tongluo tribe were the best cavalry in the world, as well as the cavalry that possessed the least fear for archers.

As the second son of great Hu General Abusi, Abutong had been learning how to grab arrows with his bare hands from young and could now easily do so even when blindfolded.

The barrage of wolf fang arrows threatening Black Tortoise Peak couldn’t harm him at all.

“Young general, it is currently chaotic now. Why don’t we…”

Beside Abutong, a young Tongluo youth made a gesture to kill, hostile intentions simmering in his eyes. Wang Chong’s memorial regarding the Hu had already made him the thorn in the eyes of all Hu. Countless Hu had been plotting how they could claim Wang Chong’s head, and this seemed to be an ideal situation for them.

“No!”

Contrary to his expectation, Abutong waved his massive hands and rejected the idea immediately.

“If I’m not mistaken, that lady beside him should be Little Marchioness Yi, the daughter of the only marchioness in Great Tang. Any woman in this country who was conferred a title of nobility and placed in command of armies is a lunatic, and that woman is a lunatic among lunatics!”

“Even I don’t have the confidence to subdue her. If our operation fails and we leave behind any evidence, the situation might backfire on us!”

Abutong replied. He was clearly wary of Marchioness Yi. Different from Wang Chong, she was a true expert who was reputable even among the geniuses of the capital.

“But young general, do we just let this matter go?”

The Tongluo youth replied indignantly. Tongluo men had always prided themselves on their feral and aggressive nature, and tolerance wasn’t their style of doing things.

“Hmph, let the matter go? How is that possible! Why do you think I chose this Kunwu Training Camp when I could have gone to Shenwei Training Camp instead? The days are long, and there will be plenty of chances to deal with this Wang Chong in the future!”

Abutong sneered as he flung his sleeves backward and returned back into the hall on top of Black Tortoise Peak.

The battle at Azure Dragon Peak ended around the same time as that of Black Tortoise Peak. And by the time Wang Chong arrived, the attacking Goguryeons and Turks had already received the news and left.

The four peaks of Kunwu Training Camp were built from the very start with the intention of supporting one another.

In truth, the battle had already ended from the moment that White Tiger Peak triumphed over their enemies! At the time, the tides had already changed, and no matter how indignant the Goguryeons and Turks were, they could only flee in disappointment.

“It’s finally over!”

Below the Azure Dragon Peak, Wang Chong wore a pallid appearance. He panted deeply as he supported himself with his hands on his knees. The battle had lasted a long time, while he’d been running around without a break the whole time. Now that he could finally take a breather, he found his Origin Energy and stamina were nearly depleted.

Were it not for the additional benefit of enhancing his Bane of the Battlefield slaying the Goguryeon warriors, he wouldn’t have pushed himself so much.

However, it was all over now. All that was left was to sweep the entire area.

…

A strong mountain wind blew across the night sky.

While Wang Chong, Marchioness Yi, Wei Hao, and the other camp members were clearing the corpses and carcasses from the four peaks, no one knew that a pair of eyes had been silently observing their actions and the entire Kunwu Training Camp from the shadows.

No one knew exactly how long he had been standing there, but without a doubt, from the start to the end of the assault, there wasn’t a single detail that had managed to escape his notice.

“Are the preparations complete?”

In the darkness, a shadowy figure was standing atop a rocky prominence with his hands behind his back. His voice was authoritative and cold, and it was impossible to discern any emotions from it. A slight star-lit radiance shone upon him, allowing one to vaguely see the shape of Great Tang’s uniform.

“All preparations are ready! Quill, Imperial, Serpent, Dragon, Tortoise… All six armies stand ready. Not a single one of those master archers, warriors, or wolves will get away!”

A young man moved to kneel before that figure respectfully. His tone was composed but the content of his words was shocking.

If Wang Chong was here, he would definitely be astounded. Quill, Imperial, Serpent, Dragon, and Tortoise—they were all regiments under the Imperial Army.

Wang Chong and the others thought that the master archers had sealed all news from getting out, but the royal palace somehow seemed to have had advance knowledge.

“Very well! Relay my orders! Kill every single one of them, especially the master archers! Since the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates and Goguryeo sent us so many master archers and condor snipers, it’ll be a little embarrassing if we don’t accept them properly!”

The figure ordered coldly and callously.

If Zhao Qianqiu was here, he would be even more astounded. The person standing here issuing orders was the very same one who said that he would return to the capital to report to the Sage Emperor! Instead of returning to the royal palace, he was hiding here instead!

The command was swiftly relayed, and in all directions, in places where none could see, another battle raged on. This one ended much quicker than the previous assault. There was no stalemate. It was a completely one-sided slaughter.

Or perhaps, calling it as a battle was a little inaccurate. To be more exact, it was a prepared harvest.

“Lord, are we being a little too heartless here?”

The young kneeling man finally questioned after relaying the orders.

“Heartless?”

That figure perched atop a towering prominence appeared taken aback, seemingly unable to comprehend the meaning behind the young man’s words.

“Over a hundred master archers and several hundred Goguryeon warriors… In truth, this assault could have been entirely prevented. So why did we keep the news from them despite receiving earlier warnings? Those recruits are still children; they aren’t at an age to enter a battlefield yet. Aren’t we being a little too callous to them?”

The young man was involved in this matter, so he was aware of the entire proceedings.

It was due to the lack of preparation that this sudden assault caught so many off guard, resulting in massive losses. The Goguryeons and Turks had concealed their movements well; their planning being also very thorough; and their sense of timing was, in addition, excellent.

But to the Great Tang, an operation of this level wasn’t in their blind spot yet.

The Three Great Training Camps were just twenty to forty li away. At such a distance, how could the capital possibly be completely unaware of the happenings here?

In truth, there was no secrecy behind this assault in the first place. Even though the Turks were extremely careful, and the wolves were slowly slipped across the border one by one over an extremely long period of time, it was still insufficient to hide from the eyes and ears of the royal court.

Just that, the royal court intentionally concealed the matter. Not only so, they even allowed their enemies free reign, and this assault on the Three Great Training Camps was the result.

“You’re sympathizing with them?”

That person replied indifferently.

“Yes!”

The young man grit his teeth and affirmed.

“Heh, do you know of the death quota of the Three Great Training Camps?”

Weng!

The young man was initially confused when suddenly a ghastly comprehension dawned on him and his body trembled. He abruptly raised his head.

“Lord, you mean that…?”

“Hmph, do you think that I have the right to make a decision for such a huge matter?”

That person replied.

“So that means that the Sage Emperor…”

The young man’s face turned pale.

“It’s good that you understand! Only after the quota is exceeded will we step in, and currently… the number of deaths is still within the permissible range!”

The figure replied nonchalantly as he continued to observe from above. On the other hand, the young man listening to these words trembled violently, as though he was struck by a bolt of lightning.

Chapter 219: King Sosurim 

                                                                                
The assault that night had caused a minimum of fifty deaths each for the four peaks of Kunwu Training Camp. As for Shenwei and Longwei, their death tolls were similar. The trainees’ deaths added up to a hulking sum of more than five hundred. With so many recruits dying in the battle, the damage caused by the assailants was tremendous!

Yet, the lord before him said that this number was within the acceptable range for the death quota!

In an instant, the young man felt a cold shiver run down his spine.

The existence of the death quota was no secret at all, but he had always thought it would just be a maximum of twenty or thirty. However, from the looks of things now, he had severely underestimated it.

For some reason, when the lord he respected from the bottom of his heart spoke these words, he suddenly felt incomparably terrified.

“The will of the heavens was indeed scary!”

(The emperor is known as the Son of Heavens)

This was the only thought he had in his mind now.

“… What the royal court needs are wolves; not sheep! In this, I share the same thoughts as His Majesty. War isn’t a game. Our actions may seem callous to you, but in both His Majesty and my eyes, this is already utmost benevolence.”

That lord’s voice sounded from the darkness.

“A hundred master archers, a few hundred Goguryeon warriors, and a handful of Turk wolves… This is nothing compared to what awaits them on the callous battlefield. If they cannot even survive this ordeal, then they are even less likely to survive on future battlefields!”

“Dying here is at least much better than dying on the battlefield. At the very least, their corpses will be intact and they will be buried here!”

“The faster they understand their situation, the faster they will learn. This is the reason why His Majesty and I allowed the enemy to attack as they please. Even though more than five hundred recruits died in the Three Great Training Camps today, more of them will remember today and survive future battlefields!”

“This is a lesson that His Majesty and I are conducting for them!”

The lord’s words were calm and confident.

“You know that Zhao Qianqiu requested some tigers from His Majesty to teach his students a precious lesson, right?”

“AH!”

The latter was astonished.

“These are the ‘tigers’ that we prepared for all of the recruits!”

That figure spoke with a deep tone, and the young man found himself unable to utter a single word in response.

“Report!”

As the conversation lulled, a voice suddenly came from the surrounding forest, breaking the silence. A heavily-armored Imperial Army commander stepped forward from the lush woodland with widened strides. Strong bloodthirst emanated from his body.

A gust of mountain wind blew past. Even before he could reach them, the duo could already smell an overwhelming stench of blood wafting from him.

“Reporting to the two lords, all of the Goguryeons and Turks have been cleared. Other than a single Goguryeon who managed to escape our encirclement, not another one remains!”

The Imperial Army commander kneeled forcefully to the ground; viscous blood dripped down from the gaps in his armor, staining the grass crimson.

This battle had ended much faster than anyone could have expected. Six Imperial Army regiments had worked together, and under such might, no one could survive. The Goguryeon and Turk master archers had barely begun to retaliate before they were cleared out entirely.

“He could still escape!”

A deep sigh echoed from above. However, a moment later, that figure recovered and issued his instructions.

“Relay my orders, clean up all traces of the battle. Make sure not to leave behind any clues, including blood. No one must know that we made a move!”

“Yes, lord!”

The Imperial Army commander replied and swiftly left.

“Li Tong, you should leave as well. Inform His Majesty that that person has escaped!”

Turning around, that figure looked back down at the young man kneeling below.

“But lord, isn’t it still unconfirmed?”

Li Tong raised his head. He knew that on top of clearing away the Turks and Goguryeons, the mission tonight also involved capturing an important target.

“Hmph, an encirclement formed by six Imperial Army regiments, yet a person still manages to escape. Do you think that this is a feat ordinary martial artists are capable of? There’s no need to check, our target must have surely escaped. That Goguryeon is cunning!”

Standing atop the outcropping, the lord spoke. Then, with a slight sway, he disappeared into the night. Behind him, the young Li Tong hesitated briefly before departing as well.

A light breeze blew over the empty mountainside.

To the members of the Three Great Training Camps, the operation tonight would remain as a secret. The camp members and the outside world would never learn that six Imperial Army regiments had been here.

More importantly, no one would know that these three men had appeared here.

…

Peng!

Frenzied wind blew as the carcass of a wolf was thrown down a menacing cliff. At the foot of the mountain, the corpses and carcasses had already piled up to form a mountain of their own.

Azure Dragon, White Tiger, Vermilion Bird, and Black Tortoise; the four peaks were covered with the bodies of the dead. If they didn’t deal with it quickly, soon decay would set-in, and in less than three days, the entire mountain would wreak like a charnel house.

The battle may have ended, but there was still plenty of cleaning and rebuilding left to be done. Thus, everyone, including Wang Chong and Wei Hao, was currently busy at work.

Even the ladies like Marchioness Yi were included in the operation.

“Wang Chong, don’t you think that those women are terrifying?”

Amidst the crowd, Wei Hao suddenly jabbed Wang Chong lightly with his elbow and whispered.

Following Wei Hao’s gaze, Wang Chong saw Marchioness Yi and the others.

“Are you tired of living? If they were to hear your words, you will be in for a round of suffering. Try recalling her spear, do you want to try what it feels like to be impaled by it?”

Wang Chong chuckled.

Wei Hao’s face paled. Remembering how deadly Marchioness Yi’s spear was, his hair immediately stood on end.

“Bastard! How dare you scare me!”

But he soon recovered and pushed against Wang Chong angrily.

“Hey, who asked you to be so spineless? How could you leave me behind during the day?”

Wang Chong protested.

“It’s not my fault! Isn’t it because I… I’m not a match for them either?”

Hearing his friend bringing up this matter, Wei Hao could only reply sheepishly.

Wang Chong chose not to bicker with him over this. Instead, he lifted his head and looked at Marchioness Yi with a contemplative expression.

Even though Wei Hao considered Marchioness Yi and the members of Vermilion Bird as female dinosaurs—violent, arrogant, and fearless—Wang Chong didn’t share the same thoughts

Even though they were clearing the bodies just like everyone else, judging from their expressions, they were obviously discomforted. In fact, it felt as if they wanted to flee as far from the corpses as possible. This formed a stark contrast with the image of a war goddess that had been imprinted in their minds during the prior battle.

“Hm?”

Just as Wang Chong was contemplating, he suddenly caught sight of something that made his heart skip a beat.

“Wei Hao, wait a moment. Put the corpse down.”

Wang Chong suddenly stopped Wei Hao.

“Why? You are interested in corpses now?”

Wei Hao teased.

Chi la!

However, Wang Chong wasn’t in the mood to joke around any longer. Walking over, he grabbed the black pants of the Goguryeon warrior Wei Hao was still carrying and tore them apart. In the next instant, a bizarre tattoo on the warrior’s right leg was revealed.

Spotting the tattoo, even Wei Hao’s expression warped in shock. Reining in his joking nature, he put down the body and examined the image closely.

It was in the shape of a circle. In the tattoo, there was a snake and a three-legged crow. The three-legged crow was above while the snake was below, and their eyes stared at one another, creating a bizarre sight.

“This is… the symbol of a certain influence?”

Wei Hao swiftly came to a realization. Wang Chong didn’t reply. He simply stared fixedly at the tattoo as his heart thumped wildly.

He recognized this symbol!

Wang Chong had thought this nighttime assault was just a normal alliance between the Goguryeon and the Turks to test and disrupt the Three Great Training Camps and dampen the Great Tang’s arrogance. Upon seeing this symbol however, he realized that he’d made a mistake and considerably underestimated the nature of the affair.

“King Sosurim!”

A name flashed across Wang Chong’s mind as he stared at the bizarre tattoo.

Even though the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganate and Ü-Tsang had consumed all of Great Tang’s attention, the eastern Goguryeo Empire had never slackened in its information gathering operations against Great Tang.

And this ‘King Sosurim’ was the top spy that Goguryeo had in Great Tang, a sharp thorn that the Goguryeon emperor, Yeon Gaesomun, had planted in the Central Plains.

Even though this top spy wasn’t born of nobility, rumor had it that the Goguryeon emperor had conferred him as a member of the royal family. His title of ‘King Sosurim’ was bestowed by Yeon Gaesomun, and this reflected how highly he regarded the former.

And the three-legged crow and snake tattoo was the symbol of his subordinates.

Even though his job scope mainly revolved around information gathering and spying, the doings of King Sosurim in the capital far exceeded that.

Destruction, assassination… Anything and everything that would be damaging to Great Tang and beneficial to Goguryeo entered his purview. What brought him the greatest notoriety was his successful assassinations of influential officials of the Central Plains.

Every single official who supported waging war against Goguryeo had suffered assassination, and what makes things worse, was that this assassination wasn’t just limited to the person in question. Even the maids, servants, ladies, and children in the target’s residence wouldn’t be spared.

Censor Tang Zhao was one of the victims. In the tragedy eight years ago, not a single person in his residence was spared. The incident had taken Great Tang by storm.

Even though the royal court flew into a rage and captured innumerable Goguryeon spies and sentenced them to death, the main culprit, King Sosurim, still remained at large. The reason was simple. No one had ever seen him before and no one knew what he looked like. Even his title, King Sosurim, also only came from buying off the officials of the Goguryeo Empire.

His appearance and characteristics were still a mystery.

But, two things that they knew for certain were that he spoke fluently in Chinese and knew Great Tang very well, be it the history or the culture. To summarize, he was no different from a Han. Even if one were to meet him face-to-face, it would be impossible to determine whether he was a Han or a Goguryeon.

“To think that it would actually be him!”

Wang Chong thought. He didn’t expect the elusive King Sosurim to be behind this operation as well.
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“That explains why the Turks allied with the Goguryeons and why official soldiers of Goguryeo would appear! If King Sosurim is involved in this operation, everything makes sense.”

Wang Chong frowned as his expression slowly grew grave.

King Sosurim had long been a thorn in Great Tang’s flesh, they had been pursuing him for a very long time already but never succeeded.

Yesterday’s assault wasn’t his first operation in the Central Plains and wouldn’t be his last either. Wang Chong knew; in the future, he would achieve something earth-shattering.

King Sosurim’s existence was a huge threat to Great Tang.

“… I must find a way to eliminate him!”

Wang Chong thought as killing intent flashed in his eyes.

King Sosurim was extremely cunning. In the future, the royal court would lay a huge trap for him, yet he would still manage to escape and flee back to the Goguryeo Empire alive.

His deeds had become legendary in the Goguryeo Empire. On the other hand, to Great Tang, he was an ‘enemy of the nation’ and top on their most wanted list. However, King Sosurim remained ever meticulous and ever vigilant. It was nearly impossible to track down his location…but this problem didn’t apply to Wang Chong.

No. Wang Chong’s problem was that his influence was still sorely lacking. Before he had absolute confidence, he didn’t want to alarm the other party needlessly. Otherwise, once King Sosurim grew wise to him and realized something was amiss, it would become nearly impossible to track him.

The remainder of the night passed peacefully, if slowly. After four hours of unpleasant effort, the scattered bodies had at last been cleared.

The blood, along with the soil, had been disposed of entirely. If not for the tattered structures and the charred husks of buildings, it would seem as though nothing had happened at all. Only they still betrayed a trace that an intense battle had occurred just hours ago.

After splitting up with Marchioness Yi and Wei Hao, Wang Chong returned back to White Tiger Peak alone. By the time he arrived, the cleaning here was already done and a sense of peace had returned to the area.

A few campfires could be seen peaking out in the darkness. While vaguely, Wang Chong could make out the quiet sobbing of his fellow recruits. He felt his heart grow a little heavy.

“These people have never been on a battlefield; never seen bloodshed nor fought to the death with others. Everything that happened tonight would, without a doubt, become an unforgettable memory.”

Wang Chong became pensive. He had been on many battlefields in his past life, and dozens of years of fighting had made him accustomed to the sights of blood and death—the heady rush of struggling with his life on the line. This was the reason why he was able to maintain his composure and adapt quickly to the sudden assault.

But those people were different.

He knew that it was already great progress for them to have pulled together their fighting wills and faced the Goguryeon warriors and the Turk wolves head-on without crumbling. He sympathized but didn’t say a single word.

Many more of such tragedies would only be waiting ahead for them. The only way to survive was to adapt.

Returning to his room, Wang Chong was greeted by a familiar figure attempting to tear a broken-off arrow from his flesh. Before he’d even stepped across the threshold, a strong stench of bloodshed entered his nose.

Su Hanshan’s body was dyed crimson, as though fresh blood was still dripping from it. That white-colored robe he’d worn before had, in the truest sense, become a robe of blood.

“This fellow!”

Wang Chong’s eyebrows jumped, and he recovered from his momentary daze. Even though he didn’t witness it personally, he could already imagine the scene of the huge battle Su Hanshan had fought his way out of.

“How many people did this fellow kill for his clothes to be so red?”

Wang Chong remembered Su Hanshan had charged out and joined the fray much earlier than he had. By the time he’d also moved out, not a single trace of the other party could be seen anywhere on White Tiger Peak anymore.

But, the blood on Su Hanshan’s clothes wouldn’t lie. His battling style was indeed a huge mystery!

Su Hanshan took a quick glance at Wang Chong before retracting his gaze. Grabbing the end of the arrow with his right hand, he exerted some force and, pu, fresh blood spurted into the air. Despite this, Su Hanshan’s expression remained steady and nonchalant. Except for a slight paling around his face, one might think the arrow hadn’t been lodged in his body at all!

“Here! This is for you. It’ll help you in your recuperation!”

Wang Chong took out a recovery pill and threw it over. However, Su Hanshan merely flicked it back and the pill returned accurately to Wang Chong’s hand.

“I don’t need it!”

Su Hanshan uttered coldly, clearly expressing his attitude.

“He sure hasn’t changed at all!”

Wang Chong chuckled silently as he put away the pill then took a seat on the floor. He had also expended himself greatly in this battle and needed to recover his physical condition soon…

…

“Lord…”

Back in the capital, while peace had returned to Shenwei, Longwei, and Kunwu, in a courtyard in the southern part of the city, a shadow suddenly appeared. As time passed, more black shadows gathered, one after another, from all directions.

These people were well-built and their movements astonishingly swift—with a speed not inferior even when compared to the Eastern Islands assassin, Miyasaka Ayame. The three black sabers or swords that hung by their waists betrayed their identities.

Every one was a Goguryeon assassin.

The entire courtyard was hushed and deeply shadowed, despite the numerous occupants. The chirps of cicadas sounded in the night, unaffected by their human visitors.

In a room at the north end, a single candle flared to life, and from the dim illumination, a distorted silhouette could be seen. A powerful aura seemed to emanate outwards through the thin sheet of paper plastered over the window.

The assassins maintained their silence like cicadas hibernating in winter, not making a single noise at all.

“The mission has failed. Relay my orders: everyone is to lay low for this period of time. Be sure not to catch the Great Tang royal court’s attention!”

A hoarse voice came from the room. The distortion made It impossible to discern whether it came from a man or a woman.

“Yes!”

Everyone outside nodded impassively.

The Three Great Training Camps were a project that the royal court and the Sage Emperor paid particular attention to. Since the Goguryeons dared to ambush the recruits there in the middle of the night, naturally, they were prepared to lose their lives for the cause as well.

Having accepted this situation, they elicited no surprise or anxiety at all.

“Also, I need you all to collect some information regarding Kunwu Training Camp for me. I want the information of all recruits on White Tiger Peak.”

That hoarse voice issued another order. This time, everyone was taken by surprise. They couldn’t understand why the lord would be interested in an insignificant White Tiger Peak.

“Yes, lord!”

Even so, they didn’t dare to doubt or reject the lord’s command.

“Disperse!”

As the order went out, all of the Goguryeon assassins disappeared like they’d never been. With a gust of wind, the candle was snuffed. The entire courtyard went dark.

“That White Tiger Peak… is too bizarre! I must look into it!”

A faint voice trailed off in the night, swiftly vanishing altogether.

…

Time kept trickling onwards. Soon, the incident concerning the Three Great Training Camps had spread and become public knowledge. With the sun barely risen, the precision machinery that was Great Tang’s royal court had already whirred into high gear.

Bureau of Military Personnel, Bureau of Punishments, Bureau of Personnel… The members of all different bureaus began working in concert, and even the Chamberlain of Dependencies was involved in the matter.

The royal court’s agenda for today included compensation for the families of recruits who died during the night and mounting a retaliation against Goguryeo and the Turkic Khaganates. Just that, these issues weren’t something that ordinary citizens could come into contact with.

Today was not destined to be a calm day!

…

Kunwu Training Camp, White Tiger Peak.

After an unknown period of time, Wang Chong finally emerged from his state of imperturbability. Following a night of recuperation, he could clearly sense that his Origin Energy had recovered fully, and the injuries he had suffered in the battle previously had mostly healed.

“However, my strength is still too lacking! I have to find a way to raise my cultivation!”

Recalling the fight yesterday, Wang Chong grew agitated.

The Wootz steel sword was sharp enough to even cut through a floating hair.

Despite that, last night, there were at least two times his sword failed to slice. The first time was when he clashed with a Turk master archer’s wolf fang arrow. The second time was when he was repelled by a Goguryeon warrior’s Origin Energy.

This wasn’t the fault of his Wootz steel sword; the main issue was that the gap in cultivation between his enemy and himself was far too great. The Wootz steel wasn’t enough to make up for his own weakness.

“I must find time to cultivate properly.”

Wang Chong thought feverishly.

“Hm?”

He was awakened from his thoughts when a sudden bizarre sensation crept into his heart. A concealed killing intent! Were it not for the utmost tranquility at daybreak, he would have definitely overlooked it.

But, what left Wang Chong the most surprised was that the faint killing intent actually came from his own person.

“What’s going on?”

He frowned in contemplation. A moment later, he stretched his hand into his sleeves and started fumbling about. Something cold and hard soon brushed against his fingertips.

“This is…”

Wang Chong froze.

The white stone!

The origin of the killing intent was actually the white stone that Su Zhengchen gave him.

Astonished, Wang Chong swiftly retrieved it. In the next moment, a transparent white stone that looked as though it was carved from jade appeared between Wang Chong’s fingertips.

“What’s going on?”

Staring at the fingernail-sized white stone, he became dumbfounded. Having played chess with Su Zhengchen for the past few months, Wang Chong couldn’t be any more aware of the other party’s white pieces.

These were only ordinary stones. Under normal circumstances, it was impossible for killing intent to be concealed within one. Unless…

A thought flashed across Wang Chong’s mind. The parting words of Su Zhengchen surfaced in his mind.

“Fate comes and goes. This white stone is my gift to you. Keep it well. I hope that you can be like this stone, maintaining your core and remembering your aim regardless of the situation!”

Wang Chong remembered the situation back then extremely clearly. Su Zhengchen had plucked a random stone from the chessboard and given it to him.

Could he have been mistaken from the very beginning? When Su Zhengchen spoke of a ‘gift’, did it have a deeper meaning?

Countless thoughts swirled and flickered in his mind. A conjecture slowly surfaced in his sea of thoughts, and his heart beat wildly in agitation.
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In his two lives, the 《Art of God and Demon Obliteration》 has been an ultimate technique that Wang Chong craved to obtain.

The main reason why he played chess with Su Zhengchen daily for several months was to win the ex-war god’s favor and the opportunity to learn the Art of God and Demon Obliteration! It’s just that Wang Chong knew that this ultimate technique wasn’t so easily available.

He was not the first to have vied for the Art of God and Demon Obliteration, and he would not be the last either.

Su Zhengchen had even rejected countless members of the royal palace before him. There was no reason to think he was in a superior position to them. Thus, Wang Chong had never dreamed of completing this wish of his in a single go.

But what if?

What if the gift Su Zhengchen gave him wasn’t just a simple white playing piece but also the Art of God and Demon Obliteration?

Just the possibility in itself left Wang Chong’s heart pounding wildly.

Not even yesterday’s assault by the Turks and Goguryeons rocked his emotions to such an extent, but at this moment, he found it hard to retain his previous calm composure.

Ssss!

He tried to brace himself by taking a long, deep breath. Then, carrying a heart filled with trepidation, Wang Chong placed his finger against the fingernail-sized white stone and infused a surge of Origin Energy within.

Weng!

That short instant felt like an eon to Wang Chong, but the white stone remained completely unresponsive. No reaction at all.

“Did I understand wrongly?”

Wang Chong raised his head. Even though there wasn’t the slightest emotion exposed on his face, inside he couldn’t help but feel disappointed.

“As expected, it couldn’t be that easy to obtain the Art of God and Demon Obliteration!”

Old Senior Su Zhengchen’s white stone was indeed just a reminder for him to not stray from benevolence!

He was thinking too much into it.

Wang Chong’s eyes had just darkened with disappointment when, hong long, the white stone abruptly emitted a small shockwave.

The presence of that small and insignificant white chess piece seemed to undergo a great change. It was no longer just a white stone but also encapsulated a representation of endless space.

And in the depths of this space, there was the sharp, desolate, and domineering will of the conqueror. The intention to shatter the will of gods, divinities, and all lifeforms flowed through Wang Chong’s fingers and dived into his head.

His body froze, and for a moment under the effects of the overpowering sword intent, he was unable to move at all.

“Art of Life Massacre!”

Along with the appearance of this sharp and desolate sword intent, a formula that Wang Chong had never seen before appeared in his mind. Though this formula only consisted of a hundred words, it was laced with a fearsome sword intent. Beyond anything that he’d been able to grasp even in his previous life.

He was right! His conjecture was right! There was indeed something hidden within the white chess piece that Elder Su Zhengchen gave him!

In that instant, Wang Chong was filled with frenzied joy.

“This is great!”

He clenched his fists tightly together in excitement. 《Art of God and Demon Obliteration》 and 《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art》, he’d actually managed to obtain the two ultimate arts. Wang Chong’s desire of two lifetimes had been fulfilled.

The Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art allowed him to gather Origin Energy swiftly and achieve breakthroughs in his cultivation in the shortest time possible. On the other hand, the Art of God and Demon Obliteration allowed him to display a might twofold his current cultivation.

With these two ultimate arts, his plans for his martial arts were basically complete.

“Wait a moment!”

Just as Wang Chong was overwhelmed by joy and excitement over the matter, he suddenly realized that something was amiss and frowned.

“Art of Life Massacre? It isn’t the Art of God and Demon Obliteration?”

Even though they both started with the word ‘art’, Wang Chong could sense that the formula that appeared in his head wasn’t that legendary Art of God and Demon Obliteration.

Double checking it once more, it was indeed the Art of Life Massacre and not the Art of God and Demon Obliteration.

“That’s strange!”

Frowning in deep contemplation, Wang Chong knew that his conjecture was slightly off the mark. Elder Su Zhengchen had indeed given him a technique, but it wasn’t the one he was thinking of.

“Art of Life Massacre? What is this?”

Lowering his head, he considered further. There were many legends about Su Zhengchen, and they were very detailed as well. Even without making use of his memories from his previous life, Wang Chong could easily uncover a lot by sieving through the stories told amongst the nation’s citizens. However, there didn’t seem to be an Art of Life Massacre in them.

What kind of technique was this?

Was this a technique that Su Zhengchen had comprehended recently? Was this a secret technique that he had never shown in front of others before?

“Wait a moment!”

Suddenly recalling something, a strange light appeared in Wang Chong’s eyes.

“Art of Life Massacre? Art of God and Demon Obliteration? Life, god, and demon… Could it be that these two techniques are actually one and the same?”

Remembering the ‘Little Yinyang Art’ and the ‘Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art’, a new line of thinking formed in his mind. To cultivate the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art, one had to start from the Little Yinyang Art. The Little Yinyang Art was the fundamental formula, whereas the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art was the enhanced formula, the perfect version.

Could Art of Demon and God Obliteration be the same as well?

Thinking so, Wang Chong’s eyes slowly began to glow once more. The more he thought about it, the more likely it seemed.

Art of God and Demon Obliteration and Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art were top-notch ultimate techniques of the same caliber. If Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art obeyed such rules, it was highly possible that the Art of God and Demon Obliteration was the same.

At this point, Wang Chong suddenly recalled something. Remembering his past life, after Su Zhengchen passed away, there was a rumor that stated that Su Zhengchen’s Art of God and Demon Obliteration actually consisted of two different ultimate techniques. In other words, it was a combination of two different ultimate techniques.

However, the credibility of the rumor was placed in doubt and there wasn’t any evidence to back this theory. Thus, no one believed it back then.

However, Wang Chong now found himself a believer.

“There’s no mistake about it. That must be the case! There’s no reason for Elder Su Zhengchen to foist a meaningless technique on me!”

The more he thought about it, the more certain he felt that his conjecture was correct.

Wang Chong’s Origin Energy Tier 7 cultivation was still far too lacking, and even though it was decent among his peers, it wasn’t sufficient for him to learn those top-notch techniques.

Even if Su Zhengchen were to give him the Art of God and Demon Obliteration now, he would be unable to cultivate it. It was just like how his teacher, the Demonic Emperor Old Man, gave him the Little Yinyang Art instead of the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art.

“Great! My effort over the past few months has paid off!”

Wang Chong thought in delight.

Even though he had only obtained the foundational version, Art of Life Massacre, it was already a huge harvest. Since Su Zhengchen was willing to impart the Art of Life Massacre, there was a high chance he would willingly impart the Art of God and Demon Obliteration to him as well.

“However, what would cause Elder Su to change his mind so abruptly?”

After a moment of celebration, Wang Chong’s expression settled and instead a puzzled look emerged to take it’s place.

The Art of God and Demon Obliteration was well-known for being nigh impossible to obtain in his previous life. Based on his knowledge, there were many talented and wise men who took on Su Zhengchen’s tests, only to be driven away in disappointment eventually.

If it was so easy to obtain the Art of God and Demon Obliteration, it wouldn’t have disappeared with Su Zhengchen in his previous life. There wouldn’t be so many imperial offspring, scions, nobles, and martial arts geniuses distressed over it as well.

Even though Wang Chong had spent several months playing chess with the former marshall, he knew that, compared to the efforts that others had put into coaxing Su Zhengchen, his were nothing at all. There shouldn’t be any reason why Su Zhengchen would make an exception and impart the technique so easily.

“Could it be due to the regional commanders incident?”

Thinking about it now, that should be the only possibility by which Su Zhengchen’s heart would be moved, and he would impart the primary formula for the Art of God and Demon Obliteration.

Su Zhengchen might have suffered great injustices in his life, but his loyalty toward his nation had never faltered. He even gave his life fighting on the battlefield to save the civilians of the country he loved.

Such a respectable person wouldn’t look just at talent when assessing candidates to determine suitability for being his disciple.

The only possibility that Wang Chong could think of was the memorial that he submitted. Only this could explain why Su Zhengchen would favor him over all the other candidates.

“…To think that that single action of mine would bring me the acknowledgement of Su Zhengchen as well!”

Coming to a realization, Wang Chong was filled with complex emotions.

Back then, when he sent the memorial, all he had been thinking about was how to prevent a future tragedy from occurring. Su Zhengchen had never been part of his calculations then. Yet, this one action had served as an impetus, earning that great ex-war god’s acknowledgement.

Without that incident, even another half a year spent accompanying Su Zhenchen probably wouldn’t have accomplished anything noticeable for Wang Chong.

However, knowing the man’s nature, this probably wasn’t the end of his tests yet. To obtain the complete formula, he would probably have to put in much more effort.

“Regardless, I have to obtain the complete version of Art of God and Demon Obliteration.”

Wang Chong swiftly calmed down and closed his hands, grasping the white stone tightly. Subconsciously scanning around the room, he realized that the opposite end was now empty. Su Hanshan had already left the room early in the morning.

All that remained was the bloodsoaked robe he wore yesterday night.

“He must be at the cultivation chamber on Kunwu’s main peak.”

Wang Chong hazarded a guess. On the main peak of Kunwu Training Camp was an inscribed formation that gathered Origin Energy from the surroundings, thus allowing one to cultivate at a much faster pace there.

It was the most popular location in the entire camp, and there was a high likelihood that Su Hanshan was there as well.
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With no one else around to bother him within the room, Wang Chong swiftly calmed his thoughts and began to decipher the hundred-word sutra in his head.

Art of Life Massacre formed the foundation of a top-notch ultimate technique. Even though it only consisted of a hundred words, the intent and profundity behind it was far superior to all techniques Wang Chong had learned before.

“Art of Life Massacre, slaying all lives that stand in one’s way… This ultimate technique that Elder Su created is quite domineering. It’s no wonder why he’s careful in imparting it to others.”

Wang Chong thought.

This sutra was only the very first layer of the Art of Life Massacre. Judging from the killing intent concealed within the white stone, it was very likely for there to be an even higher level sutra hidden deeper within. However, just the majestic and domineering intent from these first hundred words were sufficient to shock one.

‘The heartless heavens view all lifeforms as nothing more than dust’, this is the true essence of the universe.

And this was the true intent that flowed through the hundred words of Su Zhengchen’s sutra. It carried a majestic aura that viewed all lifeforms as nothing more than dust.

If this was only the first layer, it was difficult to imagine how powerful one could get by mastering the final layer of the technique, the Art of Demon and God Obliteration.

It didn’t take long for Wang Chong to reach a state of imperturbability, focusing his entire attention into deciphering and comprehending the technique. The more profound a martial art was, the more difficult it would be to comprehend it. From another perspective, this might be another of Su Zhengchen’s tests.

Time creeped by, and a long time later, a surge of exhaustion suddenly overwhelmed his thoughts. Slowly, he opened his eyes.

“Looks like I’ll have to stop here for the moment. Su Zhengchen’s martial art is simply too taxing on the mind!”

Wang Chong noted.

The Art of Life Massacre was different from his teacher’s Little Yinyang Art. It focused less on the technique itself and, instead, delved deeper into the manipulation of one’s origin energy. Such techniques tended to be more profound and, thus, more difficult to cultivate.

At least, in terms of difficulty, the Art of Life Massacre was way above that of the Little Yinyang Art.

Meditating on the spot, only when Wang Chong felt as though his spirit had fully recovered did he finally open his eyes once more.

“Come in!”

Wang Chong spoke with his gaze directed at the door.

Huala!

Many silhouettes appeared in the formerly empty doorway and entered. Zhao Jingdian, Zhuang Zhengping, Chi Weisi, Xu Qi, Gao Feng, and Chen Burang—all of them had fought at his side last night. Their faces were still a little pale, but after a night of rest, they were in much better condition than before.

“Gongzi!”

As soon as they walked in, they hurriedly lowered their heads respectfully. They bowed not just to his prestigious background, but more importantly, to Wang Chong’s performance yesterday. He had won all of their respect.

Yesterday, as the arrows fell and the ground forces poured in, many panicked. Only Wang Chong managed to maintain his composure, organize everyone, build a defense line, and eventually, launch a counterattack. Only Wang Chong.

If not for him, who knew how many people would have died last night? It was no exaggeration to say that Wang Chong had saved all of their lives.

“Sit down!”

Wang Chong gestured to the space beside him.

“Chi Weisi, how are your wounds?”

“I’m still fine. Even though the arrow impaled my shoulder yesterday, I’ve already informed my clan to deliver some bone mould over. As long as I remould the bone, the shoulder should work just fine.”

Chi Weisi replied. A tinge of gratitude could be heard in his tone. If not for Wang Chong’s idea to build a fortress out of his living quarters, allowing him to rest protected in the center cage, it was truly hard to tell whether he would still be breathing now.

For this reason, Chi Weisi felt exceptionally grateful to Wang Chong.

“Can you still endure?”

“There should be no problem.”

Chi Weisi hurriedly replied. The Three Great Training Camps were an initiative that the Sage Emperor was watching closely. Should he return home to recuperate right after its opening, it would reflect badly on him and his clan.

Besides, warriors of the Chi Clan never retreated in the face of adversity. As a Chi Clan member, naturally, Chi Weisi would never allow himself to be a coward either.

“That’s good.”

Wang Chong firmly nodded his head.

The Zhuang Clan and Chi Clan had given him two huge ‘gifts’ yesterday to indicate their intention to stand beside him. Going by the conventional rules of the capital, it was likely that Zhuang Zhengping and Chi Weisi would become his future ‘aides’ on the battlefield, assuming nothing goes wrong. So, it was only right for Wang Chong to show his concern for the latter.

“Chi Weisi, can you contact your family once more and have them dispatch some of their steel guards over?”

Wang Chong asked.

“Gongzi, do you mean that those people will return?”

Chi Weisi’s expression darkened. His wasn’t the only expression that changed at those words, the faces of the entire group quickly warped as well.

In truth, the other reason they’d gathered was to pool their information on the major incident that happened yesterday night. Given that Wang Chong’s big uncle was an influential official in the royal court, he was the one most likely to know something.

But, Wang Chong’s response had caught everyone off guard. Thinking about last night’s attack left shivers running up and down their spines. Those powerful master archers were still way beyond their present strength.

None of them would be able to take it if another such battle occurred.

“That’s not what I mean!”

Wang Chong shook his head grimly.

“But, as the old adage goes, better safe than sorry. If anyone has available experts in their household, it would be wise to have them stationed here. At the very least, if something were to happen, we wouldn’t be as vulnerable as we were last night. Besides, those people even dared to attack a training camp that’s only a short hop from the capital. Who could guarantee that they won’t attempt it a second time?”

The future had already changed. So, Wang Chong couldn’t use his prior knowledge to assess the present. The matter yesterday had given Wang Chong a wake-up call. Even if the Kunwu Training Camp had experts all around, he should still make precautions of his own.

Being careful isn’t a mistake!

“Steel guards… It shouldn’t be a problem. However, every single steel guard of our clan is highly valued, so I think they would only dispatch two or maybe three at a maximum.”

Hearing Wang Chong’s reply, Chi Weisi heaved a sigh of relief. A contemplative look slowly emerged on his face.

The axe-wielding steel guards of the Chi Clan were famous for their bravery on the battlefield. However, it was by no means easy to train one. Every single steel guard was a valuable asset to the clan.

With Chi Weisi’s standing, it would be difficult for him to mobilize the steel guards. However, it would be different if Wang Chong was behind him. Given that it was a request from the potential successor of the Wang Clan, they surely wouldn’t reject it. After all, this was aligned with their political strategy.

Better yet for Chi Weisi, having a few powerful steel guards under his command would also boost his standing in the clan significantly. As such, he was all too eager to support this initiative.

“Un, even two or three would suffice.”

Wang Chong didn’t say much. The Chi Clan’s steel guards were incredibly strong, and this wasn’t just limited to their personal strength. They were equipped with the finest armor, crafted fully of Xuan metal. Even a master archer would find it hard to penetrate their defense.

With them around, Wang Chong and the others would have a few more chips in their hands.

“Zhuang Zhengping, is it possible for you to mobilize the steel cavalry experts of your clan?”

Wang Chong asked.

While there was a limit to the utility of cavalry given the mountainous geographical terrain, the Zhuang Clan’s steel cavalry might prove useful for them in escaping from Kunwu Training Camp.

One must consider the aftermath of failure, and prepare for it, before considering victory.

Their usefulness was just severely curtailed in comparison to the Chi Clan’s steel guards.

“No problem. I’ll make the request to my clan. It shouldn’t be an issue.”

Zhuang Zhengping replied without hesitation. Unlike Chi Weisi, Zhuang Zhengping possessed a significantly higher standing in his clan. After yesterday’s incident, even if Wang Chong didn’t raise the subject, he would probably do so anyway.

“Right, gongzi! It’s been several hours since the assault by the Turks and Goguryeons. Any news yet on how the royal court intends to deal with the matter?”

Zhuang Zhengping’s words immediately caused all eyes in the room to focus on Wang Chong in expectation.

This clearly reflected Wang Chong’s standing among the group.

With Wang Chong’s prestigious standing and his outstanding performance last night, he had already built his first team of military aides. Though it had barely taken shape and it was still very weak, he was at least on the right track already.

“Oh, there should be no need to worry about this. The royal court will deal with the matter appropriately, and the families of those students who died in the tragedy will be allocated suitable compensation.”

Hualala. A flapping of wings suddenly descended from the sky above everyone’s heads and this immediately drew their attention.

Lifting their heads, they glimpsed a snow-white pigeon that had appeared in the airspace above Wang Chong’s roof. The room, be it the walls or the roof, was filled with countless holes after the huge battle yesterday night. Wang Chong’s room had been an especially favored target for the enemy master archers.

The pigeon had no trouble flying in through a gigantic hole left behind by the barrage of wolf fang arrows and landed on Wang Chong’s palm.

“It’s a carrier pigeon from big uncle.”

Glancing briefly at the telltale markings on the pigeon’s neck, he stretched out his free hand and removed a neatly-rolled note from its leg.

Smoothing it out, the handwriting appeared forceful and a hint of authority seemed to radiate from the letter. With just a glance, it was clear that it wasn’t written by someone ordinary. Everyone seemed to have realized that the note contained something important, and they hurriedly turned their gazes over.

“There’s fresh news on events!”

After perusing the letter Big Uncle Wang Gen sent over, Wang Chong looked visibly relaxed.

“There’s been some response from the royal court’s side. Families of students who died will be compensated generously, and direct kin will be granted special grooming. Furthermore, the royal court has decided to dispatch the Imperial Army’s Quill Regiment, stationing fifty master archers on every single peak. Other than that, due to the overwhelming number of casualties, it’s been decided to hold a second round of recruitment!”

“With regards to the assault from the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganate and the Goguryeo Empire, the royal court has decided to send Protector-General Zhang Shougui of the Eastern Protectorate Manor as well as the armies of the Southern Protectorate Manor to wage war against them. We’ll punish them for their actions, so as to deter such incidents from occurring again!”

Wang Chong read the contents out to gathered company.

“Great!”

The first part of the message didn’t really cause much of a stir, but upon hearing the orders for waging war, everyone’s blood suddenly boiled in excitement.

What compensation? What recruitment? What Quill Regiment? The only way to vent everyone’s anger was to strike back at the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganate and the Goguryeo Empire.

This was the action befitting of the Great Tang empire!

“Seems like the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganate and the Goguryeo Empire will both receive black eyes this time around!”

Putting down the letter, a hint of a smile crept onto Wang Chong’s lips. At the very least, his efforts from before in highlighting the various threats surrounding them didn’t go to waste. Wang Chong was certain that King Song must have ‘contributed’ a fair bit toward this eventual decision.

With this assault, the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganate and the Goguryeo Empire had given Great Tang a pretext to attack them!

While Wang Chong didn’t have a good impression of Zhang Shougui right now—it was due to the latter’s carelessness that allowed for that disastrous night assault—he had to admit that the latter was indeed a fearsome commander when it came to waging war!

‘The heartless heavens view all lifeforms as nothing more than dust’

The more exact translation would be ‘The heartless heavens view all lifeforms as nothing more than straw dogs’.

The straw dogs are actually ritual materials viewed with great importance before the ritual, but thrown away after fulfilling their purpose. In any case, the real meaning behind this phrase is that ‘the heavens don’t favor anyone over another’ or ‘all lifeforms are equal’. Everything is allowed to take its course, and all karmic effects are a result of one’s own actions.
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“The war against the Goguryeo Empire and the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganate is none of our business at the moment. Since everyone is here though, I have something to give you all.”

“Wait here a moment.”

Speaking thus, amidst everyone’s perplexed gazes, he stood up and walked into the next room in back.

“What is gongzi up to?”

Everyone turned their heads questioningly to Zhao Jingdian. It was clear from the recent incident that Zhao Jingdian and Wang Chong had a close relationship. If there was anyone who knew what was going on, it had to be him.

But, Zhao Jingdian simply shook his head, an equal confusion written large on his face. While he was a vassal of the Wang Clan, Wang Chong’s actions still remained unfathomable to him.

Through the holes in the wall, everyone could see Wang Chong’s arms moving around with his back facing them. The latter’s arms remained in motion for a significant period of time, and slowly, they realized that he must be writing something.

“Alright, these are my gifts to you all. There’s a book for each of you. I don’t have any string to bind them, but do take care of them and read through them carefully.”

Wang Chong had finally finished what he was doing and returned back with a stack of paper in his hands, which he quickly divvied up and passed out to his waiting audience.

“This is… cultivation technique?!”

Initially, everyone was still perplexed by his actions and wondering what he was up to. However, as soon as their eyes beheld the content on the papers they’d received, agitation immediately overwhelmed them. What Wang Chong had given each of them happened to be cultivation technique secret manual!

“I’ve picked these out based on your strengths, so do look through them at your leisure.”

Nodding his head, Wang Chong replied to their agitation impassively.

The assault yesterday night had made them all, including Wang Chong, realize their powerlessness. It was already a huge blessing that they could survive such an assault.

Initially, Wang Chong was intending to only pass the techniques on some time later. This way, it would look more natural on his part.

But now, there was no longer a need for that.

Without having time to prepare beforehand, Wang Chong could only jot everything down on the spot.

“Gongzi, there are some for us as well?”

Xu Qi, Gao Feng, and Nie Yan looked at the small stack of paper in each of their hands in disbelief. Wang Chong’s birth was much nobler than theirs, and a gift from him couldn’t possibly be anything ordinary.

What shocked the trio most was that despite having only just gotten acquainted with Wang Chong, the latter actually gave something valuable to them. After all, unlike Zhao Jingdian and that lot, the time they’d spent with him was severely limited.

“Un!”

Wang Chong nodded his head. Given how Xu Qi, Gao Feng, and Nie Yan were able to survive amidst the chaos last night and even take the initiative to help others, there was little that needed to be said about their fighting prowess and capability. In truth, he had another reason for his actions, these were also future great generals from Kunwu Training Camp.

While Xu Qi’s other capabilities might not be as outstanding as Su Hanshan’s, his ability to command troops was extraordinary—Wang Chong had a clear glimpse of this yesterday night.

On the other hand, Gao Feng and Nie Yan would go on and become mighty generals on the battlefield. They would hold pivotal roles in the future wars with Ü-Tsang.

One would be a defensive general while the other would be an offensive one! They would become a pair of heroes who made up for one another’s weaknesses!

Other than Wang Chong, not a single one of them was aware of this. While the future Gao Feng and Nie Yan would not require his help, the current duo had yet to mature and grow into their strength. The same was true for Xu Qi.

“Thank you, gongzi!”

Delighted, the trio bowed respectfully to Wang Chong in gratitude.

Wang Chong just nodded his head silently in response. What he imparted them with were the most formidable ultimate techniques he had in his possession from his previous life, carefully selected to complement their strengths. These ultimate techniques were much stronger than those they were currently learning, and it could help them construct a solid foundation.

This was a huge boost to them. Even Wang Chong couldn’t estimate how far they would go in the future at this rate.

The future had already changed, and Wang Chong was aiming to shape it to the form he desired. He hoped to strengthen the future great generals till they could become a powerful pillar propping up the empire.

Zhao Jingdian, Zhuang Zhengping, Chi Weisi, Xu Qi, Nie Yan, and Gao Feng all left in satisfaction. Chen Burang stayed back a moment.

“Thank you, gongzi!”

Right after the six of them left, Chen Burang bowed deeply to Wang Chong. Unlike the others, he was born and raised by a family of mountain hunters.

Given his experience with the bow, he could easily tell that the archery technique Wang Chong had given him was formidable.

In terms of quality, it was probably far above what Wang Chong had given to the other six. In fact, he could sense that it was a technique whose might went far beyond the True Martial realm, reaching a level unimaginable to him!

Chen Burang was still able to tell this much despite his tender years.

“Ah, there’s no need for you to thank me. Chen Burang, I’ve my own reasons for imparting you with this archery technique.”

Wang Chong alluded.

“Oh?”

Chen Burang was stunned for a moment before quickly realizing something.

“Gongzi, if you have anything you need, feel free to command me!”

He spoke with a deep voice.

“You’re misunderstanding here, I don’t mean for you to become my subordinate. It’ll suffice as long as you practice this archery technique and grow stronger—the empire will have need of you in the future!”

Wang Chong smiled and laughed it off.

Chen Burang with his sharp ears that could perceive an enemy’s location just through sound from several li away had truly impressed Wang Chong. Such a prodigious talent was limited to only Chen Burang, and just this in itself made him a strong contender for the next top master archer!

Of the seven men by Wang Chong’s side, Chen Burang’s talent was the most outstanding.

This was also the reason why Wang Chong had placed so much hope on the other party.

Once a formation of master archers reached a certain scale, they would form a fearsome fighting prowess! Most of those in the Three Great Training Camps had learned this fact the hard way last night.

“You should master this technique first. After you’re done, I still have a few more things to hand over to you.”

Wang Chong’s smile grew broader.

“Thank you, gongzi!”

Even though Chen Burang was left astounded by Wang Chong’s words, he could sense the sincerity in his desire to help him. Besides, Wang Chong was very different from the other nobles he had come into contact with.

Thus, holding onto the archery secret manual he’d been handed, he soon took his leave. However, the stream of visitors didn’t end there.

“Wang gongzi, pleased to meet you!”

Not too long after Chen Burang left, two wide-sleeved young men with extraordinary dispositions and wearing elegant clothes strolled into the room.

While Zhuang Zhengping and Chi Weisi were noble scions as well, their dispositions seemed to pale greatly in comparison to these two young men before Wang Chong now. The reason was simple, they carried the aura of nobility and authority that Zhuang Zhengping and Chi Weisi were lacking. They were, in the truest sense, nobles!

“Welcome. Pleased to meet you too!”

With a faint smile, Wang Chong stood up and returned a bow.

“Please pardon me for my unannounced visit. I am known as Guo Feng!”

The young man with a purple coronet introduced himself before pointing to the young man beside him.

“This is Chai Zhiyi. It’s out of admiration for gongzi‘s strong moral principles that we came uninvited. We hope that gongzi can forgive us for this.”

The duo spoke generously, and their actions were the height of propriety as well. It was clear at a glance that they had taken top-notch lessons on etiquette, a privilege normally unavailable to the average family.

“You are being too polite!”

Wang Chong replied respectfully.

In truth, Wang Chong had never met the pair before. However, the two clan emblems on their robes weren’t foreign to him at all. One of them heralded the Duke of Guo, while the other one the Duke of Chai!

Unlike others dukes of Great Tang, the Guo Clan and Chai Clan were true founding dukedoms of Great Tang. Their history could be traced all the way back to the inception of the Tang dynasty, and they wielded immense weight in the empire.

There was a phrase that was extremely apt to describe these clans, ‘One with the nation!’

As long as Great Tang hasn’t fallen, these clans would prosper in perpetuity alongside it. In Great Tang, these powers were true behemoths. Even if their clan were to fall into decline for a period of time, their influence in the royal court and the military would still remain unmatched by any ordinary clans or officials.

“Please be seated!”

Wang Chong gestured invitingly to his side. He wasn’t surprised by Guo Feng and Chai Zhiyi’s sudden appearance. When he discovered that many scions of prestigious clans had come to Kunwu Training Camp, conflicting with his memories of his past life, he instinctively realized that most of them had come for him.

“Brother Wang is a person of great talent, Brother Chai and I have long wished to acquaint ourselves with you. In truth, we had already seen Brother Wang yesterday at Azure Dragon Peak following the assault, but upon seeing that you were having a delightful conversation with Marchioness Yi, we decided not to impose on you.”

Guo Feng spoke eloquently with a serious expression.

Hearing these ‘serious’ words from the other party, Wang Chong nearly burst out laughing. In what way was he having a ‘delightful conversation’ with Marchioness Yi? They had been disposing of corpses, cleaning up the mountain. Barely any words had even been traded.

Guo Feng was clearly spouting a barefaced lie.

Wang Chong chuckled internally as he reminisced about the marchioness.

“I’ve long heard that Marchioness Yi is considered a ‘calamity’ for the noble scions of the capital, and just her name could fill one’s face with fear. It seems like those rumors aren’t unfounded after all. Even established clans like the Guo and Chai clans, with centuries of history behind them, were filled with fear for Marchioness Yi.”

Birds of a feather flock together. Those who could hang out with his Second Sister, Wang Zhuyan, couldn’t possibly be normal. The only difference between the two would probably be that his second sister’s damage area was only limited to him whereas Marchioness Yi’s damage area knew no limits among the upper echelons of the capital.

“Ai, Brother Guo must surely be jesting. Marchioness Yi is a national heroine. A person of great capability! How could I possibly be placed alongside her?”

Wang Chong self-deprecated to reassure the duo. The meaning behind his words clearly was that ‘I fear that person as well.’

“This… It seems like Wang gongzi is the same as us.”

Hearing Wang Chong’s words, Guo Feng and Chai Zhiyi’s expressions slackened. The sense that they were all ‘plagued by the same calamity’ pulled them a little closer with a feeling of shared intimacy. This was especially so for Chai Zhiyi. He looked at Wang Chong as though looking at a ‘fellow peer on the same path’.

In an instant, the atmosphere in the room suddenly grew warmer. The awkwardness and restraint from before gradually vanished.

“Right, since this is our first meeting, here is a token of our sincerity. We hope that Brother Wang can accept it.”

Guo Feng and Chai Zhiyi took out a gold-plated box and pushed it over.

“This is a Goguryeon ginseng with three hundred years of maturity. It has the effect of augmenting Origin Energy and advancing one’s cultivation technique when boiled in water and consumed.

Even though Goguryeo was severely lacking in resources, and their alchemists were less skilled than those of the Central Plains, they had one overwhelming advantage over the Central Plains—the Goguryeon ginseng.

Like what the Hyderabad ore was to the Sindhu, this ginseng was to the Goguryeons, an exclusive and highly prized commodity. These wild ginseng made for the best tonic to augment a martial artist’s strength.

Thus, even though Goguryeo didn’t have many alchemists, and their resources were sorely lacking by comparison, through just these ginseng they were still able to groom a great many experts. In fact, it was through this that their forces gained the strength to fight on equal terms against Great Tang at the fortress of Liaodong.

Even the powerful Great Tang would hesitate before striking them.
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Ginsengs with a maturity of a hundred years and above were prohibited to be brought out of Goguryeo. Thus, Wang Chong didn’t expect the duo to bring him a three-hundred-year-old Goguryeon ginseng.

“You have my thanks.”

Wang Chong didn’t reject their good will. In any case, he was intending to attempt a breakthrough to Origin Energy Tier 8 soon, and this present had come at the perfect timing.

“Brother Wang, there’s no need to stand on ceremony.”

Seeing Wang Chong accept the gift, Guo Feng and Chai Zhiyi heaved sighs of relief internally. Although the ancestors of the Guo and Chai clans were founding fathers of the empire, it had been several centuries and many generations since then.

On the other hand, the Wang Clan was a rising star in Great Tang. Not only did the Wang Clan’s old master, Duke Jiu, raise the current emperor to the throne, not only did he once serve as the prime minister, he also wielded immense prestige and influence over the contemporary royal court. It was to the point of already showing a strength reminiscent of an established clan at their level.

They had thought that Wang Chong would be a difficult person to talk to, especially given the rumors floating about of the ruckus he had caused in Vast Crane Pavilion when he beat up Yao Feng. Not to mention his notoriety from the regional commanders incident. But, from the looks of it now, unexpectedly, Wang Chong seemed to be an easy person to get along with.

“Yes, if Brother Wang has some spare time, do come over to the capital’s Leopard Hall for a bit. Brother Chai and I will bring you around. Perhaps, we might even be able to introduce some new friends to you.”

Guo Feng said.

“Indeed. There are many people who would be delighted to meet Brother Wang.”

Chao Zhiyi added.

The populace of the capital was divided by hierarchy, and the same rules applied to every scion as well. They also formed cliques of their own tier.

While the Eight Gods Pavilion was where teenage scions of a family made merry, the Panther Pavilion was a location where only the truly valued offspring, successors of powerful clans or meritorious youths, were allowed entry.

It was an establishment of much higher class than the Eight Gods Pavilion and the ambiance was reflective of this. Under normal circumstances, it would have been difficult for Wang Chong to enter Leopard Hall, but Guo Feng and Chai Zhiyi’s words had opened a new gate to Wang Chong, thus pulling him into their circle.

Even for the descendants of powerful clans in the capital, the Leopard Hall was still a place that was difficult to enter.

“Oh, it just so happens that I’m preparing to establish a place for martial artists to spar and trade their martial insights called Origin Energy Pavilion. If Brother Guo and Brother Chai are interested, do come by when the time comes.”

Wang Chong suddenly interjected.

“Origin Energy Pavilion?’

Guo Feng and Chai Zhiyi glanced at one another in surprise.

“May I know where does Brother Wang intend to set up this Origin Energy Pavilion?”

“It’s here of course!”

Wang Chong pointed outside, leaving the bewildered Guo Feng and Chai Zhiyi staring at one another. For the first time, they found themselves unable to understand Wang Chong’s line of thoughts.

“Brother Wang, rest assured. We’ll definitely be here when the time comes.”

The pair could only reply.

After idling around in Wang Chong’s room for a moment longer, they decided to take their leave. Wang Chong walked them out. Then, returning alone in his room, he swiftly fell into contemplation.

The matter regarding ‘Origin Energy Pavilion’ wasn’t just a casual remark.

Guo Feng and Chao Zhiyi intended to pull him into their circle, but how could Wang Chong possibly agree to it. His purpose in attending Kunwu Training Camp wasn’t to join some powerful faction.

This was a place where countless great generals rose from. Wang Chong’s ultimate aim here was to unite all of them together! Then, using his prior knowledge, his experience, and his storage of cultivation techniques, he would help them surpass their previous limits and reach even greater heights.

First though, he needed a way to gather them all together, and the Origin Energy Pavilion was the most effective method.

“I’ll have to trouble Uncle Li Lin for this matter!”

Wang Chong concluded.

Lately, most of the people by his side had been dispatched for other purposes. Shen Hai, Meng Long, Li Zhuxin, and Miyasame Ayaka weren’t around at the moment. Tuoba Guiyuan was busy working with the Zhang Clan. He didn’t know his clan’s current affairs, so they could only assist him in his plans to an extent. As for Arloja and Ablonodan, they had left as per the prior promise, saying that they would contact him if there was any news.

Thus, Wang Chong suddenly found himself lacking in manpower, and a huge gap had appeared in his defense, caused by the training camp’s restriction on outsiders.

All these worries pressed at Wang Chong’s conscious.

Considering the threat from the Yao Clan, King Qi, and the Hu, before he amassed his strength, he would be in a rather vulnerable position.

“Perhaps I should get that person here.”

A figure floated into Wang Chong’s mind—Invincible Great General Li Siye!

That was a man who had definitely left a thick stroke in the history of Great Tang. During the era when countless great generals filled the skies of Great Tang, bringing it to the height of its prosperity, he had shone with the brightest radiance, winning him the respect of both his peers and the masses.

Out of all the generals of the Central Plains, he would be the only one with no knowledge of military tactics or strategy. Yet, based on just his personal achievements, he would be conferred the title of a ‘great general’. His standing in the military and Great Tang’s history, despite never leading an army, would be comparable to that of Zhang Shougui, Go Seonji, Fumeng Lingcha, and those others of the first tier.

Without overwhelming individual strength, background, and qualifications, especially in commanding a powerful army, it was impossible for one to be conferred such a title. Regardless of whether it was Wang Yan, Yao Guang Yi, or the other Conferred Generals, they had all failed to reach the position of ‘great general’. To be able to be conferred as the ‘Invincible Great General’ through just courage and strength alone, Li Siye’s prowess was nearly unimaginable.

History’s evaluation of him here in Great Tang would come to be: The man whom, through his courage and individual strength, across large-scale fields of battle, is able to determine the war’s final outcome!

A one-of-a-kind evaluation!

Li Siye’s battle style was to charge straight ahead without ever retreating, regardless of how powerful the enemies standing in his path were. This could perhaps be viewed as a reflection of his valor, but it would afflict his body with innumerable glaring scars, medals to his many victories.

A true man!

He will come to be the publicly acknowledged number one vanguard of Great Tang.

Among future great generals, the one whom Wang Chong wanted most as a vassal was him, but achieving this would be no easy task.

Firstly, there was little known about Li Siye’s origins, or his doings before enlisting in the army. It remained a huge mystery even after his death. Problem was he never seemed to talk about his own affairs around others. Even though Wang Chong knew the name, he had no idea where to start looking from.

On top of that, as the future ‘Invincible Great General’, Li Siye’s growth was also way too fast. Throughout his entire life, there was only this short half a year that he was ‘free’. If Wang Chong wanted to recruit him, he had half a year to do so. After that, the other party would have already been snapped up by some other great general. By then, it would be difficult for Wang Chong to pull him to his ship.

Two years from now, when Li Siye finally revealed his sharp edge, there would be no one who could tame him anymore.

Thus, Wang Chong had to grasp tightly to this opportunity. If he failed, there would be no second chance with this Invincible Great General!

“… If nothing went wrong, he should be enlisted in the military already!”

Wang Chong thought.

This was the first time Li Siye would appear on the stage of history. For now, he should be an inconspicuous, ordinary soldier, one of many troops heading to Anxi to supplement the forces there. This should be the most humble period of his entire life!

Humble or not, bringing Li Siye over to his side wouldn’t be an easy matter. As the saying goes, ‘A military commandment is unbending like a mountain.’ The latter’s deployment had already been recorded, and it would now be impossible for Wang Chong to mobilize him for his own purposes.

Redeploying someone already under orders to head for Anxi to the Kunwu Training Camp instead was no easy feat. Even his father, Wang Yan, didn’t have such authority.

“Looks like I can only ask for King Song’s help. He governs the Bureau of Military Personnel and has the power to mobilize others freely. He’s the only one I can depend on for this matter.”

Wang Chong ruminated.

Calming his thoughts, he quickly wrote a letter and sent it out by carrier pigeon.

The matter attended to, Wang Chong hosted a few more guests before heading to the center of the Kunwu Training Camp. He needed a quiet location, unbothered by further guests, to decipher the Art of Life Massacre that Su Zhengchen imparted him.

…

At the same time, somewhere on the Azure Dragon Peak.

“Hmph, Sun Zhiming, do you really think that you can betray me?”

Deng Mingxin led a group of his men and barged into Sun Zhiming’s quarters.

Due to being assigned to Azure Dragon Peak, he’d managed to survive last night’s ordeal. Yet, despite the assault being barely behind them, all Deng Mingxin could think about was the servant who betrayed him.

“Deng gongzi, I have no idea what you’re talking about. Joining Kunwu Training Camp is an opportunity that I vied for with my own hands. Whatever betrayal you spoke of doesn’t seem to apply here!”

Seeing the crowd that had just barged in, Sun Zhiming’s face paled. He clenched his fists tightly but showed no signs of compromising or backing-off in the slightest.

Having Sun Zhiming talking back to him, Deng Mingxin’s anger flared. In the past, Sun Zhiming would act with complete obedience before him, doing all that he commanded. Such a sight had never been seen before, but now, in just the span of a single day, Sun Zhiming actually dared to straighten his back and refute him in public.

“Sun Zhiming, don’t be getting ahead of yourself! You’re just an insignificant servant of our Deng Clan! How dare you speak to me so rudely!”

Deng Mingxin’s face turned livid. There was a sense of storm clouds gathering around it.

“I’ll give you one last chance. Do you turn your back against your master in hopes of glory, or will you come back to my side!”

“Deng Mingxin, regardless of what you say, I will never be your servant again.”

Sun Zhiming grit his teeth in resolution.

It hadn’t been easy for him to escape from Deng Mingxin’s clutches. No matter what happens, he wouldn’t allow himself to return. Otherwise, given Deng Mingxin’s character, who knew what else would happen to him.

“Deng gongzi, there’s no need to be polite with him!”

“This fellow is itching for a beating! How dare he speak to Deng gongzi in such a manner?”

“Teach him a lesson! Make the fool understand what fear is!”

…

From behind, Deng Mingxin’s lackeys roared.

“Sun Zhiming, since you show no regret for your actions, don’t blame me for getting nasty then. Your father need not dream of staying on in the Bureau of Personnel. He should just retire and return back to his homeland!”

“Don’t imagine you’re some big shot just because you latched onto Wang Chong. He won’t be able to help you! From now onward, your Sun Clan also need not dream of making it big. You can spend your days plowing the field instead!”

Deng Mingxin flung his sleeves with an incomparably cold expression.

“Let me tell you, Sun Zhiming, you’re the cause of your clan’s downfall!”

“Deng Mingxin, you dare!”

Sun Zhiming’s complexion turned a ghastly pale color.

The Sun Clan was a family of farmers. They had come from the poor Annan region, and it was only through their diligence over several generations that they managed to walk out from the remote mountain. In the process, the Sun Clan hadn’t received any external assistance. It was with their own hard work that they managed to come so far.

This wasn’t the first time that Deng Mingxin had threatened him with such words. Just that, given the current circumstances, he had no way of telling whether Deng Mingxin would really go that far.

With the authority wielded by Deng Mingxin’s father, it was a simple task to eradicate all the hard work of the entire Sun Clan; a single word was all it would take. To the Deng Clan, the Sun Clan was just an insignificant ant that could be easily crushed beneath their feet.

“Hmph! You’ll know soon enough.”

Deng Mingxin sneered.

Hualala!

As if in answer, the sound of something darting through the skies came from above. Lifting their heads, they saw a black kite gliding down to land lightly on Deng Mingxin’s arm. It was the same kite he’d used to send a note to his father previously.

“Sun Zhiming, aren’t you arrogant just because you thought you managed to latch onto a higher branch? Let me show you the result of offending me!”

Shua!

He slipped out the note from the leg of the black kite and threw it toward Sun Zhiming.

“That was a man who had definitely left a thick stroke in the history of Great Tang.”
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With a pale face and a trembling body, Sun Zhiming slowly picked up the letter Deng Mingxin threw over. Mocking looks came from his accosters who took delight in his misfortune.

“Idiot. You should never have betrayed your master. Although the Wang Clan might be beyond Deng gongzi‘s means, did you really think you were too?”

“This is what happens to a fool who overestimates himself!”

…

Everyone in the surroundings sneered. They had all known that Deng Mingxin had written to his father, requesting that he strip the traitor’s father of his position. While an aide in the Bureau of Personnel didn’t possess a great standing, it was more than enough to deal with a puny Sun Clan.

Sun Zhiming’s fate was already sealed.

Enduring their mockery, Sun Zhiming’s face paled further. His hands trembled as he slowly unrolled the note.

Suddenly, his expression froze as he looked upon the very first line of words in disbelief. He couldn’t help but lift his head and stare at Deng Mingxin.

“What are you looking at? Regretting your actions now? It’s too late!”

Deng Mingxin also started to sneer along with his lackeys. Sun Zhiming’s only response was a strange look he turned on him.

Sun Zhiming’s gaze dropped back to the note and he continued to read on. Initially, his face was as pale as a corpse’s and his lips were quivering, but slowly, as he read the letter’s content, a healthy sheen returned to his face. By the end, he even looked completely revitalized.

“Deng Mingxin, this is what you call evil begets evil! Take a look at this note yourself!”

Standing now with a straight back, Sun Zhiming threw the letter back to Deng Mingxin triumphantly. It felt as though the shackles tying him down were all suddenly released.

“Brat, you must be insane! You dare speak to Deng gongzi this way?!”

Standing to Deng Mingxin’s side, a fifteen-year-old youth pointed his finger at Sun Zhiming arrogantly and bellowed.

“Deng gongzi, let us teach him a lesson for you.”

Another adolescent chimed in, seemingly dissatisfied with Sun Zhiming’s attitude.

“Hmph, I advise you to take a good look at that note. Deng Mingxin, even though you have threatened me again and again, I’ll let it pass. You’re on your own now!”

Leaving these words behind, Sun Zhiming turned and left. He strode off, looking completely different from before.

“Audacious!”

The followers flew into a rage, deeply offended by Sun Zhiming’s remarks and wanting to chase after him. On the other hand, the person in question, the culprit of this entire incident Deng Mingxin, felt an ominous weight suddenly pressing down on his chest.

He had known Sun Zhiming for a long time now and knew the latter’s personality well. Sun Zhiming was a capable person, but acting or lying were not amongst those capabilities.

The expression from before seemed genuine enough to cloud his mind with doubt.

“What could it be? …”

Worried, Deng Minxin’s forehead scrunched together in worry. Without thinking further, he bent down and sweeped up the letter Sun Zhiming threw his way.

“You beast, you better return right now!”

Seeing the first line of words on the note, Deng Mingxin suddenly seemed to hear thunder rumbling in the skies. He became dumbfounded.

“Impossible!”

Face pale and eyes wide in disbelief, he continued reading the note, but it granted him no relief and only served to cause his complexion to pale even further. His lips trembled, and cold sweat dripped down his forehead.

“Impossible… This is impossible!”

Deng Mingxin looked anxiously to where Sun Zhiming left, and this time, his gaze was devoid of all prior arrogance; it had been replaced by fear.

“No, this can’t be. I must meet with gongzi. I must meet with gongzi!”

He abruptly spun and dashed off in another direction. He didn’t even notice that the note had slipped between his fingers, falling to the ground.

“What’s wrong from Deng gongzi?”

The rest of the crown looked at each other in confusion, unable to comprehend what had just happened. They’d been waiting intently for Deng Mingxin’s order to rush out and teach Sun Zhiming a lesson, but instead he just suddenly ran away with a look of desperation on his face.

“What’s written in the letter?”

A person from the group bent down and picked up the discarded letter. Everyone immediately gathered together to read.

“Re…relieved of his duties? Deng Mingxin’s father got sacked by the Bureau of Personnel?”

“How is that possible?”

“Didn’t gongzi say yesterday that he would have Sun Zhiming’s father sacked?”

…

The group glanced at one another. The contents of the note had left them all completely speechless. They finally understood the desperation and panic on Deng Mingxin’s face when he had rushed away, and by contrast, the strength and confidence on Sun Zhiming’s face when he had strode off.

But wasn’t this twist of events simply too abrupt?

Just a moment ago, it was that Deng Mingxin grasping Sun Zhiming’s father’s livelihood in his hands, but in the next moment, his own father was relieved of his duties instead.

“… Isn’t this way too sudden?”

A person among the group remarked in shock.

Although an aide of the Bureau of Personnel wasn’t a high-standing official and couldn’t even begin to compare with the standings of nobles and ministers, it still wasn’t a some small official either. It was no easy task to relieve an aide of the Bureau of Personnel of his duties. At the very least, it would require several influential officials banding together to push it through the proper channels. Not to mention, it would have at least taken half a month to do so.

Yet, here it was, Deng Mingxin’s father had been removed in the course of a single day. This speed was completely unheard of.

No wonder Deng Mingxin’s father was seething with rage, even addressing his son as ‘beast’. He must have fathomed somehow that the root of the entire matter originated with this child of his.

“Wang Chong! It must be him! Who else could wield sufficient influence to pull this off!”

Suddenly, someone exclaimed. Following which, the entire crowd fell silent.

Firing a civil servant at the level of an aide and doing so in the short span of a single day was impossible for most but they all knew one person capable of doing so, Wang Chong.

With his incredible ideas and astonishing capability, he allowed King Song to reverse the tides of the Consort Taizhen incident and re-enter the royal court. Due to this, Wang Chong became highly regarded by the latter. Plus, Wang Chong’s big uncle was also an influential official of the royal court.

With the two of them working hand-in-hand, getting an aide of the Bureau of Personnel sacked was not a difficult task.

Besides, Wang Chong had already expressed his clear intention to back Sun Zhiming.

Upon realizing all this, the group didn’t feel relieved in the least. Instead, the weight pushing on their hearts seemed to grow even heavier. If Wang Chong could utilize the influence of his clan to deal with Deng Mingxin so easily, it shouldn’t be difficult for him to do the same to them as well.

“A member of a clan of generals and ministers truly cannot be trifled with!”

Fear gripped their hearts.

…

“Deng Mingxin, don’t you think it’s a little late for you to come looking for me?”

On Azure Dragon Peak, Zheng Xuan flung aside Deng Mingxin’s beseeching hands with a livid face.

With his sharp eyes and crescent eyebrows, the black-robed Zheng Xuan looked to be eighteen or nineteen years of age.

Zheng Xuan’s immense contribution during the assault from the Turks and Goguryeons had won him the support of many members of the training camp. So far, there were still very few people who were aware of his growing influence.

What even fewer knew was that he was a student leader sent by King Qi to infiltrate Kunwu Training Camp.

“Gongzi, you must save me! I only kept the matter from gongzi so as to not bother you. I didn’t think it would get to such a point.”

Deng Mingxin kneeled on the floor, the picture of desperation, as he pled.

“Zheng gongzi, you are a person favored by King Qi. I beseech you to have King Qi save me; he must have a solution.”

“Audacious! How dare you spout such words! For you to order him around, who do you think King Qi is?”

Zheng Xuan’s face abruptly darkened, and Deng Mingxin became alarmed. He immediately realized that he had misspoken, but the circumstances didn’t allow him to back down now.

“Zheng gongzi, no matter what, I beg of you to save me. It’s only due to my efforts in trying to suppress Wang Chong, so as to vent King Qi’s frustration, that this matter developed!”

Knowing that going further down that path wouldn’t work, he immediately switched to another tactic. Although the reality was that he only dealt with Sun Zhiming due to his reluctance to lose a talented and easily manipulable subordinate.

Not that this would stop him from shoving everything on Wang Chong.

“You need not speak any further, I can’t help you. You should just leave!”

Zheng Xuan said decisively.

Deng Mingxin’s face turned ashen. In the end, he nearly collapsed onto the floor. Zheng Xuan was his only hope to rise up once more, and now, this final hope was extinguished as well. Lips quivering, he wished to plead further with Zheng Xuan, but the latter had already turned his head away. Clearly uninterested in listening any further to his words.

All remaining blood drained from Deng Mingxin’s face, and despair welled up in his eyes. He hadn’t expected Zheng Xuan to reject him so heartlessly.

His clan was doomed.

Rising shakily to his feet, Deng Mingxin slowly dragged himself with unsteady steps down the mountain. It was like he’d lost his soul.

“Gongzi, are we really not going to help him?”

Looking at Deng Mingxin’s desolate back, an intelligent-looking youth before Zheng Xuan asked.

“Have your thoughts become muddled as well? If I could help him, do you think that I wouldn’t? It’s not that I don’t want to, but that I can’t.”

Zheng Xuan took in a deep breath, but his complexion remained rather awful.

“Given that an aide of the Bureau of Personnel has been stripped of his position, King Song and Wang Gen must have interfered in the matter. Unless King Qi intends a complete fall out with King Song and Wang Gen over a single Deng Zhou, there’s no way to help him.”

“King Song has just been reinstated to his prior positions, and he’s currently at the peak of his power. Do you think that Deng Zhou, who has already been stripped of his position, would be worthy of having King Qi bear the risk of falling out with King Song at this moment?”

“Had Deng Mingxin told me of this matter earlier, there might still be grounds for reconciliation. But now, everything has been decided—even King Qi is helpless before this matter.”

Zheng Xuan analyzed with deep wisdom gleaming in his eyes.

Deng Mingxin may have thought Zheng Xuan was just unwilling to help, but in truth, Zheng Xuan had already weighed the pros and cons, and he realized that the matter would be nearly impossible to accomplish.

“But, Deng Mingxin had only just sided with us. If others were to know that we abandoned him right after, their hearts would turn cold!”

The intelligent-looking young man persuaded.

“Sigh, that’s what vexes me the most about this situation!”

Zheng Xuan replied with a darkened expression.

“Even when Zhou Jue told me to deal with Wang Chong, I was planning to stay out of this mess. But that seems impossible now. This blow of his has already struck right on my face.”

As he said those words, his fists were clenched tight together, and savagery gleamed in his eyes. This blow by Wang Chong may have been aimed at Deng Mingxin, but it had also implicated Zheng Xuan.

“Wang Chong, you are the one who made this choice. Don’t blame me for this!”

Zheng Xuan thought as he gazed at the distant fleeting clouds.
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“Thank you, gongzi!”

On the main, central peak of Kunwu Training Camp, Wang Chong was busy practicing his martial arts in one of the training rooms when a figure suddenly entered. Putong! This new arrival kneeled on the floor and kowtowed to him respectfully.

“Sun Zhiming?”

Turning around, Wang Chong looked at the young man before him with surprise. However, the surprise soon turned into a smile.

“Stand up, there’s no need to stand on ceremony.”

“Gongzi, thank you. Thank you for your help!”

Sun Zhiming continued kneeling on the floor as he offered his thanks to Wang Chong. After reading the letter Deng Mingxin passed to him, he had immediately sprinted all the way here.

The Deng Clan possessed sizeable influence, and ordinary people couldn’t possibly hope to stand against them. If not for Wang Chong, the entire Sun Clan might have been implicated by his actions yesterday.

“It’s just a small matter. Since I’ve given you my promise, it’s only right for me to do so.”

Wang Chong replied with a smile and a chuckle.

The matter with Deng Mingxin was indeed a small matter to him. Between the influence of the Wang Clan and King Song, dealing with a mere aide of the Bureau of Personnel was truly a walk in the park. All Wang Chong did in the entire incident was write a letter.

On the other hand, Sun Zhiming’s earnest nature left him feeling quite touched instead.

“It’s a small matter to gongzi, but to me, it means everything. I, Sun Zhiming, will remember this favor for a lifetime.”

Standing up, Sun Zhiming bowed deeply and said.

Deng Mingxin’s determination to control him was very strong. If not for Wang Chong, it was likely that Sun Zhiming would have spent his entire life living in the cage the Deng Clan had built for him.

More situations, like how Deng Mingxin tried to sacrifice him to enroll in the training camp, would undoubtedly occur, but no matter how much Sun Zhiming contributed to the Deng Clan’s and Deng Mingxin’s personal fortunes, it could never be enough to set him free. They would only continue using his family to blackmail him.

This was the crux as to why Sun Zhiming refused to submit once more to Deng Mingxin.

The gratitude Sun Zhiming felt toward Wang Chong was for freeing him from this cage. Without a doubt, Wang Chong’s actions had opened up an entirely new path for him. His life had been changed, and he felt even more grateful to Wang Chong as a result.

“Right, you came at the perfect timing.”

Wang Chong didn’t want to touch on that matter too much and chose to change the topic instead. He stretched his right hand into his sleeve and withdrew some sheets of paper.

“This is the Panther Bone cultivation technique manual that I promised you. Cultivate it well; you’ll benefit from it greatly in the future.”

“Panther Bone!”

Sun Zhiming’s heart skipped a beat, and he abruptly lifted his head.

A person’s root bone would determine their future achievements—Sun Zhiming knew this fact, and he was aware that his root bone was only average. No matter how talented he was, without a good root bone, it would be all for naught; he would never accomplish much in this life.

The reason he decided to enter the training camp? It was all to obtain a root bone cultivation technique manual.

Root bone manuals, however, were carefully hoarded by prestigious clans. He didn’t expect to obtain one easily. Yet, Wang Chong was simply giving him such a valuable item so casually!

“Thank you, gongzi!”

Despite Sun Zhiming’s usual composure, he couldn’t help but feel agitated.

“This is only the first step. After you successfully cultivate the Panther Bone, I’ll impart you the higher level Tiger Bone cultivation technique. Sun Zhiming, you possess outstanding talent. Don’t waste it.”

Wang Chong encouraged.

Hearing Wang Chong’s words, a sliver of doubt flashed across Sun Zhiming’s eyes. The other party’s words seemed to carry a deeper meaning behind it, and that left him a little bewildered. His reaction left Wang Chong smiling faintly.

Sun Zhiming was indeed talented, but his talent didn’t lie in his martial arts but rather his flexible thoughts. He was a rare, ingenious strategist.

Unfortunately, his strength held him back.

Of the future generals who graduated from Kunwu Training Camp, Sun Zhiming was probably the weakest of the bunch. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have ended up dying so soon on the battlefield. A general who favored conducting surprise attacks needed to possess a strength surpassing that of others to face the enemy’s foot soldiers head on.

While Deng Mingxin did play a role in Sun Zhiming’s death, his own lack of strength played a vital part as well.

Sun Zhiming was unaware of it, but Wang Chong was slowly, a step at a time, changing his future.

After he’d imparted the Panther Bone and Tiger Bone cultivation techniques, he would teach him some of the ultimate techniques he had stumbled on in his previous life. His true intention was to groom the other party into a martial general capable of standing his ground on the battlefield.

“The Zhuang Clan’s steel cavalry is known throughout the world. If one could pair the prowess of their steel cavalry with Sun Zhiming’s talent in military warfare, the world would surely be Great Tang’s in the future!”

Wang Chong thought.

Among those around him, the two whom Wang Chong bore the greatest expectation for were Chen Burang, whose talents granted him the ability to groom the strongest army of archers the world had ever seen, and Sun Zhiming.

Archers and cavalry were always the two roles that shone the brightest on the battlefield. Archers provided long-range support, whereas cavalry granted an army mobility!

This made it necessary for any cavalry commander to have a good grasp over the flow of battle and an awareness of possible openings in the other party’s defenses; Sun Zhiming happened to possess these capabilities. Wang Chong had full faith in the other party’s ability to build the strongest army of cavalry known to Great Tang.

‘Instincts of the Wild.’ This was the evaluation that future generations would have of Sun Zhiming as heard in his previous life.

Sun Zhiming might be unaware of his talents as of yet, but without a doubt, they were definitely already flowing in his veins. As long as he was granted a troop of powerful steel cavalry and autonomy over them, he would surely be able to create results that would leave anyone dumbfounded.

Hence why Wang Chong didn’t think there was a need to make Sun Zhiming his vassal. As long as the other party grew strong, he would surely contribute greatly to Great Tang no matter where he went.

“Wang gongzi! I beg of you to spare me, I know my mistakes now!”

Just as Wang Chong was deep in thought, he was interrupted by a voice that preceded its owner through the door. Wang Chong and Sun Zhiming turned around, only to see a familiar figure stagger in and fall heavily onto the floor.

“I was still wondering who it would be. To think it would be you, Deng Mingxin.”

Seeing the figure kneeling before him, Wang Chong sneered.

“Are you here to offer me yet another warning?”

Meanwhile, Sun Zhiming gazed at Deng Mingxin with disdain. He didn’t expect the man to be so thick-skinned as to come pleading before Wang Chong. When in power, he’d wagged his fingers at him arrogantly, bossing him around. Yet, as soon as he lost power, he immediately threw aside his pride to beg Wang Chong for forgiveness.

“Deng Mingxin, what are you doing here?”

Sun Zhiming’s complexion wasn’t too good.

“Sun Zhiming, it’s all my fault. It’s fine for you to go with whoever you want; I won’t try to stop you anylonger. Wang gongzi, I apologize for my blindness. I must have been a fool to challenge you. I beg of you to pardon my pettiness and save my father!”

Deng Mingxin lowered his head in defeat. This was the law of the jungle where the winner is king. Given that even Zheng Xuan had abandoned him, he knew that the only one who could save him now was Wang Chong.

“Deng Mingxin, it’s pointless to beg me. I can tell you very clearly that I won’t help you!”

Wang Chong replied indifferently.

He truly possessed no goodwill toward Deng Mingxin at all. This youth was both manipulative and scheming. Given Sun Zhiming’s capability, he could have easily achieved much more, but he was dragged down by the greed and foolishness of the one holding his strings. In the end, he’d died in vain.

To say that Deng Mingxin had played a part in Great Tang’s eventual defeat wouldn’t be an exaggeration.

Besides, he had the heart of a pragmatist. It was clear that Wang Chong was the one who did him in, and yet, he could lower his pride and plead for mercy on one hand, while attempting to blackmail Sun Zhiming on the other.

If such a person was allowed to rise once more, there was a chance that Sun Zhiming might fall under his control again. No matter what, Wang Chong couldn’t possibly allow that.

“Zhiming, I know. I know that I went overboard at times, but in the end, all I wish for is to accomplish something for the empire. Aren’t you aiming for the same as well? I might have threatened you before, but you shouldn’t have taken my comments seriously; it was just a joke.”

“I admit that I went a little too far this time, but Zhiming, touch your conscience and think about how well our clan has treated you. My father even praised you and gifted you with a box of ginseng. Have you forgotten about that as well?”

Gritting his teeth, Deng Mingxin turned to look at Sun Zhiming.

“This…”

Sun Zhiming hesitated. Even though he knew that the Deng Clan only did so to pull him over to their side, his resolution still wavered. He understood how major an issue it was to be stripped of one’s official position, and he felt a bit guilty that Deng Mingxin’s father had landed in such a state because of him. Thus, he subconsciously turned to look at Wang Chong.

“Deng Mingxin, you still aren’t giving up yet? Let me tell you, the orders of the royal court can’t be revoked by anyone. Even I can’t help you anymore at this point, so don’t waste your effort.”

Wang Chong interjected coldly.

What he said was the truth. It was easy for him to strip a person like Deng Zhou, but reinstating him would be exceedingly difficult.

‘Water thrown out can’t be easily regathered’; actions completed can’t be easily undone. Even Big Uncle Wang Gen and King Song would be unable to accomplish the feat.

Like he said, Deng Mingxin was wasting his breath.

“Wang gongzi, I don’t expect you to reinstate my father’s official position. I just hope that you can let my father and I go.”

Deng Mingxin suddenly said through his gritted teeth. These words caused Wang Chong’s face to warp.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Wang Chong made his cold response.

However, Sun Zhiming immediately realized something, and he turned to look at Wang Chong in shock. Based on what Deng Mingxin said, it seemed like Wang Chong wasn’t just going to stop at stripping Deng Mingxin’s father of his office.

“This fellow is way too smart!”

The thought flashed in Wang Chong’s mind.

Deng Mingxin was right. Stripping Deng Zhou of his position wasn’t the end of his plan. He did intend to go further than that. Deng Zhou and his son were Sun Zhiming’s Achilles’ heel. Just stripping Deng Zhou of his official position wouldn’t guarantee that Sun Zhiming’s fate would be changed.

The best solution for that was to ensure that they could never make a comeback.

For the future of the empire, Wang Chong didn’t mind playing the role of the ‘villain’. However, he didn’t expect Deng Mingxin to pick up on his intentions.

“So, it seems that Sun Zhiming’s death back then was no coincidence.”

Wang Chong’s thoughts shifted and he realized that he had underestimated Deng Mingxin. The other party was much more shrewd than he had previously imagined.

“Wang gongzi, regardless of whether you admit to it or not, I would just like to have you promise to let my father and I off this time. I’m willing to trade this promise for a secret.”

Deng Mingxin said through clenched jaws. After all, he was no fool. Even though Wang Chong had had no relation to Sun Zhiming, he had still been willing to mobilize his connections with King Song and Wang Gen just to deal with him.

From the other party’s actions, Deng Mingxin felt a menacing threat.

Since Wang Chong had decided to deal with him, there was a good chance he wouldn’t stop before he’d finished the job. Stripping his father of his office was just the first step.

“A secret?”

Wang Chong inquired nonchalantly.

“It’s regarding the Yao Clan and King Qi. I only heard a two words… Hyderabad ore!”

Deng Mingxin finished with a shout.

Weng!

Hearing those words, Wang Chong’s eyes narrowed.
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“How did the Yao Clan learn of it?”

A mysterious light flashed across Wang Chong’s eyes. He always regarded any knowledge of the Hyderabad ore to be of utmost importance and rarely revealed it to anyone.

For several months, no one knew the origins of the Wootz steel sword, neither its materials nor its methods. Yet, the Yao Clan was actually able to trace the matter back to the ‘Hyderabad ore’.

Deng Mingxin’s two words had pointed to a whole host of problems.

“Where did you hear of the Hyderabad ore from?”

Wang Chong finally focused his full gaze on Deng Mingxin.

“I happened to overhear the matter from Zheng Xuan when he was talking to another person.”

Deng Mingxin gnashed his teeth. He would have never dared to reveal this under normal circumstances, but since Zheng Xuan had already abandoned him, he had no qualms about doing the same in turn.

“Zheng Xuan?”

Wang Chong frowned.

“I don’t know much about this matter. All I could discover was that King Qi and the Yao Clan intend to deal with you, and it should be related to some Hyderabad ore or something.”

Deng Mingxin confessed to everything that he knew of.

“I understand.”

Wang Chong waved his hand.

“I’ll give you my promise. However, you are not to meddle with Sun Zhiming or the Sun Clan anymore. Otherwise, I believe you know what outcome awaits you and your father.”

Soon, Deng Mingxin left. He was just an insignificant figure in Wang Chong’s eyes, and it was unlikely the other party could cause anything as long as he was around. However, the information provided sent Wang Chong into deep thought.

Deng Mingxin didn’t know the importance of the Hyderabad ore, but Wang Chong did. At the current moment, the Hyderabad ore was his and the Wang Clan’s ‘lifeline’.

It was only due to this ore that the Wang Clan managed to overcome its greatest flaw and bring itself up to become a clan of equal standing to the Yao Clan, or perhaps even exceed them.

But that wasn’t all.

At its root, war was a battle of resources. Without sufficient funds, no matter how powerful an individual was, they wouldn’t be able to change anything at all.

“I already have 300 jun of Hyderabad ore on hand, and I’ve also established a partnership with the Zhang Clan. Even if the Yao Clan has learned of the existence of the Hyderabad ore, there’s little that they can do about it in the short term. But still, since they were able to uncover the name, they must be up to something.”

Wang Chong thought.

He had already built connections throughout the royal court. His big uncle’s opinion of him had changed, and he could mobilize experts under the latter’s control whenever required. Furthermore, with his relationship with Imperial Army Marshal Zhao Fengchen, he could even have the night patrol route of the Imperial Army changed to strengthen the defenses of the Wang Clan.

Even if King Qi and the Yao Clan were up to no good, there was very little that they could do.

“Still, I should keep my guard up.”

Wang Chong concluded.

After sending away the grateful Sun Zhiming, Wang Chong settled his thoughts and immersed himself back into cultivation.

He had been making many preparations since his reincarnation, and the urgent matter at hand was to raise his capability.

Klang!

With a slight jerk, the blunt steel sword hanging at Wang Chong’s waist flew into his hand. Swift as lightning, he slashed out at one of three wooden dummies placed five paces away.

Chi!

With the sword serving as a medium, a surge of Origin Energy blasted through the air and struck the wooden figure. But with just that, Wang Chong’s Origin Energy suddenly turned sluggish, unable to keep up with the sudden burst of strength. Under such a state, it was impossible for him to immediately launch a second strike.

“It’s still far too lacking. Once more!”

With this thought, Wang Chong swung his sword once more.

Swordsmanship centered on one’s form rather than one’s internal energy. There was far greater emphasis on the precision of a sword practitioner’s movements than in any other form of martial arts.

The burst of Origin Energy and the gathering of sword qi—these were essential skills that sword practitioners had to master.

What Wang Chong was practicing now was his recently acquired sword art, the Art of Life Massacre. According to the hundred-word sutra, the first thing he had to do was to be able to shoot out a surge of Origin Energy via the steel sword and strike three wooden dummies in the span of a single second.

Following which, the number of wooden dummies he would have to strike would gradually increase along with the distance. Only when he could strike at least twelve wooden dummies at a distance of ten zhang in an instant would he finally be able to start on the cultivation of his sword qi.

And this only accounted for the first ten words of the Art of Life Massacre sutra!

While Art of Life Massacre didn’t demand one to cultivate one’s internal energy to a high level, it was far more difficult to train in than any other martial arts.

Chi!

Once, twice, thrice…

The sound of a sword rang out repeatedly.

Hundredth time, thousandth time, ten thousandth time!

In the dull and monotonous training chamber, Wang Chong swung his sword continuously. Despite the huge commotion over the establishment of the training camp and the arrival of many Imperial Army guards, the mountain was surprisingly tranquil.

Chi!

Three days later, a sweat-drenched Wang Chong swung his sword, and three consecutive surges of Origin Energy struck the three wooden dummies five steps away nearly simultaneously.

The number of dummies increased swiftly in the following days. There were already six of them by the seventh day, but still, the number kept rising…

There were no shortcuts to learning swordsmanship, a fact that Wang Chong had experienced firsthand in his previous life.

Ten dummies, eleven, twelve, thirteen, fourteen!

Over the course of half a month, the dummies in front of Wang Chong had increased from three all the way to fourteen! He had already exceeded the basic requirements to move on to the next stage.

“Time to proceed to the next level now.”

Wang Chong thought. Thus, instead of increasing the number of targets, he began increasing the distance.

Origin Energy had its limits as well. The greater the distance one’s attack had to cross, the higher the consumption of one’s strength. The second stage of cultivating the Art of Life Massacre was to slowly increase the distance one could project their Origin Energy.

Peng! Peng! Peng!

The first few tries ended in failure; Origin Energy shot by Wang Chong via the steel sword dissipated within a distance of five paces. However, it didn’t take him too long to figure out the necessary trick.

“To transmit the Origin Energy across a greater distance, one should compress the Origin Energy burst, making it narrow and condensed as much as possible!”

Wang Chong pondered. Having understood this logic, he improved swiftly.

Five steps, six steps, seven steps!

He gradually increased the degree of compression of the Origin Energy he shot out.

Eight steps, nine steps, ten steps!

The distance between the dummies and Wang Chong gradually grew. Rather than talent, grasping this technique seemed to hinge more on one’s diligence instead.

Eleven steps, twelve steps, thirteen steps… four zhang, five zhang, six zhang!

(12 -> 15 -> 18m)

The maximum distance for the emission of Wang Chong’s Origin Energy increased steadily. Even though it still couldn’t hurt anyone at his current level, he didn’t pay it much heed. After all, there was no need for him to worry about it. This was the foundational training to one of the strongest techniques in the world!

Eight zhang, nine zhang, ten zhang!

(~27m, ~30m, ~33m)

While the Origin Energy Wang Chong released grew narrower and smaller, it seemed to be growing brighter as well.

When he was finally able to strike more than a dozen training dummies at a distance of twelve zhang, he felt ready to move on to the third stage. It was impossible to complete this stage without assistance. Therefore, Wang Chong gathered a few helpers.

“Are you ready?”

In a pitch black chamber, so dark that one couldn’t even see one’s own outstretched hands, they could only communicate by voice.

“Un.”

Wang Chong affirmed, and in the next instant, innumerable square wooden blocks came flying toward him from three different directions.

Chi!

Propelling his Origin Energy, wave after wave of fine energy strands struck at the relentless barrage of wooden blocks. Padah padah! All but six wooden blocks managed to fly across the air and strike Wang Chong’s robe.

“Seems like it’s still a little too difficult for me to discern movement by listening to the air currents.”

Wang Chong evaluated. After all, he was no Chen Burang.

The third stage to the Art of Life Massacre was discerning presences and movements through one’s hearing. This wasn’t just to limit one’s handicap under dire circumstances; more importantly, it was essential to refining one’s swordsmanship.

To grasp profound swordsmanship techniques, one’s control over one’s own body must reach an unimaginable level of skill and precision.

As the fundamental formula to one of the strongest ultimate techniques in the world, the Art of Life Massacre was even more strict on such aspects. Accuracy, speed, precision—these were just the bare basics to swordsmanship.

Only after mastering them could one learn true swordsmanship.

…

While Wang Chong was immersing himself in the cultivation of the Art of Life Massacre, in the outer perimeter of Kunwu Training Camp, on a mountain peak in near proximity to White Tiger Peak, a group of men was busy at work.

“What are those fellows doing?”

Initial bewilderment from the crowd on White Tiger Peak gradually grew into suspicion. It didn’t take them long to catch an inkling of what was going on.

“Those fellows… They’re constructing a residence!”

The crowd was completely astounded to see the foundation of a new structure going up in the vicinity just within the span of a few days after the establishment of Kunwu Training Camp.

“Someone actually dares to build a residence in the vicinity of Kunwu Training Camp? Who are those people?”

“They must be truly wealthy to actually buy up an entire mountain!”

“Did you just say ‘wealthy’? Do you really think just anyone could build a residence in the vicinity of Kunwu Training Camp relying only on wealth?”

In an instant, a hint of fear flashed across the spectators’ eyes. Kunwu Training Camp had strict rules against outsiders, and yet, someone actually dared to conduct such a huge construction project on the nearby land. Judging just by that, whoever it was had to possess some kind of astounding backing.

There were actually some recruits who were curious about the building site and wanted to check it out, but upon hearing those words, they immediately changed their minds.  Remember, most recruits of Kunwu came from very normal backgrounds.

A person capable of such a feat wasn’t someone they could trifle with.

…

“To be able to mobilize the Imperial Army guards as well, who in the world are those guys?”

Recruits from Vermilion Bird and Azure Dragon were also seeing the same sight, but from their angle, they could clearly see the silhouettes of Imperial Army guards amidst the group. The Imperial Army guards were the personal bodyguards of the Son of Heaven. Mobilizing them was beyond the means of even influential officials.

Deep fear slowly crept into their gazes upon realizing that something of an incredible scale was probably unfolding before them.

…

“Hurry up! I want the manor to be up in the shortest time possible!”

At that very moment, on the peak of the very mountain innumerable eyes were watching, Uncle Li Lin along with a few other Imperial Army guards, were supervising several teams of bricklayers in the construction operation.

He had received a letter from Wang Chong that requested for this mountain to be acquired.

Kunwu Training Camp did have strict regulations against outsiders, but the land surrounding it was fair game; though most regarded it as an implied rule. Even so, it was a loophole in the rules and thus, he had Li Lin acquire this mountain to construct a manor.

So far, no one else had considered such a course of action, thus Wang Chong could gobble up the largest piece of meat without any opposition.

But while it was a loophole, as this matter concerned the Three Great Training Camps, it would still be difficult for anyone to obtain the land without sufficient backing.

Fortunately, Wang Chong didn’t need to worry about that. All he had to do was give a heads up to King Song and pay a price of eighty thousand gold taels to take over the mountain.

And so, currently, the entire mountain was Wang Chong’s personal possession!
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“Hurry up! Hurry up! You’ll each get a gold ingot if we finish it before the deadline!”

On top of the peak next to Kunwu Training Camp, Li Lin shouted.

Wang Chong’s purchase of the mountain had already caught the royal court’s attention, and when they finally acted on it, a ban on all construction of any kind in an area of a dozen li would definitely be imposed.

Thus, they had to complete the construction as soon as possible.

Wang Chong had already emphasized this in his letter.

‘Even demons can be driven with money.’ Wang Chong’s immense financial power was showing its prowess. Spending eighty thousand gold taels in one go might be an immense burden to most clans, but not to him. To Wang Chong, the concept of cost and liquidity didn’t matter; he could afford taking out such a huge sum for his plans.

If it was anyone else, even if they had the same intentions, they would be unable to do it so fast. Just gathering the required currency would take up a significant period of time.

With the incentive of a gold ingot hung before them, the bricklayers on the mountain peak were filled with drive. In just ten days, they had already created the foundations required. By the twentieth day, the rough outline of the manor could already be seen.

This was no simple manor.

Wang Chong intended to build a grand manor with a courtyard that could handle at least several hundred people simultaneously. Gardens, gazebos, pavilions, corridors, guest rooms, training grounds, tea rooms… Everything that was needed could be found here.

Of course, the cost was also staggering. Ordinary scions of the Three Great Training Camps wouldn’t even dream of bearing such a cost. Several hundred experienced bricklayers had been brought onto the mountain for the construction, and from afar, their busy figures were reminiscent to the diligent ants.

With the ample manpower, it took only a month for the structure of the entire manor to be completed.

And a magnificent structure it was. With its beautifully arched roof, the word refined couldn’t be any more apt to describe it. All that was lacking was a bit of paint and a set of wooden furniture.

Uncle Li Lin didn’t hold back on the manor at all. As soon as the primary construction was completed, he dispatched a group of experts to guard the area. These experts mainly came from Big Uncle Wang Gen.

Understanding Wang Chong’s needs, Wang Gen mobilized the guards from his residence without any hesitation to protect both the manor and Wang Chong.

The night assault had alarmed him as well. Wang Chong coming to harm was something Wang Gen hoped to avoid at all costs!

This was how highly the Wang Clan valued Wang Chong now.

Naturally, when the Wang Clan guards were stationed on the mountain peak, the ‘mystery’ behind the residence was uncovered.

“Guards of the Wang Clan! Those people are the guards of the Wang Clan!”

The recruits on White Tiger Peak watched the emotionless guards standing sentry at the entrance of the manor with shocked faces.

The emblems of large clans in the capital were well-known. There was almost no one in the capital who hadn’t heard of the Wang Clan, and currently, there was only one child of the Wang Clan in Kunwu Training Camp.

Thus, everyone nearby turned their gazes to Zhao Jingdian.

“Don’t ask me. I’ve no idea what’s going on as well. It’s impossible for anyone to fathom gongzi‘s thoughts.”

Understanding the intentions behind those questioning gazes, Zhao Jingdian hurriedly shook his head. After several days of interaction, the crowd also knew that he wasn’t a person who would lie.

In any case, this event was truly an eye-opener to Xu Qi, Gao Feng, Nie Yan, and a few others who came from humble backgrounds.

The Three Great Training Camps were an initiative from the Sage Emperor, and building something in one’s vicinity was no easy task. This was the first time they were catching a glimpse of the extent of Wang Chong’s financial means and political influence.

“Hahaha, as expected of my brother! I’ll have a share of the manor in the future as well!”

Unlike the reactions of most, upon hearing the news, Wei Hao burst into laughter, and excitement gleamed in his eyes.

“Isn’t this kid… being a little too high-profile?”

On Vermilion Bird Peak, Marchioness Yi, along with a group of her powerful female compatriots, also noticed the sudden appearance of the manor.

“What’s that Wang Chong trying to do?”

On Azure Dragon Peak, Abutong and a few other Hu recruits also noticed the conspicuous residence and its guard complement. Under Abusi’s instructions, they had been focusing primarily on Wang Chong’s movements, so they were among the last to realize that the new manor opposite to Kunwu Training Camp actually belonged to him.

Abutong didn’t believe that Wang Chong would do something meaningless. Thus, a deep frown appeared on his forehead.

“Isn’t that Wang lad acting a little too fast? Is he planning to expand his influence quickly by building a base here?”

On the same peak, Zheng Xuan also noticed the huge commotion.

Hualala! A moment later, two pigeons flew from Azure Dragon Peak into the distance. One was headed for King Qi while the other was headed for Zhou Jue.

…

Despite all the uproar, the person in question, Wang Chong, was oblivious to these events.

He had been spending all of his time cultivating the Art of Life Massacre in the training chambers of Kunwu Training Camp for the past month. During this period of time, he rarely returned back to his room, and Zhao Jingdian and the others found it hard to even meet him.

The past month’s hard work didn’t pale to Su Hanshan’s training efforts in the slightest.

“Almost there. I should be able to grasp the technique soon.”

Seated cross-legged in the dark chamber, Wang Chong thought.

In the past month of training, Wang Chong’s mastery of fundamental swordsmanship had improved by leaps and bounds. On a wooden block divided into thousands of segments, he could accurately strike any wooden block he was aiming for now.

Recently, he had been getting a feeling that he was about to reach Minor Accomplishment in the Art of Life Massacre—the successful cultivation of sword qi.

Chi!

As swift as lightning, Wang Chong drew his sword and slashed. With this slash, a small silver thread-like Origin Energy flew out.

Half of this Origin Energy emission carried a sharp disposition and was both hot and glaring. On the other hand, the other half remained translucent and without tension. The two surges intertwined with one another as they charged straight toward the eyes of a wooden dummy standing ten zhang away.

(~33m)

After a month of hard work, Wang Chong’s swordsmanship had reached the level that he could even accurately pierce the vitals of a wooden dummy whilst standing amidst the darkness… In fact, he could even easily impale a tiny ant in the lightless chamber with his sword if he so wished.

He was confident that once this sword energy strikes the dummy, it will impale its eye, leaving behind a finger-sized clean slit.

Peng!

Despite Wang Chong’s immense expectations, the sight he was anticipating didn’t occur. Three to four zhang before reaching the dummy, the surge of Origin Energy suddenly warped. The two different energies clashed in midair and eventually, with a loud buzz, dissipated.

“Seems like it’s still a failure!”

Wang Chong sighed as the light in his eyes faded. Su Zhengchen’s Art of Life Massacre was much more difficult to cultivate than he’d thought.

This ultimate art seemed to have a far greater requirement on one’s talents.

“… Half sword qi and half Origin Energy, I can manage this, but it’s still not working right. Sword qi is simply too domineering and is unable to tolerate energy of differing nature from it. My swordsmanship will stay weak as long as the situation persists. What is going on? … Am I still lacking somewhere?”

Wang Chong pondered the issue. This was already his eleventh failure, and he was starting to think that something had gone wrong in his cultivation of the technique.

“I’ll just have to put it aside for now!”

Sighing, Wang Chong stood up when suddenly ‘kachacha‘, the sound of bones cracking echoed from his body. Compared to before, his aura also seemed to have grown a little stronger.

Practicing with the sword could cultivate one’s character too, ultimately altering one’s entire disposition. A month of cultivating the Art of Life Massacre had caused Wang Chong to take on a slightly sharp aura, reminiscent of a sharp sword being drawn from the sheath. It was both composed and majestic, inducing both respect and fear.

On top of that, during this period of time, Wang Chong had consumed the hundred-year-old ginseng that Chai Zhiyi gave him. Even though he didn’t go through the additional effort of cultivating his internal energy, it still grew significantly.

He hadn’t made the breakthrough to Origin Energy Tier 8 yet, but his fighting prowess had grown tremendously.

“Seems like everyone has been working hard over the past month as well!”

Upon emerging from the training chamber, Wang Chong saw many figures running around busily.

After the attack, everyone in the training camp seemed to be putting their life on the line to train their martial arts. Even sparing they treated it like an actual battle.

Be it the archers, cavalry, or infantry, they seemed to be charging ahead with all their might, and diligence always pays off. The atmosphere in the training camp felt totally different from its inception, with the overall strength of the recruits increasing at an amazing pace.

Qiu!

As Wang Chong was walking around the main peak, a crisp and sharp sound suddenly echoed above his head. Lifting his gaze, he saw several carrier pigeons dancing in the sky above him, and there were several more headed here from the capital.

The recruits that came from the ordinary citizenry were unlikely to bear much responsibility. So, Wang Chong immediately guessed that those were headed for the noble scions in the training camp.

Qiu!

Wang Chong chuckled at the sight, but then a different sounding chirp echoed from the distance. Looking upward, he saw a carrier pigeon flying directly down toward him. Before he could finish guessing who the pigeon was here for, he suddenly realized that it was here for him.

“Hmm?”

He frowned as his eyes fell on the carrier pigeon.

“This is… a letter from big uncle?”

Spotting the gold ring on the left leg of the pigeon, bewilderment flashed across Wang Chong’s eyes.

This carrier pigeon was indeed raised by Big Uncle Wang Gen and nothing was unusual there. What had him in shock was actually the gold ring. In the Wang Clan, this gold ring held great significance and would only be used to announce extremely important matters.  Otherwise, it would never make an appearance.

“Big uncle wishes to meet me?”

After browsing through the content of the letter, Wang Chong’s eyebrows shot up.
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As an influential official of the royal court, Big Uncle Wang Gen was plagued with many responsibilities. Unless it was for something extremely important, he wouldn’t go to the trouble of contacting Wang Chong, much lest seek him out. The previous time that the man came to look for him seemed to be when he committed that ‘disastrous mistake’.

Besides, big uncle should be aware of the strict regulations surrounding the Three Great Training Camps. Unless it was for something of vital importance, it would be unwise to disturb Wang Chong with it.

While he asked himself, “Why?” Even so, he quickly sneaked out of the mountaintop camp.

He traveled down the slope of the main peak by following a small path and slipped away. Not far off from Kunwu Training Camp was a carriage covered with green cloth tucked in a valley between some mountains, and a few Wang Clan guards were standing around it, warily assessing the surroundings.

“Big uncle!”

He walked right past the guards, who made no move to obstruct him, and climbed into the carriage compartment. There within he found Big Uncle Wang Gen.

Despite being dressed in casual attire, a green robe, rather than his usual robe of office, his every gesture seemed still to wield the authority befitting an influential minister of the royal court, naturally exuding an aura of magnanimity.

When Wang Chong came in, the latter’s brows were slightly pinched together in a frown, seemingly troubled over some matter.

“You’ve arrived!”

Seeing Wang Chong entering, Wang Gen raised his head, and the furrow of his brows slowly eased. A sincere smile touched his eyes.

“Please, sit; sit!”

Wang Gen gestured to his side, at a seat almost right next to himself; this reflected his deep trust and fondness for his nephew.

Such a treatment would have been unimaginable in the past.

“Big uncle.”

Wang Chong didn’t turn down the offer. After bowing respectfully, he took the indicated seat.

The attitude that big uncle assumed with him was vastly different from before. Wang Chong knew that his recent performance had truly won the other party’s trust and respect, and Big Uncle Wang Gen had already regarded him as a core member of the clan!

The affection seemed to spill over onto his mother and little sister as well. His big uncle also having seemed to treat them kindly in recent times, his former austerity disappearing entirely.

“How is the training camp?”

Wang Gen asked with a smile. Instead of diving straight into official matters, he started out asking after Wang Chong’s affairs in the training camp, showing the kindness of an elder.

“It’s been fine, other than the assault on the first day.”

Wang Chong gave his smiling response.

He had also adopted a very casual attitude before his big uncle, now regarding the latter as a trustworthy elder. Putting aside all of the minor issues, Wang Chong’s immediate family and Big Uncle Wang Gen’s family branch had never really had a grudge from the start.

Even the worst of the conflict seemed to be only the rivalry between Cousin Wang Li against big brother and second brother, centered on the struggle over inheriting grandfather’s influence.

However, Wang Chong had already decided not to fight against his cousins over anything. Instead, he would support them in progressing even further and attaining even greater achievements than before.

The Wang Clan should not fight over the little pond they were in—they should aim for the greater world instead.

“Hoh, I’ve also learned of this matter. The Goguryeons have suffered significant death tolls after several battles with the Southern Protectorate Manor, and the Turks with the Eastern Protectorate Manor. So, in a way, their operation could be considered a tragic failure. However, with this precedence, it’s hard to determine whether it would ever happen again. That’s why I’ve sent some of the clan experts to protect you and ensure your safety.”

Wang Gen said.

As an influential royal court official, his work kept him almost completely confined to the capital. There was no need for him to have so many experts guarding him day and night, and he could easily spare a few for Wang Chong.

“Thank you, big uncle.”

Delighted, Wang Chong nodded his head. What he was most lacking in at the moment were top-notch experts by his side.

Wang Gen also smiled in response. In his view, Wang Chong was the greatest hope for the continuing prosperity of the Wang Clan.

He, his Third Brother Wang Yan, and Fourth Brother Wang Mi were incapable of inheriting his father’s influence. The same applied for his eldest son, Wang Li, Wang Yan’s other sons, Wang Fu and Wang Bei, and all other offspring of the Wang Clan. Now, the only hope remaining lay with this youngest nephew of his.

He knew that if Wang Chong was able to successfully inherit his father, Duke Jiu’s, influence, his nephew would surely be able to bring the Wang Clan to greater heights in the future.

The fate of the Wang Clan depended on him!

It wouldn’t be a waste no matter how many resources he devoted to the latter.

“Right. Has Yang Zhao contacted you recently?”

Wang Gen suddenly queried.

“Yang Zhao? Why is big uncle asking about this?”

Wang Chong frowned in bafflement.

While he’d become sworn brothers with Yang Zhao thanks to the Consort Taizhen Incident, he had only met the latter once or twice, and their relationship didn’t seem to have grown that intimate yet. Besides, given that he was enlisted in the training camp already, it made it even more inconvenient for the both of them to meet.

“No?”

Wang Gen straightened his back as a sliver of doubt flashed across his eyes.

“Even so, it should be around this time. Take note of this matter. He should come looking for you soon.”

Wang Chong’s bewilderment deepened. Why was Yang Zhao looking for him, and how could big uncle be so certain of it?

Ignoring Wang Chong’s doubtful gaze, Wang Gen fell silent for a moment before changing topics and revealing the true purpose of his visit.

“Zhangchou Jianqiong seems to be intending to come to the capital!”

“WHAT!”

Wang Chong became wide-eyed with shock at the news, like he’d watched a mountain split apart before his very eyes.

As the Protector-General of the Southern Protectorate Manor, Zhangchou Jianqiong wielded immense authority in Great Tang’s military circles. Given his influence, it was unlikely that he would only be coming by for a casual look.

And as expected, Big Uncle Wang Gen continued.

“Zhangchou Jianqiong has been protecting Jiannan for more than two decades now. Erhai and Ü-Tsang have been relatively calm in recent years, resulting in Zhangchou Jianqiong not earning much military merit. That’s why he’s requested for a different position in the capital instead.”

Wang Gen replied impassively, without revealing the slightest hint of emotion on his face.

Wang Chong’s face was grim.

Zhangchou Jianqiong was an existence whose influence equaled great generals such as Go Seonji and Fumeng Lingcha. How could a man of his caliber be content with just some minor official position? His ambitions was way greater than that!

“Seems like a big player is about to barge into these troubled waters!”

Wang Chong surmised.

Most of the positions in the royal court were fixed. The current status quo was actually a result of countless internal struggles and vicious infighting. If Zhangchou Jianqiong were to suddenly enter at this point, it would mess up the power distribution of the royal court.

The entry of a new power could wreck the stability that was achieved with much difficulty. All existing powers, including the Wang Clan, would be affected by this abrupt twist. After all, there was only so much meat to go around. If the number of competitors vying for it was to increase, clearly everyone would be impacted.

More importantly though, Zhangchou Jianqiong was still factionless at the moment!

Wang Chong suddenly understood big uncle’s aim in appearing at Kunwu Training Camp to look for him. In truth, the one standing at the center of this affair wasn’t anyone else of the Wang Clan, including big uncle.

It was himself.

In the Regional Commanders Incident, amongst the powerhouses that supported him stood one Zhangchou Jianqiong. That meant the Wang Clan owed Zhangchou Jianqiong a huge favor, or to be more precise, Wang Chong owed Zhangchou Jianqiong a huge favor.

“What seat is he aiming for?”

Wang Chong inquired.

“Minister of War!”

Was the reply.

Ssss!

Wang Chong’s eyelids twitched as he gasped.

“That seat… His appetite sure isn’t small!”

The Minister of War governs all military mobilizations and directs all border armies of Great Tang. It was, in the truest sense, a position of great influence in the royal court

In terms of standing, the Minister of War stood above even the Protector-Generals.

To be aiming for the seat of the Minister of War the moment he was initiated into the royal court, the other party’s appetite could only be called immense.

This matter had happened too suddenly. Even Wang Chong was totally caught off-guard, lest to say, big uncle and the rest.

This was a reshuffling of the cards among the upper echelons of the royal court. Big uncle, King Song, King Qi, the Yao Clan, the prime minister… everyone, be it willingly or unwillingly, would be embroiled in the matter.

Sudden understanding came. Seemed like King Song’s intentions must also be playing a role in Wang Gen’s sudden visit.

“Did Yang Zhao come looking for you?”

Wang Chong asked.

“Not yet. But even if he had such intentions, it won’t be him doing the visiting, at least not by himself.”

Wang Gen replied calmly. Wang Chong understood the meaning behind his words. Big Uncle Wang Gen was an influential official who determined the future of the empire, whereas Yang Zhao was still a nobody without the slightest power in his hands—there was simply too huge a disparity in their positions.

While Wang Chong knew that Yang Zhao would eventually become a major power in Great Tang, there was still some time before then.

“While he hasn’t done so yet, his intentions couldn’t be any clearer. Yang Zhao is an insignificant figure that we can simply disregard, but his backing, Consort Taizhen, isn’t someone that we can simply shake off. Currently, we are still unable to determine whether this is the will of Consort Taizhen, the Sage Emperor, or just Zhangchou Jianqiong.”

“Regardless, since the matter is already out, we can’t just turn a blind eye to it. There has never been an instance where a Protector-General was promoted to the Minister of War before. In the previous era, the Western Protector-General once made such a bid but failed eventually. The same thing happened in Gaozong and Taizong’s era as well.”

Wang Gen pondered his thoughts aloud, falling into his role as an imperial court minister. He continued.

“There’s a high chance that Zhangchou Jianqiong will fail in his attempt to be appointed as the Minister of War. Even so, we need to be prepared on the off-chance that he succeeds as well. But, if we were to express explicit support for him, given the reshuffling that will occur with Zhangchou Jianqiong’s involvement in central politics, the Wang Clan would surely be viewed with hostility by all powers.”

“By then, our enemies wouldn’t just be King Qi and the Yao Clan. The prime minister, the dukes, the nobles, the Protector-Generals, and the great generals would turn against us as well. After all, the number of people Zhangchou Jianqiong has offended over his career in the military doesn’t just number a handful.”

“On the other hand, if we were to come out against it, and by some chance does Zhangchou Jianqiong succeeds in his endeavor, on top of the Yao Clan and King Qi, our Wang Clan would be facing a hostile Minister of War as well.”

“Do you understand our current plight?”

Big Uncle Wang Gen said grimly.

The Wang Clan wasn’t greedy for power or merit, but this matter could pose a serious threat to them. Open support for Zhangchou Jianqiong would mean making an enemy of all other powers; a lack of support would mean making an enemy out of a potential Minister of War.

Most of the Wang Clan’s influence lay in the military—Wang Yan, Wang Fu, Wang Li, and Wang Mi—and the Minister of War wielded the authority to mobilize any and all military personnel. Should the Minister of War assign the members of the Wang Clan the most dangerous of missions, it could spell a crisis.

For any military personnel, offending the Minister of War was no joke at all!
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Even if Zhangchou Jianqiong were to fail, he would still remain a great power in military circles. His standing as the Protector-General of the Southern Protectorate Manor was in particular not something one could simply overlook.

Even though the Wang Clan didn't fear Zhangchou Jianqiong, making such a powerful enemy would be an unwise decision. Going a step further, if he were to be pulled into the sphere of influence of King Qi and the Yao Clan, that would be truly disastrous.

"What is King Qi and Yao Guang Yi's stance on this matter? Has Zhangchou Jianqiong approached them yet?" Wang Chong asked.

"Unknown." Wang Gen shook his head but, at the same time, commended his nephew with his eyes. Wang Chong's nose for politics was impressive, and he could arrive at the crux of the problem with little having been said.

Indeed! Zhangchou Jianqiong hadn’t had much contact with the powers in the capital, be it Wang Clan or Yao Clan.

In other words, no grudges had been created with any faction here yet, and his moves would be unfettered by past history. While he could approach the Wang Clan, nothing was holding him back from doing the same with the Yao Clan.

"The Yao Clan hasn't expressed their stance yet. This is what has made the entire matter even more troublesome. We cannot determine whether Zhangchou Jianqiong has come into contact with our rivals yet or not.”

“If we were to express our support for Zhangchou Jianqiong, given our relationship with the Yao Clan, there is a high chance that they would oppose him. On the other hand, if we were to oppose Zhangchou Jianqiong, even if the Yao Clan also intended to oppose him initially, they would still then at least show slight support. This way, regardless of how the matter goes, the Yao Clan would likely stand to win."

Wang Gen frowned deeply as he expressed his musings on the matter. If the issue wasn’t so difficult, he would never have come to look for Wang Chong. In politics, even the calmest winds could easily generate the strongest waves.

Who knew how many prestigious clans had fallen due to a single misstep?

There was no other viable option for the Wang Clan but to move cautiously.

Meanwhile, very few people in the Wang Clan were qualified to know and discuss this matter, but Wang Chong was one of them.

"So, big uncle is unsure whether Zhangchou Jianqiong will succeed or not?" After a moment of contemplation, Wang Chong sought confirmation from his uncle.

"That's right!" Wang Gen nodded his head grimly. There was nothing for him to hide before this nephew of his. In truth, he had considered this matter for a very long time already.

"Big uncle, rest assured. Zhangchou Jianqiong will definitely be able to step into the capital's political scene!" Wang Chong said deeply.

"What?!" Wang Gen exclaimed in shock. He quickly shifted to get a better look at Wang Chong, only to see the latter's tranquil expression and composed gaze. The boy appeared to be very confident of this matter, as though everything was within his grasp.

While Wang Gen did intend to seek Wang Chong's opinion, he didn't expect the latter's reply to be so decisive.

"Chong-er, what makes you so certain?" Wang Gen asked gravely. It was inconceivable to him how Wang Chong could be so confident about such a huge variable. At the very least, Wang Gen would never be able to decide on this matter so quickly.

"Big uncle, do you trust me?" Wang Chong chuckled.

"Child." Wang Gen couldn't help but chuckle dotingly after hearing those words. If he couldn't even trust this nephew of his, he wouldn't have come here in the first place.

"Zhangchou Jianqiong will surely become the new Minister of War." Wang Chong pressed on seriously.

"It’s just that, even if he becomes the Minister of War, that doesn't mean that things are in our favor. Zhangchou Jianqiong would never ally himself with the Wang Clan or the Yao Clan, but clearly, rejecting him outright isn't a wise decision either.

"Since he openly expressed his intentions for the position, there must be something he’s after. With the situation still uncertain, many others will be hesitating, just like big uncle. Knowing it's just a matter of time before Zhangchou Jianqiong becomes the new Minister of War, why doesn't big uncle write a letter at this moment to express support for him? This way, Zhangchou Jianqiong would know of our goodwill toward him.

"Given his personality and his goal, he would surely go around publicizing the matter; he’s determined to obtain the position, after all. However, you mustn't admit to this matter verbally or express a stance, especially not in the royal court.

"We’ll use this to find out whom Zhangchou Jianqiong is liaising with. Plus, when things become desperate for him, he will certainly send someone to big uncle. It wouldn't be too late for big uncle to express your support for him officially then.

“We can win Zhangchou Jianqiong's goodwill while simultaneously avoiding painting a target on the Wang Clan!"

Cupping his lower jaw, Wang Chong analyzed this with a lowered head. Normally, he would not involve himself in court politics, but the matter regarding Zhangchou Jianqiong was too critical.

It would affect the Wang Clan's future. He had no choice but to take it seriously.

"Chong-er, you mean that the reason Zhangchou Jianqiong is publicizing his intent is because he’s confident? Other than the Wang Clan, he must have contacted many more factions—perhaps the Yao Clan, King Qi, or even the prime minister. This is the main reason you want me to send a letter to express my support; am I right?", Wang Gen replied deeply after realizing something.

"Un." Wang Chong nodded his head. However, at the same time, he was thinking about something else.

The reason why Wang Chong knew Zhangchou Jianqiong would be able to overcome the precedent of failures and rise up to the position of Minister of War had nothing to do with his analysis. It was simply the path of history!

It was a form of destiny that events would unfold in this manner.

"Since that's the case, I understand what I should do," Wang Gen chuckled mildly. He felt as though the weight that had been pushing him down for several days now had finally been lifted. After chatting a while longer with Wang Chong, he left without raising the alarm at the Kunwu Training Camp.

Wang Chong watched as Big Uncle Wang Gen's carriage slowly disappeared in the distance. The final inch of a smile on his lips slowly faded and was gone. Grimness took its place.

“And so, Zhangchou Jianqiong will once again enter the political main stage and become the Minister of War.  How… unexpected.” Wang Chong sighed inwardly, worry etching deep lines into his brow as he gazed into the distance.

What Big Uncle Wang Gen saw in the arrival of Zhangchou Jianqiong was the change in the winds of political fortunes; the upcoming faction struggles among the various powers of the royal court. What Wang Chong saw was the future of the empire.

Some things seemed to be unavoidable.

Wang Gen couldn't have imagined how intensely Wang Chong's heart jolted when he heard that Zhangchou Jianqiong was coming to the capital. Like a giant wheel, destiny seemed to roll straight onward, unable to be stopped by anyone.

He knew that the Protector-General of the Southern Protectorate Manor would surely fulfill his ambitions and become the Minister of War.

However, what none could imagine was that Zhangchou Jianqiong's departure from the border regions would leave a massive breach in the southern defense of Great Tang.

Wang Chong would have surely tried to stop him, but he knew it would be futile. Here was an ambitious man, one who had already held himself back at the borders for two decades now, and his tolerance was reaching its limit.

If Zhangchou Jianqiong had chosen to express his intent implicitly instead, there might still be a chance. Unfortunately, he had already issued a public announcement. He had decided to lay all his cards down, and his determination was resolute. Nothing and no one could stop him at this point.

Never would Wang Chong underestimate the decisiveness of a great general of the Central Plains. Given his current standing, it would be impossible for him to persuade a man of the latter's standing.

Even if he could stop him this time, it would only be a matter of time before Zhangchou Jianqiong tried a second time and a third time, and once he finally succeeded, there would be another fearsome enemy for the Wang Clan to deal with in the capital.

Why else would Wang Chong not attempt to influence the great general through Big Uncle Wang Gen? Besides, a favor for a favor; Zhangchou Jianqiong had done him a huge favor in the regional commanders incident, and he couldn't possibly burn the bridge he’d already crossed.

It seems like Yang Zhao is determined to push Zhangchou Jianqiong up this time around! Wang Chong’s thoughts returned to Yang Zhao.

There was one more detail that he didn't share with his big uncle. The reason why he could be so certain that Zhangchou Jianqiong would become the Minister of War was due to Consort Taizhen's support. Simply put, her influence in the royal court was too lacking at present.

Only with Zhangchou Jianqiong onboard would Consort Taizhen garner true backing in the royal court, stabilizing her position. Otherwise, she would be too susceptible to all the threats lurking around her.

To this end, she would surely give her full support in pushing Zhangchou Jianqiong forward!

Yang Zhao also shared those same intentions. In fact, chances were he was even more excited to see Zhangchou Jianqiong become the Minister of War than the man in question.

Everyone thought that Zhangchou Jianqiong was being overly ambitious, but in Wang Chong's view, Yang Zhao was probably the real mastermind behind everything. He was the only one who could move Consort Taizhen, as well as being the only one who could align the Protector-General's interests with his own.

In the current political scene, Yang Zhao was considered no more than an ant, but Wang Chong knew that everyone was simply underestimating him. His future standing would surpass even Yao Guang Yi. While it would be pushing it to say that he would rival Yao Chong and Duke Jiu, he definitely wouldn't be too far from their level.

Yang Zhao was much keener than others realized.

Understanding the qualifications he lacked, he’d chosen to push Zhangchou Jianqiong forward, assisting him in getting to the position of Minister of War.

“With an insider all jobs become easier.” Only with Zhangchou Jianqiong installed could he, Yang Zhao, successfully ascend up the stage and achieve his ultimate ambitions.

With the fervent backing of both Yang Zhao and Consort Taizhen, Zhangchou Jianqiong's rise would be unstoppable.

In his previous life, due to Big Uncle Wang Gen standing on the wrong side, he had made an enemy out of Consort Taizhen. In this life though, perhaps due to Wang Chong's mitigating influence, he had become more prudent.

This was one thing that made Wang Chong feel relieved.

Without a doubt, it should be about time for him to appear. A figure floated into Wang Chong's mind as he sighed deeply.

As Zhangchou Jianqiong was initiated into the affairs of the capital, that person would surely take the position as Protector-General of the Southern Protectorate Manor.

Neither of these two matters was within Wang Chong's current abilities to stop, and he couldn't help but feel a strong sense of helplessness wash over him.

The great tides could not be reversed with the strength of a human. All he could manage was to go along with the flow while slowly, tirelessly diverting it down a different path.

"Looks like I’ll have to push things forward!"

Chapter 231: Progress On All Sides! 

                                                                                
Returning to Kunwu Training Camp, Wang Chong didn't immediately immerse himself in the cultivation of martial arts. Instead, he sent letters to his family, Uncle Li Lin, the Zhang Clan, and Li Zhuxin.

Li Zhuxin had been escorting Zhang Munian to Jiaozhi, and gauging the time, it should be about time for him to return.

------

Pu leng leng!

Letter pigeons flew around Kunwu Training Camp, and it didn't take too long for Wang Chong to receive a reply letter from his family.

The letter was written by Wang Chong's mother, saying that everything was fine at home. Something unexpected had happened; Wang Chong's little sister, Wang Xiao Yao, had actually snuck out to learn martial arts.

Her teacher seemed to be Wang Chong's teacher, and this fact had been confirmed by the guards in the clan.

"What's going on?" Upon seeing this letter, Wang Chong was dumbfounded.

Little sister? Teacher?

He only had one teacher, and that person was the Demonic Emperor Old Man. However, the issues regarding the Demonic Emperor Old Man had always been a secret, and he had never mentioned them to his family.

His mother and his little sister shouldn’t have known of the Demonic Emperor Old Man's existence.

"What happened? Why did little sister suddenly run off to the spirit vein? Doesn't she detest training? Why would she suddenly become so diligent?" Wang Chong was bewildered by the current turn of events.

If his little sister was willing to put in the effort, there would be no scion in the capital who would be a match for her, not even Marchioness Yi.

But life was truly a funny thing. A person of such great talent just had to be lazy with no aim in life. Of the two of them, his little sister seemed more like a wastrel then he did.

And yet, that very little sister was actually taking the initiative to learn martial arts?

"Not many people in the clan know about teacher, and besides, I've also warned them against saying anything. Did she happen to overhear it somehow? Or rather, did that lass notice those guards and follow them to the spirit vein?"

Thinking about his little sister's boisterous personality, Wang Chong couldn't help but feel a headache. The land around the spirit vein was still being developed, and many workers and guards of the clan had been sent there.

Given that a huge number of guards had been making to and fro trips from the residence to the spirit vein, it was indeed a possibility that his little sister might have noticed that something was amiss.

"...This is fine as well. In any case, Xiao Yao's talent is not bad. The only thing holding her back is her laziness. I might be unable to keep her in check, but teacher should be able to do so. This would do her some good as well." Changing his point of view, Wang Chong suddenly smiled.

His little sister's overwhelming strength was such that even Wang Chong, despite having reached Origin Energy Tier 7, still wasn't a match for her at all. However, his teacher, the Demonic Emperor Old Man, was different.

His little sister's little tricks would never work against his teacher. Besides, his teacher wasn't any good samaritan either. No matter what, he used to be one of the highest leaders of the unorthodox sects, and his name was one that evoked fear in that community.

Anyway, putting his little sister's affair aside for the moment, the second letter Wang Chong received came from Uncle Li Lin.

He had returned to the royal court recently. Despite his elevated standing as a member of the Imperial Army, his movements were still severely restricted and he couldn't remain outside for too long. As such, he had already handed the job of building the manor to someone else.

Other than that, he had also raised the matter regarding Cousin Wang Liang in his letter.

Spending a huge fortune, they had managed to purchase three boats and had an additional one rushing out in the past month. Just recently, the fleet consisting of four great boats had finally set forth from the southern port.

Wang Liang had truly put in a lot of effort into this voyage. He had gathered many marine charts and found himself two veteran navigators.

Along with many sailors, guards, and gyrfalcons and seagulls for delivering letters, the group began their voyage for the metal meteors.

The Wang Clan had sent many experts to assist Wang Liang in his voyage, but Uncle Li Lin was still worried. Thus, through his connections, he found a few retired Imperial Army experts and planted them within the group.

Wang Liang had spent his entire life lazing around, engaging with minor squabbles with others, and coming up with useless inventions. This had worried both Uncle Li Lin and Big Aunt. As such, they were supportive of this endeavor of his.

In the letter, Uncle Li Lin also expressed his gratitude toward Wang Chong.

The latter had given a few hundred thousand gold taels to his cousin without even batting an eye. There was no relative that could go further than that.

Big Aunt Wang Rushuang and Uncle Li Lin thanked him profusely in the letter, grateful for his assistance.

As for Wang Chong's words on searching for the metal meteorites, they clearly didn't take it for real. The both of them thought that he was just making up a story to drive Wang Liang's motivation, waking him up from his daze.

And this only served to deepen the gratitude they had for him!

"...But I didn't lie about the matter at all. The voyage is truly to find those metal meteorites."

A bizarre expression slowly crept onto his face after reading the letter from Big Aunt and Uncle Li Lin. The heavens could testify that even though Wang Chong had never traveled to the seas in his entire life, the matter regarding the metal meteorites was the utmost truth.

His intention to help Cousin Wang Liang was true, but so was his intention to scavenge the metal meteorites. After all, a few hundred thousand gold taels was no joke. He wasn't wealthy to the extent to of being able to disregard three hundred thousand gold taels yet.

"Speaking of which, since Cousin Wang Liang had already gone out to the seas, it should be about time for Miyasame Ayaka to return."

Suddenly, the furrow on Wang Chong's forehead relaxed.

He had no experts by his side that he could mobilize at the moment. If Miyasame Ayaka was by his side, his current situation would improve greatly. At the very least, it would mean an additional pair of hands by his side.

Furthermore, Miyasame Ayaka, as an assassin, possessed acute senses and could sense danger in advance.

After this would be the situation in the Zhang Clan, Wang Chong thought.

His partnership with the Zhang Clan concerned the Hyderabad ore, the huge mine, and the mass crafting of equipment. This was also the project that Wang Chong was the most concerned with at the moment. In his plans, his partnership with Zhang Clan was one of the most important chains.

---

Pu leng leng!

That evening, a pigeon flew down from the roof, delivering to Wang Chong the long-awaited letter from the Zhang Clan.

Zhang Clan also viewed the partnership with Wang Chong with great importance. As such, the one to respond to Wang Chong's letter was actually the head of Zhang Clan.

"Everything is going well, great!" Wang Chong heaved a long sigh of relief after reading the letter from the head of Zhang Clan.

In the letter, the clan head went through the progress they had made in the past month. With the support from Wang Chong's metal mine, the Zhang Clan's immense production and refinement capacity could finally be put to work, and the entire clan as a whole was growing stronger by the day.

And the one chi long caltrop and the various bizarrely-shaped metal boards that Wang Chong designed had been integrated as a part of their plans from the very start.

Over the past month, they had already crafted more than eight hundred caltrops and three thousand of those bizarrely-shaped metal boards. On top of that, they were all crafted using the top-quality metal that Wang Chong requested. On top of that, each of them were enchanted with ten layers of reinforcement inscriptions.

Something of this caliber was definitely qualified to be named as the strongest war machine in the world.

In truth, even when tapping into the Wang Clan's connections, crafting two to three hundred of both the caltrops and metal boards would already be the limit. However, with the experienced blacksmiths in the Zhang Clan, crafting this much was no trouble at all. On top of that, this all was done with only a portion of the manpower from their side.

No outsider could hope to compare up to that. The Zhang’s Clan’s smithing production capability was truly outstanding.

Other than that, following their promise to Wang Chong, the Zhang Clan had already crafted eight Wootz steel swords, and they were still waiting for Wang Chong to conduct the final tempering process and such.

In the letter, the clan head had asked deferentially whether Wang Chong could free himself to help in the final part of the crafting process.

The pigeon brought Tuoba Guiyuan's letter, as well.

In the letter, Tuoba Guiyuan mentioned the issue regarding the Wootz steel sword as well. Wang Chong had been spending his time in the Kunwu Training Camp for the past month, and this meant that a month had passed since any Wootz steel weapons were sold to the Imperial Army guards.

It's about time. I'll deal with those two matters together after I successfully cultivate the sword qi of the Art of Life Massacre, Wang Chong thought as he held onto the letters.

As for Li Zhuxin's letter, Wang Chong received it a long time later.

The man had tagged behind Zhang Munian all the way to Jiaozhi, protecting him from the shadows.

Even though Jiaozhi was some distance away, one month should be more than sufficient for them to complete the journey. In the letter, Li Zhuxin had described the rough situation there.

After finding a place in Jiaozhi, Zhang Munian managed to garner much help and conveniences from the county magistrate Great Tang had sent there.

Jiaozhi's climate, which allowed rice to mature thrice a year, had delighted Zhang Munian.

Just like what Wang Chong expected, the latter was filled with drive as soon as he arrived at Jiaozhi. He spent days and nights in the fields searching for the most suitable strains of rice.

Despite buying a residence, Zhang Munian rarely appeared there. Instead, he spent most of his times in the fields. In fact, sometimes, he even slept right beside the fields.

Even when sleeping, Li Zhuxin could hear the man prattling on about superior breeding and stuff, and this left him worried. After all, the other party wasn't a young man anymore.

All Li Zhuxin could do was to massage the other party's body using his Origin Energy and loosen his tendons. In the letter, Li Zhuxin persuaded Wang Chong to send a letter to Zhang Munian to stop the latter from overworking himself.

Li Zhuxin didn't speak of it explicitly, but through his words, Wang Chong could sense that he possessed deep respect for the old man. In fact, he even expressed his intentions to remain in Jiaozhi to continue protecting the old man.

“Food is the foundation of all civilizations.” In the time that Li Zhuxin had been with Zhang Munian, he should have probably realized this fact. What Zhang Munian was researching concerned the survival of the masses. His contributions might not be apparent now, but countless others would benefit from his efforts in the future.

As such, Wang Chong wasn't too surprised by Li Zhuxin's intentions to remain in Jiaozhi.

This is fine as well. With Li Zhuxin standing guard there, I doubt that there would be any trouble at the rice paddies, Wang Chong found himself agreeing with Li Zhuxin's opinion after contemplating for a moment. His concern regarding Zhang Munian's research exceeded even that of Li Zhuxin's.

Sometimes in a war, the battles occurred somewhere beyond where one's eyes could see.

To Wang Chong, Zhang Munian and his hybrid rice was such an existence. The outcome of the future wars wouldn't just hinge on the military might a country possessed on the surface, but the seemingly insignificant factors neglected by most as well.

Zhang Munian was the secret weapon Wang Chong wielded, as well as the treasure trove he was leaving for the future.

On top of that, Li Zhuxin also raised good news in the letter.

Zhang Munian's ten days of hard work in Jiaozhi, along with the experience he had accumulated throughout his entire life, had paid off. He had finally found the first “male sterile line” amidst the fields.

Li Zhuxin was just quoting Zhang Munian's words. He still had no idea that the concept was actually originated from Wang Chong.

Even though the discovery of the male sterile line didn't amount to much, and Zhang Munian was still a far way off from finding and developing a perfect hybrid rice, such an improvement was still a positive sign.

Since he was able to find the male sterile line, it shouldn't take long for him to uncover the rest as well.Finally, everything is on track, Wang Chong thought happily.
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Everything was on the right track.

Wang Chong didn’t need to worry too much about them anymore. Once the snowball gained sufficient momentum, nothing would be able to stop it.

While the snowball hadn't really grown large enough for Wang Chong, at the very least it was already starting to move!

Thus, after meeting with Zhao Jingdian and Wei Hao a few more times, Wang Chong returned to his training.

Days passed one after another, and Wang Chong's martial arts progressed steadily.

------

Eight days later...

Chi!

In a dark chamber, a burst of radiance suddenly shot forth from Wang Chong's dull sword.

That radiance was as thin as a thread of hair, but it was incomparably glaring, making it extremely difficult to even set one's eyes on it. On top of that, the radiance seemed to be very compact. It didn't fade or dissipate even after traveling a distance of ten zhang.

Only after coming into contact with the wall around twelve zhang away did it swiftly dissipate into nothingness.

"This... Sword qi! Great!" Wang Chong stared at the surge of light excitedly

After ten days of experimentation and comprehension, he had finally compressed the Origin Energy in his body to the maximum, thus forging this string-like surge of sharp sword qi.

It might be as thin as a strand of hair, but it was the result of compressing an immense quantity of Origin Energy into a line.

After so many days of effort, I've finally succeeded in cultivating sword qi!, Wang Chong thought excitedly.

In truth, sword qi was actually Origin Energy compressed to its maximum. It was due to this that expert swordsmen possess unbelievable might in their attacks.

In that instant, Wang Chong suddenly felt that all of the effort he had devoted to his training had paid off.

"Hm?" While Wang Chong's heart was beating so excitedly, he suddenly noticed a bizarre ray of light spilling into the chamber. It didn't originate from the entrance, but the wall right in front of him.

The location he was in should have been a dark training chamber, a place completely devoid of light. He had chosen this place to grow to train his hearing and temper his instincts. Thus, the ray of light was truly out-of-place.

"There shouldn't be any light here...?" Wang Chong walked toward the light, finding a narrow slit on the wall a meter above the ground. That bizarre light shone in right from this slit.

Initially, Wang Chong was completely baffled by this small slit. He even raised his finger to touch and analyze it. But soon, he realized something—wasn't this slit at the spot where the sword qi he launched had struck?

What's going on? Could it be that my sword qi has even penetrated the wall of this training chamber? Wang Chong was stunned.

The training chamber he was in was made of steel. It was precisely due to the difficulty of building such steel chambers that these training chambers could only be found on the main peak.

In fact, Wang Chong even chose one of the sturdier training chambers, prepared specifically for martial artists with a cultivation realm of Origin Energy Tier 7 and above. When he checked the wall, he had ascertained it to be at least a chi thick.

Even the Wootz steel sword would have trouble cutting such a thick layer of sturdy steel.

And yet, he actually left such a narrow slit on the wall with his sword qi?

"The sword qi of the Art of Life Massacre is actually so sharp?" Wang Chong glanced at the dull metal sword with his trembling eyes. Even though he was the one who launched that sword qi, he still found the situation a little too unbelievable.

Chi!

Suddenly, a thought suddenly struck Wang Chong and he abruptly lifted his head. Without much thought, he turned around, swung his sword, and chi, another glaring radiance shot out and disappeared into the thick steel wall.

Wang Chong waited for a moment, but other than the thin ray of light, the room remained completely dark.

"This... Am I mistaken? Was that slit not caused by my sword qi?" Stunned, Wang Chong was unsure of himself.

Was this all a coincidence?

Weng!

While Wang Chong was contemplating, a small ray of light suddenly penetrated the wall and shone into the chamber.

Two small rays of light, one on his left and one on his right, crossed each other, creating a particularly conspicuous sight.

Indeed! It was the result of the sword qi of the Art of Life Massacre!,Wang Chong thought as he gazed at the two small rays of light on the walls. In truth, even though he had already verified his conjecture, this matter was still a little too inconceivable for him to accept at this moment.

To think that the sword qi from Elder Su's Art of Life Massacre would be so sharp! I have barely cultivated the most basic level of sword qi and yet, I am already capable of cutting through steel a chi thick. If I were to master this foundation formula, it would be unimaginable how fearsome my sword qi would be. It is no wonder why Elder Su was able to slay innumerable foreign steel cavalry with his individual strength in the capital back then.

Wang Chong took in a deep breath as awe for Su Zhengchen sprouted in his heart.

This was his first time witnessing the might of the 《Art of God and Demon Obliteration》, and furthermore, rather than just a description from Su Zhengchen, he was experiencing it personally.

In an instant, many thoughts flashed across Wang Chong's mind as he recalled the incidents that occurred in his previous life.

The foreign cavalry that appeared back then wasn't only strong, their defensive capability had also reached a monstrous level.

Their bodies were compact, powerful, and resilient, and they seemed to possess no weaknesses whatsoever. Seemingly fatal attacks were completely ineffective against them.

The conventions that governed battle didn't seem to apply to them. Even with a sword impaled through them, they were still able to move without trouble.

They could even survive destructive martial arts that could kill a human several times over. The defenses and resilience of both parties simply weren't on the same level.

Due to this, humans suffered catastrophic losses, and many famous experts in both Great Tang and other nations perished in the face of them.

Fresh blood and death soon forged the names of these invaders, but even their fearsome reputation failed to match up to their true prowess. Humans truly had no way of standing against them.

Wang Chong had once witnessed the sight of a thousand foreign cavalry annihilating a human army of ten thousand people.

Even the army that Wang Chong trained only managed to fight squarely with them through vastly improving cooperation among troops and collaborative brainstorming to maximize their fighting prowess.

Teamwork. That was probably the greatest edge that humans had over them.

But under such circumstances, Su Zhengchen actually managed to kill almost ten thousand foreign cavalry with just his individual might.

When Wang Chong first heard of this matter, all he thought was that Su Zhengchen was incredible. To what extent the other party's real strength was had remained unfathomable to him.

In the past three months with Su Zhengchen, Wang Chong learned much of the other party. He was a stubborn and determined person who stuck firmly to his values. He valued kinship, and this left him drowning in the sorrows of the past, thus playing a part in his eventual seclusion from the world. All in all, he was an unhappy old man.

However, one thing he never learned from Su Zhengchen was exactly how strong the other party was. Even at the moment when the both of them parted, the latter had only demonstrated an insignificant “Void Crushing Palm”.

Thus, this was the first time Wang Chong had a peek into the true Su Zhengchen, as well as what lay beneath the glacier known as the Art of God and Demon Obliteration.

Those foreign cavalry that fell in the capital then must have surely died tragically, Wang Chong thought.

Given the might of the Art of God and Demon Obliteration, Wang Chong was certain that the foreign cavalry must have ended up with innumerable holes in their bodies. Under such circumstances, no matter how resilient and compact their bodies were, the only fate that awaited them was death.

"The Art of God and Demon Obliteration... As expected of the strongest sword art in the Central Plains. Even when facing a True Martial realm expert, I am confident that I could shatter the layer of qi protection around them to inflict wounds on them!"

Wang Chong suddenly became very certain that the Art of Life Massacre that Su Zhengchen gave him was the fundamental sutra to the Art of God and Demon Obliteration.

The might of this ultimate art exceeded Wang Chong's imagination. With this, he was confident in carrying out his plans.

Thus, in the next few days, Wang Chong did nothing at all. He spent his time behind the walls of the dark chambers nourishing his sword qi.

The cultivation method to the Art of Life Massacre was very different from conventional martial arts.

The first thing he had to do was to drive his Origin Energy through his meridians via the method in the sutra and compress it relentlessly, making it concentrated, compact, and sturdy.

When he finally compressed it to the very maximum, when only a sliver of it remained, his Origin Energy would break through and become sword qi.

This was an extraordinarily tiring and difficult process!

But what that followed after that was even more important. When the Origin Energy was finally compressed to the very maximum and turned into sword qi, what he would have to do next was to nourish that sliver of sword qi and sword intent, and slowly strengthen and enlarge it.

This process was even more difficult than the previous one. During the nourishment of sword qi or sword intent, your attention could not be allowed to wander in the slightest.

Time slowly passed, and Wang Chong's cultivation of his sword intent was making progress every day. The initial sliver had doubled, and it was still growing steadily.

Even though the cultivation of sword qi was separate from the cultivation of internal energy, Wang Chong could still clearly sense his cultivation progressing with each passing day.

When Wang Chong's Sword Qi of Massacre finally reached the size of a chopstick, he could felt his progress gradually slowing down.

This sensation wasn't foreign to him; it was a bottleneck.

“It seems like I can only go this far in my Sword Qi of Massacre with my cultivation realm of Origin Energy Tier 7. If I wish to make further progress, I have to reach Origin Energy Tier 8 first.

In the dark chamber, a surge of sword qi slowly traveled from Wang Chong's finger to envelop the blade of the sword in his hand. The sword qi was so bright that even the radiance of the sun seemed to pale in comparison

Probably only Wang Chong using the Sword Qi of Massacre was capable of possessing such powerful sword qi while only having cultivation at the Origin Energy realm.

Chi!

Wang Chong swung his sword along the wall, and a layer of metal immediately peeled off the wall as though he were slicing tofu. The entire process was so easy that it was difficult to believe that this could be true!

Since I'm done with my cultivation, I should head out now.

After staying in the dark chamber for two more days, Wang Chong finally left the premises. And it was exactly then that a guest came to visit Wang Chong.

After waiting for twenty days or so, Yang Zhao finally couldn't sit still any longer. But instead of looking for Big Uncle Wang Gen, he came straight to the Kunwu Training Camp to look for Wang Chong.

Kunwu Training Camp was a place governed by strict rules, and even Wang Chong's Big Uncle had to send a letter to Wang Chong to get him sneak out just to meet.

But Yang Zhao was different.

Taking the token that Consort Taizhen had requested from the Sage Emperor, and using the front of paying respects to the fallen troops on behalf of the Sage Emperor, he walked brazenly into Kunwu Training Camp looking for Wang Chong.
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On the main peak of Kunwu Training Camp...

Yang Zhao was wearing a white robe, a black coronet on top of his head. His head was raised up high, and his chest was puffed up. He was accompanied by four well-built Chamberlains of Imperial Insignia, and this further added to his majestic disposition.

A cold breeze blew across the top of the mountain, and Yang Zhao's robe danced along with the wind.

In just the short span of a few months since entering the capital, Yang Zhao had already learned how to assume the disposition of an academic with ease.

If one wasn't aware of the truth, just by looking at Yang Zhao's silhouette, one would probably regard him as a wise scholar and have some respect for him.

Wang Chong did know of Yang Zhao's background, and he had seen the latter in his humblest moment. But even so, whenever he saw Yang Zhao in such a manner, he couldn't help but be awed by the latter's ability to adapt.

Putting his capabilities aside for the moment, just his diligence in his “studies” was already worthy of compliments. After all, not everyone would be able to assume a scholarly disposition in just two to three months.

Rumor had it that this future imperial uncle was already blending in with the officials of the royal court.

Even though he's an irredeemable gambler, to be able to change so much in such a short period of time, he could also be considered as a genius!, Wang Chong thought.

It wasn't without reason that Yang Zhao was able to climb to such high heights despite his humble birth. In Wang Chong's view, just this view alone was sufficient to tell much about the matter.

Calming himself down, under the lead of an instructor, Wang Chong soon arrived before Yang Zhao. Given that the latter was currently “inspecting on behalf of the heavens”, there was no excuse that he could offer to turn down the meeting.

Weng!

Standing on top of a boulder, Yang Zhao heard some sound behind him and turned around.

"Haha, Wang Chong, it has been long since we last met!"

Upon seeing Wang Chong, Yang Zhao's frown immediately soothed, and a smile broke out on his face. Leaping down the boulder, he walked over quickly and enthusiastically.

"Lord Yang!" Wang Chong greeted him with a smile.

"Tsk tsk, Wang Chong, it has only been a month since we last met, but you sure look very different from before!"

Yang Zhao assessed Wang Chong from head to toe and immediately noticed the difference in Wang Chong's disposition. A look of awe appeared on his face.

"Seems like the Kunwu Training Camp really does temper one. I almost failed to recognize you." This wasn't just a blind compliment on Yang Zhao's part.

In the past, despite Wang Chong's capabilities, he still seemed like an immature child who hadn't weathered any storms. But the current him felt like an unsheathed, sharp sword that had been tempered time and time again. No one would dare to look down on him like that.

With such a huge change occurring in the span of half a month, it was no wonder Yang Zhao was astonished.

"Lord Yang is being too generous, aren't I still the same person? What kind of changes could there be?" Wang Chong chuckled as he denied the matter. He knew that this wasn't due to the training in the Kunwu Training Camp, but from the influence of the Sword Qi of Massacre from cultivating Su Zhengchen's Art of Life Massacre.

But Wang Chong would never reveal this matter before Yang Zhao.

"Hehe, you might not have noticed it, but it is apparent to the rest of us." Yang Zhao looked at Wang Chong with a bizarre glint in his eyes.

"Un, that's enough. You all can leave now. I want to have a stroll with Wang gongzi." Yang Zhao suddenly walked up next to Wang Chong. He waved the instructor who had brought Wang Chong here and the four Chamberlains of Imperial Insignia away.

"Little brother, may I interest you in a walk with me?" When everyone else had left, Yang Zhao suddenly smiled as he stretched out his hand toward Wang Chong. If anyone was here, he would surely be astonished. To think that Consort Taizhen's cousin would actually become a sworn brother of Duke Jiu's offspring!

"Big brother, lead the way." Hearing the difference in Yang Zhao's address, Wang Chong smiled and walked forward. Thus, the both of them began walking side-by-side.

“"Big brother, may I know the reason behind your visit?" Wang Chong dove straight into the main topic at hand.

"This... It's a long story." Yang Zhao intentionally feigned hesitation, as though he was in a tight spot.

"To tell you the truth, I really do have something to ask of you."

"Oh?" Wang Chong looked at the latter with a grim expression, but on the inside, he was chuckling. Yang Zhao probably didn't know that Big Uncle Wang Gen had already come by.

Even though Wang Chong didn't pay too much attention to the affairs of the royal court, Yang Zhao's appearance here had affirmed Big Uncle Wang Gen's conjecture.

It was probably a crucial moment as to whether Zhangchou Jianqiong would be inaugurated into the royal court or not. Or rather, to be exact, the situation was looking a little “not in their favor”. Otherwise, Yang Zhao wouldn't have gone through the trouble of making the trip here.

Yang Zhao is probably even more anxious than Zhangchou Jianqiong about this matter, Wang Chong thought.

"May I know if little brother has been paying attention to the affairs of the royal court? The Protector-General of the Southern Protectorate Manor, Zhangchou Jianqiong, is intending to join the royal court, and this matter has caused a huge uproar among the officials. To tell you the truth, Lord Zhangchou helped me on many occasions back when I was in Jiannan, and if not for him, I might have already starved to death at Jiannan Pass.

"Given that my benefactor wishes to enter the Bureau of Military Personnel, I feel that it is only right for me to return the favor. Lord Zhangchou once saved my life; this time, I would like to help him fulfill his dream," Yang Zhao said earnestly.

Those who didn't know him well would have surely thought that he was truly earnest in wanting to return the favor. But Wang Chong knew of the intricacies involved in the matter.

Regardless of the reason Yang Zhao came up with, there was one thing certain; Yang Zhao was determined to plant his “man”, Zhangchou Jianqiong, into the royal court so as to pave the way for his rise. In the end, the one who would benefit most from Zhangchou Jianqiong's rise would be him!

Consort Taizhen probably also shared the same intentions. Even though the “Consort Taizhen incident” ended in her favor, she was still largely isolated in the royal court. To protect herself, especially having finally understood the threats lurking in the royal court, she probably wasn't any less fervent than Zhangchou Jianqiong in his ambitions.

"What does big brother hope for me to do?" Wang Chong asked as he strolled down the mountain path alongside Yang Zhao.

"Little brother, I know that your big uncle is an influential official, and the Wang Clan possesses immense say in the royal court. I know that I'm going overboard with this request, but I'm truly indebted to Lord Zhangchou. Thus, is it possible for you to... to ask your Big Uncle to..." At the very end, Yang Zhao seemed to be conflicted, and the words simply refused to come out of his mouth.

"Sure!" But before Yang Zhao could finish his words, Wang Chong smiled and replied affirmatively.

"Ah?!" Yang Zhao was stunned. "Su-sure? Little brother, do you know what I'm asking you to do?"

"Aren't you going to ask me to advise my Big Uncle to support Lord Zhangchou in the royal court?" Wang Chong replied.

Yang Zhao stared at Wang Chong in disbelief. The latter's response had left him completely flummoxed. He thought that persuading the latter to talk his Big Uncle into supporting Zhangchou Jianqiong would be no easy task. After all, he was indeed going overboard with this request.

Thus, Yang Zhao had made many preparations to convince Wang Chong to help him. Just that, he didn't expect that he would end up not having to use any of them. In fact, he wasn't even done speaking when Wang Chong agreed to the matter!

Happiness came so quickly that he was completely caught off-guard, and he didn't know how he should respond.

"Little brother, are you truly agreeable to doing this?" Yang Zhao was still in a state of disbelief, worried that he might just be hearing things.

"Un," Wang Chong nodded.

Big Uncle had already told him that it was likely Yang Zhao would come to look for him. Since it was just a matter of time before Zhangchou Jianqiong was inaugurated into the royal court, he might as well agree to it readily and earn himself a favor from Zhangchou Jianqiong.

"Since big brother has raised the issue, I'll visit my Big Uncle personally to persuade him on this matter," Wang Chong replied.

"That's great! Little brother, I'll thank you on Lord Zhangchou's behalf then!" Yang Zhao was delighted. He knew Wang Chong's current standing in the Wang Clan. On the day Wang Chong was released from prison, even King Song visited his residence to welcome him back.

If Wang Chong was on his side as well, the possibility of this matter coming to fruition would be increased greatly.

"Little brother, if this matter comes to be, I'll make sure to introduce Lord Zhangchou to you when he becomes the Minister of War," Yang Zhao said happily.

In truth, he had contacted many people in the royal court. Fearful of the repercussions, none of them dared to step forward. For a time, he was rendered completely helpless. If the Wang Clan and Wang Gen could speak up on their behalf, given their and Consort Taizhen's influence, there was a good chance of success.

As this matter concerned his future, Yang Zhao had no choice but take things into his own hands.

"We can talk about that after Lord Zhangchou succeeds. Big brother, since you came from the south, may I know if you have heard of Lord Zhang Qiantuo?" Wang Chong spoke nonchalantly, but his eyes were fixated on Yang Zhao. Clearly, he was very concerned over this matter.

"Commandery Chief Zhang Qiantuo?" Yang Zhao asked in bewilderment.

Those four simple words caused Wang Chong's heart to skip a beat, and a storm suddenly raged in his mind. To think that Yang Zhao really knew Zhang Qiantuo!

In an instant, many thoughts surfaced in Wang Chong's mind.

"Little brother, why would you ask about that? Does your Wang Clan has some ties with Zhang Qiantuo?" Yang Zhao's voice sounded surprised.

Yang Zhao was perplexed. While Zhang Qiantuo's official position sounded impressive, it was just a title under the old system. In truth, he didn't wield too much prestige. There were at least a hundred commandery chiefs like Zhang Qiantuo throughout Great Tang. Thus, very few people knew of Zhang Qiantuo's name.

As such, Yang Zhao was curious as to how Wang Chong was entangled with him. He had once lived in Jiannan, but he didn't pay too much attention to the Jiannan Commandery Chief, either.

And yet, Wang Chong, as a scion of the capital, a person who had never stepped out of the boundaries of the capital, actually knew of the existence of a humble person by the borders. This was truly bewildering.

Wang Chong remained silent, but he had taken the entirety of Yang Zhao's reaction into sight.

He knew what the latter was thinking.

Zhang Qiantuo was indeed a humble figure now, but Wang Chong knew that his name would soon rattle the entire Central Plains. He would become the factor determining the ultimate fate of the country, and his existence would be closely tied to 180,000 of Great Tang's most elite soldiers.

Two years from now, the currently inconspicuous Zhang Qiantuo would become a figure whom no one could overlook!

He was the future lynchpin of the Great Tang Empire!
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"Hehe, it's nothing. I've only heard of Commandery Chief Zhang's name from my family members. Right, I heard that Commandery Chief Zhang is a very lustful person?" Wang Chong asked nonchalantly.

"Hahaha, little brother, where did you hear those things from?" Hearing Wang Chong's teasing remarks, Yang Zhao found himself forgetting his purpose here and burst into laughter.

"I've only met Zhang Qiantuo once from afar before. From what I know, he's a martial general, as well as a valiant and upright man. No one has ever seen him visiting any of those taverns, brothels, or that sort of improper places. Many have teased him, saying that he must be a monk for shying away from such entertainment. However, I've once heard from Lord Zhangchou that Commandery Chief Zhang is a person who is obedient to his wife. Little brother, where did you hear those words from?"

"A person who is obedient to his wife?" A dark shadow flashed across Wang Chong's mind.

"Haha, little brother, I understand. You aren't young anymore, and it's about time for you to understand the pleasures of the human body too. Don't worry, I'll bring you to the interesting spots around the capital some other day when you're free," Yang Zhao said with an attitude of hinting that he had been through the same phase as well. Wang Chong couldn't help but feel his head hurt. This was not what he meant at all. Yang Zhao had misunderstood his words.

Wang Chong hurriedly changed the topic to divert Yang Zhao's attention. Then, after asking for a few more details about Jiannan Commandery Chief Zhang Qiantuo in a roundabout manner, he found an excuse to persuade Yang Zhao to leave.

Zhang Qiantuo is a person who is obedient to his wife? What's going on? After Yang Zhao left, Wang Chong sat on a rock by the foot of the mountain and fell into deep contemplation.

Yang Zhao had regarded the words that he had spoken as a joke. If he were to know what Wang Chong was thinking, and why he had asked about Zhang Qiantuo, Wang Chong would dare to bet his entire fortune that Yang Zhao would surely be astounded.

In fact, when that event in the future occurred, Wang Chong dared bet that when Yang Zhao recalled the conversation they had today, the other party would surely fall into extreme shock.

Wang Chong wasn't just asking about Zhang Qiantuo casually.

The Battle of Nanzhao! 

That was the main reason why Wang Chong asked those questions.

In the future, Great Tang would suffer a tragic defeat in the southeast. It would become the greatest failure in its long history of invincibility.

180,000 elite Great Tang soldiers, along with countless lieutenants and commanders, would be reduced to lifeless corpses with severed heads. Their blood would converge and flow on into the horizon.

This failure would shake the entire Central Plains, and in turn, determine the fate of Great Tang several decades later.

The Southern Protectorate Manor that Zhangchou Jianqiong had guarded for two decades would completely fall due to this, and the Five Great Protectorates would be reduced to just four.

Losing its southern barrier, countless civilians of the empire would be embroiled in the flames of war, and the casualties would eventually add up to nearly a million!

And the cause all of this was a man and two women.

The man was Jiannan Commandery Chief Zhang Qiantuo, while the two women... 

Neither of them was ordinary. They were the famously beautiful wife and daughter of Emperor Ge Luofeng of Mengshe Zhao!

However, there were no eyewitnesses to the incident. After all, that kind of matter couldn't possibly have any eyewitnesses!

Wang Chong only heard the truth from rumors.

A lustful lecher, when Erhai Mengshe Zhao's Emperor Ge Luofeng's wife and daughter visited him, Zhang Qiantuo raped and killed the both of them in the City Lord’s Residence.

Ge Luofeng erupted in anger when he received the news. He immediately led his army into Great Tang and took down the closest fortress to exact vengeance for his wife and daughter. Eventually, Zhang Qiantuo died in the initial phase of the war as well.

Out of lust, Zhang Qiantuo humiliated the wife and daughter of Mengshe Zhao's Emperor, thus triggering a huge war. 180,000 valiant elite troops of Great Tang ended up lying eternally in sleep in the southeast. With such heinous crimes, there would be no punishment too harsh for him.

After the Battle of Nanzhao, the entire empire flew into an outrage. The wrath of the entire Great Tang was focused on Zhang Qiantuo. In fact, there were even few who went to the extent of digging up his bones to vent their anger.

Because of that war, Zhang Qiantuo went down in history as a heinous criminal!

Wang Chong didn't know much about Zhang Qiantuo as Jiannan was simply too far away. Not to mention, the person in question had always maintained a low-profile. Even Yang Zhao, a socialite, knew very little of him despite having stayed in Jiannan for a period of time.

Even so, Wang Chong had a feeling that there was something that went deeper than the surface. There were simply too many doubtful aspects to the Battle of Nanzhao and the Jiannan Incident.

The reason was simple. Zhang Qiantuo had committed suicide!

When Ge Luofeng mobilized his army to attack Jiannan, Zhang Qiantuo, as the Jiannan Commandery Chief, understood the weight of his sins and chose neither to retreat nor escape. Instead, he chose to kill himself in repentance to his country!

Ge Luofeng didn't deny this matter either.

Furthermore, if Zhang Qiantuo had truly kidnapped Ge Luofeng's wife and daughter, he would have surely made sure that news didn't leak out.

No one could say for sure what truly happened back then, as everything had occurred within the City Lord’s Residence. Other than his closest aide, no one could have possibly known what had happened back then.

But all of Zhang Qiantuo's closest aides died in the war, and the truth ended up being buried along with their bodies. So everything that was known to the world came entirely from Ge Luofeng.

But in that event back then, Ge Luofeng wasn't in the city either. How could he, an emperor of Mengshe Zhao, know about the matters within the territory of Great Tang when no one else did?

This matter became a huge mystery, and no one could verify anything back then.

But there was one thing Wang Chong was certain of. A lecherous person who couldn't even hold back his lust toward an esteemed guest couldn't possibly commit suicide in repentance to his own nation.

Wang Chong could believe that he was killed by those around him, or that he was killed by his enemies in the midst of battle. But suicide? That was inconceivable. A person who indulges himself in the pleasures of the physical body couldn't possibly have the courage to commit suicide.

Besides, Yang Zhao had also said that Zhang Qiantuo was a person who respected his wife. Even if Zhang Qiantuo was truly a lecherous person, there wasn't any need for him to hide it, and besides, it would be difficult for him to do so.

But Ge Luofeng's wife and daughter did die in Jiannan, this was an irrefutable fact. Even though Ge Luofeng was an ambitious person, in this current era, there was no man who would allow himself to be played a cuckold, or be known as one.

The entire “Jiannan Incident” was shrouded in mystery. There were simply too many contradictory points to it.

In his previous life, this was a mystery that no one could unravel. But in this life, Wang Chong was determined to pull the veil off it. This incident didn't just concern Zhang Qiantuo alone. 180,000 Great Tang elite troops and nearly a million civilians would be implicated, and eventually, the entire Great Tang as well.

It's just a matter of time before Zhangchou Jianqiong is inaugurated into the capital, and as the Jiannan Commandery Chief, according to conventions, Zhang Qiantuo would have to come to the capital to submit a report every three years. Given that such a huge matter has occurred, even if the three years deadline isn't up yet, Zhang Qiantuo would still have to head to the capital and undergo the Sage Emperor's questioning. During that time, Wang Chong would be able to determine the authenticity of Zhang Qiantuo’s loyalty to his country, and whether he was wronged in his previous life.

Wang Chong stared at the fleeting clouds in the skies and many thoughts flashed through his mind.

As a commandery chief of Great Tang, Zhang Qiantuo was a figure that not everyone would have a chance to come into contact with. But as a member of Wang Clan, it was easy for Wang Chong to find such an opportunity.

It would be at least two months before Zhang Qiantuo arrives at the capital. There's no rush for this matter, Wang Chong contemplated for a moment before leaving the mountain. Now, he had something important to deal with.

---

"Gongzi!"

Amidst the lush forest at the foot of the mountain, Wang Chong saw Zhuang Zhengping and Chi Weisi. The duo also noticed Wang Chong, and they could vaguely sense the sword qi in his body. A hint of fear surfaced in their eyes.

"Zhuang Zhengping and Chi Weisi, are the experts your clans dispatched here yet?" Wang Chong asked.

"They have long arrived!" the duo nodded. The both of them had come here after receiving Wang Chong's letter. Given that Wang Chong was the one who was in need of the experts from Zhuang Clan and Chi Clan, there was no way this matter could be delayed.

Yiiiii!

Suddenly, two sharp calls echoed out. The ground trembled and a cloud of dust rose into the skies in the distance. The clopping of horses hooves echoed from the depths of the dense forest.

Where the hooves of the horses stepped, the snapping of branches could be heard. It was like a humongous monster was charging out of the forest.

Neighhhh! A long neigh sounded, and a monstrously-built horse appeared from the forest.

The massive war steed leaped, flying a distance of more than ten zhang over the group's head. In that instant, Wang Chong clearly saw a well-built, heavy-armored rider sitting on top of the steed. The flying cape behind him seemed to be claiming dominance over the skies.

Peng!

The four legs of the war steed landed on the ground behind the group. At this instant, one could see a brilliant blue Halo of Thorns rippling into the surroundings from beneath the hooves of the war steed. The steel armor looked extremely heavy, but yet, the rider was still able to maintain an upright posture with ease.

"Young master!"

Wang Chong could feel a clear threat from the other party. Without a doubt, this person was extremely powerful.

"The Zhuang Clan's steel cavalry indeed lives up to its name!" Wang Chong remarked as he assessed the armored rider in awe.

The steel cavalry of the Zhuang Clan was limited by quantity. Back then, when he finally become the Grand Marshal, the steel cavalry had already died out on the battlefield.

As such, Wang Chong never got to witness the might of, nor command the world famous Zhuang Clan steel cavalry.

Zhuang Clan's war steed was exceptionally buff and tall compared to ordinary steeds. Their bones and muscles were also incredibly compact and powerful. The clearest signs of this were the bulging muscles on its four legs and neck.

It was hard to imagine the extent of destruction these monstrous horses could deal on the battlefield.
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“This sure is a good steed!” Wang Chong was delighted. Half a cavalryman’s strength was derived from his steed. As an ex-Grand Marshal, Wang Chong possessed a particular fond toward such horsemen.

The steeds, riders, and armors; all of these would require a unique training and forging method. Without a doubt, the Zhuang Clan has already formed an entire system of it. Every single mounted troop is of utmost importance to the clan, so it’s no wonder why the Zhuang Clan would regulate the deployment of their cavalry so strictly, Wang Chong thought.

Kachacha!

In the midst of his thoughts, a crisp sound echoed from the forest, and one after another, huge trees fell to the ground.

Amidst the ruckus, one could vaguely hear the sound of something sharp cutting into wood. It seemed as though nothing in the forests, no matter how thick it was, could stop the rampage of the sharp object.

Boom boom boom!

A moment later, three large trees the size of a human’s embrace were slashed before everyone’s eyes, and each of those gigantic trunks fell down in a different direction. Behind those trees, two brawny, fully-armored men appeared.

Their eyes were sharp and their footsteps were coordinated. However, what caught everyone’s attention instantaneously were the massive halberds in their hands.

The domineering aura they exuded felt like even mountains would be sliced aside before them.

The Steel Guards of the Chi Clan!

Even without Chi Weisi’s introduction, Wang Chong could easily recognize the identity of these halberd-wielding warriors. The three chi long halberd of the Chi Clan was exquisitely crafted. It had a clear mirror-like surface with a crimson flood dragon inscribed on both sides. Not to mention, its capability of splitting a mounted soldier along with his mount in a single cut could easily induce shivers in any opponent.

In an intense battlefield, they were the sharpest weapons for a frontal breakthrough. There was almost nothing that could block the path of these fearsome halberds.

“Young master!” the duo nodded slightly. For them, this was sufficient for a greeting. Regardless of whether it was in the Zhuang Clan or the Chi Clan, these cavalry and guards were a strategic asset, and they possessed an exceptional standing to match it.

“This is Wang Chong, Wang gongzi, an offspring of Duke Jiu. For the next few days, you shall be following Wang gongzi, so give him your full support!” Zhuang Zhengping and Chi Weisi turned to the steel cavalry and steel guards respectively and gave their orders.

“Yes, young master!” Hearing the name of Duke Jiu, a hint of respect immediately appeared in the eyes of the Zhuang Clan cavalry and the two Chi Clan Steel Guards.

In the Great Tang Empire, Duke Jiu was regarded with utmost respect. This wasn’t limited to the royal court but the military as well. Considering the fact that the person before them was an offspring of Duke Jiu, then it wasn’t too difficult to infer his identity.

Harboring such thoughts, the respect in their eyes deepened.

“Gongzi, are these people enough? Do you need us to have more personnel deployed over?”

“Indeed. Even though it’d be difficult to mobilize the strength of our clan, if it’s for Wang gongzi, I’m sure that our clans would surely agree to it,” Zhuang Zhengping and Chi Weisi said. The orders they had received before entering Kunwu Training Camp was that regardless of the situation, they had to befriend the Wang Clan’s Wang Chong.

In exchange, the clan would offer them whatever they needed.

“There’s no need for that, these people will suffice!” Wang Chong waved his hands, turning down the duo’s goodwill. What he was aiming for wasn’t a direct confrontation on the battlefield.

Besides, this wasn’t a matter that could be solved through a direct confrontation, either.

Thus, three people were enough for him.

“Come out!” After Zhuang Zhengping and Chi Weisi left, Wang Chong walked into the forest and abruptly halted.

Klang!

In that instant, the sound of sabers and halberds moving, and the metallic clanging of armor sounded. The two Chi Clan steel guards and Zhuang Clan cavalry immediately jerked in alarm, and they quickly and warily scanned the surroundings.

And yet, the surroundings remained completely silent. Except for the slight whistling of the wind, there was nothing to be seen.

“Gongzi…”

The trio immediately turned around to stare at Wang Chong in bewilderment. They were all True Martial realm experts, but they couldn’t detect anything at all.

They couldn’t help but wonder what an Origin Energy realm martial artist like Wang Chong could have noticed.

Wang Chong only smiled in response at their bewilderment as he looked at the surroundings, not bothering to explain his actions.

Sou!

All of a sudden, without any warning signs, at a distance extremely close to the group, sou!, a petite silhouette suddenly jumped down from the branch of a camphor tree, and several other shadows instantaneously appeared above everyone’s head. The sheer speed of the silhouettes was inconceivable.

“Careful!”“It’s an enemy attack!” the trio exclaimed in alarm. Chi, two massive halberds were swiftly swung in the direction of the silhouette above. At the same time, the rider also sprang into action. The spear in his hand jerked, stabbing straight for the silhouette above as though it were an enraged dragon.

Klang!

The petite silhouette stepped lightly on the tip of the halberd of the Chi Clan steel guards. At the same time, a sword by the silhouette’s waist flicked, striking the tip of the spear of the Zhuang Clan rider lightly. Making use of the momentum from this action, the silhouette flipped in midair and landed on the ground lightly.

This astoundingly flexible and nimble series of actions left the trio dumbstruck. They had never met such a formidable opponent before. The silhouette was like a floating feather, completely unfazed by their strength.

“Kill her!” Alarmed, killing intent immediately gushed from the trio. The steed neighed furiously, and a spear was thrust forward in an attempt to impale the silhouette.

“Stop!” At that split moment, a voice sounded from behind them. “Miyasame Ayaka, come over!”

The petite silhouette stood up from the ground as she nimbly sheathed the two swords in her hands back into the scabbards at her waist.

“So she’s an acquaintance of gongzi!” Only then did the steel cavalry and steel guards came to a realization. They retracted their weapons, and hurriedly backed down. At the same time, a slight hint of fear sprouted in their hearts.

While the black-clothed assassin was a female, her fighting prowess was formidable. Even a cooperative effort among the three of them was unable to faze her in the least.

“How is it? Did any problems occur?” Wang Chong asked, staring at Miyasame Ayaka. After two months of absence, Miyasame Ayaka’s skills had improved significantly, and her movements had become more nimble and profound.

“Everything went fine!” Miyasame Ayaka reported, Knowing what Wang Chong was referring to. “There are no problems with the crew. While I did find some fellows who harbored unwanted intentions, I’ve gotten rid of them personally.”

As Miyasame Ayaka didn’t remove the black cloth veiling her face, only a pair of bright eyes was revealed. With outsiders around, Miyasame Ayaka was unwilling to expose her identity.

“Gongzi, are they your new subordinates?” Miyasame Ayaka asked as her gaze swept across the trio.

“What do you think of them?” Wang Chong chuckled.

“Not bad, just that they’re a little too bulky and clumsy! With their strength, they clearly aren’t enough to protect gongzi.” Miyasame Ayaka replied impassively.

“Bastard, what did you say?” Seeing that their capabilities were being doubted, the trio flew into a rage.

“Hmph, I’m just speaking the truth.” Miyasame Ayaka harrumphed coldly before walking over to Wang Chong. Her eccentric behavior left the trio even more enraged.

Watching the sight, Wang Chong chuckled inwardly. Most likely, Miyasame Ayaka was discontented with Wang Chong’s action of liaising with this trio and was expressing her unhappiness through this.

“Alright. Unlike you, they are warriors of the battlefield. Strength is of vital importance on the battlefield, so they have a much different fighting style as compared to nimble and flexible assassins like you,” Wang Chong said with a smile.

The battlefield required a significantly different fighting style than a normal martial artist. If the Zhuang Clan steel cavalry and Chi Clan steel guards were placed on a battlefield, they would be no different from a slaughtering machine.

While their immense strength might be ineffective against a nimble assassin, on the battlefield, where troops were gathered densely and there was little space for maneuvering, their true prowess would shine through. 

Hearing Wang Chong’s words, the complexion of the trio improved.

“Gongzi, where do we go now?” Miyasame Ayaka asked.

It had been awhile since she had returned, but she hadn’t been able to meet Wang Chong since the latter had been cooped up on the mountain. Given that the latter had suddenly left the mountain, he must be up to something.

“Hehe, follow me and you’ll know soon enough.” Wang Chong flung his sleeves and proceeded forward.

------

In the west of the city, in the vicinity of Falling Jade Pavilion, a massive and majestic gambling den was erected amidst a group of buildings. Installed on the ridge of its golden roof wasn’t a dragon—the convention in Central Plains—but a golden-colored Three-legged Crow.

Other than that, there wasn’t much of a difference between this gambling den and the others seen across the Central Plains, including the parts of its design. For example, it also had a string of red lanterns hanging on the edge of the roof ridge.

“Gold Heaven Great Gambling Den!”

Wang Chong was seated by the railings on the second floor of a tavern opposite the Gold Heaven Great Gambling Den, sipping on a cup of wine as he assessed the gambling den with interest.

“Three-Legged Crow”, this is the faith and belief of the Goguryeons. This fact was no secret to Wang Chong, but clearly, the population of the Central Plains were unaware of it.

After all, Goguryeon was located far to the northeast. Besides, the Goguryeon Empire also had strict border policies, thus the knowledge that the Central Plains had of them was terribly limited.

The Three-Legged Crow could be seen throughout the city’s west, be it perching majestically on roofs or a vague image within residences. This was a clear indication that the Goguryeons had taken this place as their base of operations.

In fact, even the tavern which Wang Chong was in was likely to be a business of the Goguryeons.

Seated by the railing, Wang Chong narrowed his eyes slightly, and many thoughts flashed across his eyes.

The Goguryeons had closed their borders, strictly forbidding any foreigners, especially those from Great Tang, from entering. Thus, it was very hard for one to infiltrate into their territory.

On the other hand, Great Tang went on an entirely different path.

Even if it was a hostile nation, Great Tang never obstructed the entry of citizens of other nationalities. They were completely accepting of foreigners.

All merchants were protected under Great Tang’s laws, and the Chamberlain of Dependencies had even gone to the extent of establishing a codex to safeguard their interest.

While Wang Chong was dissatisfied with several of the policies from the Chamberlain of Dependencies, he had to admit that the openness of the Great Tang had indeed benefited him greatly as well.

It was due to the very same openness that Great Tang was enjoying its current prosperity.

These policies allowed Goguryeons to still live peacefully in the capital despite the stiff relationship between the Goguryeon Empire and Great Tang.

The Goguryeons established casinos, taverns, tea houses, stables, and other businesses here, and Great Tang never tried to hinder them.

However, this didn’t mean that Great Tang was going to condone everything the Goguryeons did. The Bureau of Military Personnel and Bureau of Punishments had collaborated to investigate the Goguryeons, and a squad was even created to maintain surveillance on those Goguryeons at all moments.

But the final conclusion was that there was nothing wrong with the Goguryeons living in the capital—they were all ordinary merchants. After maintaining such surveillance for more than a decade, the Bureau of Military Personnel and Bureau of Punishments finally gave up.

After all, as long as the other party were just ordinary merchants, not even the Bureau of Military Personnel and Bureau of Punishments would be able to do anything to them. The royal court and the Sage Emperor forbade such actions.



                                                                        Chapter 236: Target Found! 

                                                                                
“Is everyone in place?”

Stretching his hand forward, Wang Chong knocked on the pillar lightly with his forefinger.

“All ready,” Miyasame Ayaka replied impassively. She was standing perfectly still behind Wang Chong with her head tilted upward and her hands behind her back. In the short interval, she had already changed her clothes. She wore a black bamboo hat with a dark, translucent veil hanging from it, rendering it impossible for anyone to clearly distinguish her facial features.

But her eyes remained as cold as ice. Even through a black veil, it could still send shivers down one’s spine.

Miyasame Ayaka’s disposition as an assassin had permeated her entire being. No clothes could possibly conceal it.

“Good. Tell them to take note of those with a white glow around them later on. It’ll only appear for an instant, so they will have to pay close attention to it. Also, they are not to make any moves without my permission.” Wang Chong said calmly as he grabbed a wine cup from the table and passed it over. Fifteen this year, it might be a little too early for him to be drinking, but a small sip every now and then was fine.

Not to mention, he had an old soul hidden in his body.

“But gongzi, is this really fine? This is the territory of the Goguryeons, and we’re sitting openly in a tavern operated by them.” Miyasame Ayake bent down and with a very natural movement, took the cup from Wang Chong’s hands before lightly placing it down on the table beside her.

The ladies from the Eastern Islands were surprisingly considerate in this aspect. Despite being an assassin, Miyasame Ayaka retained this cultural trait. 

“The brutal Goguryeons possess the upper hand in numbers. I fear that we would not be able to escape if we were to provoke them.” Miyasame Ayaka looked at Wang Chong with deep worry in her eyes.

It was only out of ignorance that ordinary civilians could live at ease here. Those who understood the background of this region would feel as though a knife was constantly pressed against their backs.

And this was the current sensation Miyasame Ayaka was feeling. She had crossed hands with Goguryeons, and she knew how fearsome they were. They were fearless in combat, and they didn’t hesitate to trade injury for injury. In a way, they were even more vicious than assassins like her.

Wang Chong was going to deal with the Goguryeons despite being in their territory himself. This left Miyasame Ayaka deeply worried.

“Hmph, who said that this is the territory of the Goguryeons? The land just beneath the Son of Heaven’s feet is clearly a part of the Central Plains. When did the words of Goguryeons count here?” Resting his arm on the railing, Wang Chong glanced at the huge crowd beneath and sneered coldly.

The Central Plains was still existent, Great Tang was still breathing, the catastrophe had yet to befall; the Central Plains hadn’t declined so far as to bow down to the Goguryeons yet. When did the Goguryeons become the new overlords here?

The only reason why no one laid their hands on the Goguryeons was because they hadn’t stepped out of line. But since they weren’t willing to live their lives here peacefully, this relationship would have to come to an end.

Thinking so, Wang Chong’s eyes gradually grew colder and colder. As he spoke those words, he subconsciously released a domineering pressure.

The three men from the Zhuang Clan and Chi Clan were stunned, and even Miyasame Ayaka froze for an instant.

The current Wang Chong possessed a majestic disposition that commanded deference from others. This was completely different from the impression they had of him!

“But even so, we don’t have any evidence! We can’t prove that those Goguryeons who attacked the Kunwu Training Camp are the same as those living here. If we aren’t careful, I fear that they might retaliate against gongzi through the Chamberlain of Dependencies,” Miyasame Ayaka said worriedly.

She knew what Wang Chong was going to do. After all, he nearly lost his life on White Tiger Peak on the very first day he arrived at Kunwu Training Camp. There was no one who wouldn’t feel rage after being put through such an experience.

But in the end, the Goguryeons in the city’s west weren’t those who attacked that night.

Other than engaging in usury and beating up those who refused to pay their debts, they hadn’t really done anything overboard. Otherwise, Great Tang wouldn’t have put up with them.

“Hehe, evidence? Of course I have it.” A smile crept onto Wang Chong’s face, and an icy-cold gleam flashed across his eyes.

The Goguryeons in the city’s west were well-known to be law-abiding citizens. Even an assassin like Miyasame Ayaka was aware that there was ‘nothing wrong’ with them.

But Wang Chong had an entirely different view on the matter.

King Sosurim and his bunch of Goguryeon assassins were notorious in Great Tang. While many people said that they were unrelated to the Goguryeons in the city’s west, Wang Chong found that hard to believe.

In the end, blood was thicker than water. To say that King Sosurim and the Goguryeon assassins were entirely unrelated to the Goguryeons living here, how could that even be remotely possible?

The huge group of Goguryeons living here provided the ideal cover for King Sosurim and his group of assassins. There was nowhere else that they could thrive other than here.

While the Bureau of Military Personnel and Bureau of Punishments did conduct surveillance over the area for several decades, ending in futility, Wang Chong felt that they had overlooked one extremely important corner...

The customers of the taverns and gambling dens!

Who said that Goguryeons had to be the staff of their own establishments?

Who said that Goguryeons couldn’t pass off as Hans?

As long as one refined one’s speech to take on the fluency of an average Han, there would actually be no distinctive difference between a Goguryeon and a Han.

Wang Chong had given the matter deep contemplation. The officials of the Bureau of Military Personnel and Bureau of Punishments couldn’t possibly be inept; the only plausible reason why there was no progress in their investigation despite several decades of effort could only mean that their direction was wrong right from the start.

The men they were searching for weren’t working in the taverns and restaurants, but were somewhere else.

“Alright, tell them that we’ll start now,” Wang Chong waved his hands and said after returning from his thoughts.

“Yes, gongzi.” Miyasame Ayaka nodded after a moment of hesitation.

Beyond the railing, a huge crowd could be seen walking to and fro on the streets. Wang Chong and Miyasame Ayaka’s presence didn’t catch anyone’s attention. In this region of decadence, there were simply too many wealthy scions like Wang Chong.

Time slowly ticked by, and around half a tea’s time later, Wang Chong finally stood up. Amidst the perplexed gazes of those behind him, he slowly walked up to the railing.
(~7.5 minutes)

“Whether the Goguryeons are innocent or not, this will tell.” Wang Chong gazed down at the huge crowd beyond the railing.

At this instant, time seemed to have stopped.

Peng!

Without the slightest warning, Wang Chong lifted his right leg up and pressed it down. Peng. In the next instant, a nearly invisible ripple spread out into the surroundings from Wang Chong.

At the west city’s most prosperous street that was managed by the Goguryeons, Wang Chong activated his Bane of the Battlefield aura.

The royal court never had any effective means to differentiate between the real Goguryeon merchants and Goguryeon assassins, but Wang Chong was different.

Bane of the Battlefield was the ideal method to sieve them out!

Weng!

The crowd beyond the railing continued walking on normally, as though nothing had happened at all.

“Hmm?” Wang Chong’s eyebrows shot up. “Could I have been mistaken?”

Just as Wang Chong thought that his ‘Bane of the Battlefield’ aura was ineffective, a change abruptly occurred. Amongst the crowd, a white ripple suddenly affixed itself onto a ‘plump, wealthy Central Plains merchant’.

Following which, the second one, third one, fourth one...

Eleventh, twelfth, thirteenth...

Thirtieth, fortieth, fiftieth...

In an instant, several hundred people among the crowd within the Golden Heaven Great Gambling Den were affixed with the white ripple. Weng! And in the next, the ripple disappeared so quickly that its appearance almost seemed to have been a hallucination.

On the second floor of the tavern, Miyasame Ayaka and the group from the Zhuang Clan and Chi Clan saw that sight and froze. Even Wang Chong himself was shocked speechless.

The entire world seemed to have silenced itself to them at this instant!

“To think that… there would be so many of them!”

The Bane of the Battlefield aura came and went swiftly, but it left behind a raging storm in Wang Chong’s heart.

In Wang Chong’s initial plan, he would use the Bane of the Battlefield to eliminate the Goguryeon assassins. But the truth was far more shocking than he could have imagined.

To think that there would more several hundred official soldiers in the vicinity of the Golden Heaven Great Gambling Den itself. This had far exceeded Wang Chong’s expectations.

In that short instant, Wang Chong saw clearly that every last one of these Goguryeons was dressed like the Han. Regardless of whether it was their movement or gestures, there wasn’t the slightest aspect that one could distinguish them from an ordinary Han citizen.

——Wang Chong’s theory had been verified.

“Did you all get a good look?” Wang Chong asked.

He was answered with silence. Everyone was too dumbfounded by the sight they had just seen.

“Gongzi, you were right all along!” Miyasame Ayaka inhaled deeply, but she still couldn’t shake the discomposure off her voice.

While she didn’t know where the white ripples came from, given Wang Chong’s previous words, she could fathom a guess what was going on. Most likely, those affixed with the ripples a moment ago were the targets of their operation.

But they simply numbered too many!

“Lord, these Gogur…”

“Shut up!” The men from the Zhuang Clan and Chi Clan exclaimed in astonishment, but before they could finish their words, Miyasame Ayaka had already silenced them.

They were at a sensitive location now. This was definitely not the place for them to talk.

It was one thing if they hadn’t known anything, but in an instant, the entire place seemed to have changed. Even Miyasame Ayaka showed a hint of fear in her eyes.

“Hehe, alright now. You all have gotten a good look, so let’s foot the bill and go!” In contrast to Miyasame Ayaka’s wariness, Wang Chong stood up with a casual smile, pushed in his chair, and left the tavern.

Since he was aware of the truth, what was left should be easy to deal with.



                                                                        Chapter 237: Assembly Point of the Goguryeons 

                                                                                
Night fell, bringing silence to the bustling capital.

Since his little sister wasn’t around, Wang Chong chose to meditate in his study. Breathing and exhaling deeply, wisps of Origin Energy gathered and flowed into Wang Chong’s body.

Peng! After an unknown length of time, Wang Chong’s body suddenly jolted, as though something had been knocked open, and his aura intensified. It felt as though his strength had just been brought up a notch.

Chi!

Wang Chong opened his eyes and raised his finger. Chi! A cold, blinding surge of light appeared from the tip of his finger.

This cold surge of light was only half a chi in length, but it carried an incomparably sharp aura.

Opening the Guanyuan acupoint really allows me to release the Sword Qi of Slaughter!, Wang Chong thought as he stared at the sword qi lingering above his finger.

Martial artists within the 9 dans of Origin Energy were not capable of emitting internal energy, but of course, there were exceptions, too. Wang Chong knew a small trick; by opening a hidden Guanyuan acupoint, he would be able to release the Origin Energy within his body.

But there was a flaw with this trick, as well; Origin Energy could only be released by the few meridians around the Guanyuan Acupoint.

Currently, Wang Chong could only release sword qi through his forefinger.

But even so, this might prove to be valuable under certain circumstances.

Ss!

Suddenly, indistinct footsteps reminiscent of a cat sounded from outside. If one didn’t pay careful attention, it would be impossible to notice it.

“Miyasame, come in!” Wang Chong retracted the sword qi and turned his gaze to the door.

Jiya, the door opened and a veiled, black-clothed figure walked in: Miyasame Ayaka.

“Gongzi, we’ve located their base!” Miyasame Ayaka dove into the main issue at hand as soon as she entered.

Wang Chong’s shoulders trembled slightly. He abruptly raised his head and stared at Miyasame Ayaka.

------

In the far southeast of the capital, near the border of the city wall where lush trees grew, a residence stood alone amidst the greenery.

It wasn’t uncommon for rich merchants to purchase the land of remote locations such as this to build their personal residence.

“Is this the place you tracked them to?” Amidst the darkness, Wang Chong was hidden in the crown of a camphor tree. From his angle, he could see several candles lit in the courtyard, and silhouettes were walking to and fro. However, there didn’t seem to be many people gathered.

Still, it was clear that the people in the courtyard were exceptionally wary. There were many open and hidden sentries across the residence. Wang Chong was very familiar with such a formation.

The first thing a military scout had to do was to identify and get rid of the enemy’s open and hidden sentries.

“Un. Some of those that we tracked down eventually gathered up here, ”Miyasame Ayaka replied softly. With the exception of her eyes, all of her features were concealed, making is impossible to discern her current emotions.

“This doesn’t seem to be their main lair. Where are the others?” Wang Chong frowned slightly.

“There’s no news at the moment. It isn’t easy to stalk those people, and many of them were still delighting themselves in the casino,” Miyasame Ayaka reported with a hushed voice.

Following the Goguryeons proved to more difficult than expected. Nearly all who dared to pass off as Han were formidable experts, and they were familiar with the layout of the capital, as well.

Besides, having spent so many years here, they had already formed a complete system.

The Goguryeon merchants would establish gambling dens, taverns, inns, and other businesses in the city’s west whereas the Goguryeon assassins (or rather, soldiers) would pass themselves off as rich Central Plain merchants, bodyguards, and tourists to frequent these businesses.

When Miyasame Ayaka first learned of it, she was astounded. The Goguryeons were far more cunning than she could have imagined.

With one’s attention preoccupied with the Goguryeons working in these establishments, who would pay attention to the Han customers and tourists?

The Goguryeons had made full use of this opening.

It was then that Miyasame Ayaka finally understood why the Great Tang royal court wasn’t able to make any progress despite their efforts.

Turning to look at Wang Chong, she felt her awe for the latter deepening.

It was as if Wang Chong had known the answer from the very start. Recalling the matter with the Spectre Steps, Miyasame Ayaka found the young man beside her becoming more and more unfathomable.

If not for Wang Chong’s age, she might have heralded him as a deity.

“Did you scout the interiors?” Wang Chong asked.

“Un. There are around thirty people inside, and amongst them, there’s an exceptionally powerful expert. I dared not approach too near,” Miyasame Ayaka replied.

“Thirty people?” Wang Chong frowned, falling into contemplation once more. Sou! In the next instant, Wang Chong leapt down from the tree and disappeared abruptly.

“Gongzi…” Before Miyasame Ayaka could react, she found that she had already lost sight of Wang Chong’s silhouette. Gritting her teeth, she also slid down from the tree and hurriedly chased after him.

---

The surrounding walls of the residence were covered with tall grass. Taking a brief look around, Wang Chong carefully kept himself out of sight from the open and hidden sentries and took a detour.

Chi liu, like a nimble cat, Wang Chong climbed up a tree and jumped over the wall of the residence, landing softly on the other side. His movements were so nimble that even Miyasame Ayaka was left astonished.

“I’m here!”

“Two along the corridor, two in the bushes, two on the trees, and three in the open. A total of eleven of them.”

This courtyard looked much bigger on the inside, and scattered around the area were eight Goguryeon martial artists.

But due to the sheer size of the courtyard, it wasn’t too difficult for Wang Chong to sneak in.

“Gongzi.”

A gust of wind blew, and a familiar voice sounded from behind him. Miyasame Ayaka followed Wang Chong, and she was currently crouching amidst the bush beside him.

“Gongzi, it’s too dangerous here. I advise that we should leave here immediately,” Miyasame Ayaka said worriedly.

As an assassin skilled in Spectre Steps, she had no issues escaping from these assassins. But Wang Chong was different. Given the number of Goguryeon experts here, even she would be hesitant to make a move, less to say Wang Chong. If they were to be discovered and surrounded, death would be what that awaited them.

“Don’t worry, it’s safe here!” Wang Chong chuckled.

It was true that the sentries were on their guard, but Miyasame Ayaka was severely underestimating his capabilities. Without any guarantee, how could Wang Chong possibly barge in alone?

Sou sou sou. Wang Chong’s gaze swept across the region, and a few moments later, he suddenly walked along the outer perimeter of the courtyard before sneaking inward.

Unlike Miyasame Ayaka, Wang Chong proceeded slowly by making use of the shadows, the temporary lapse in the attention of the sentries, and exploiting blind angles.

Watching the sight, Miyasame Ayaka was dumbfounded for a long moment.

Around seven to eight breaths later, Wang Chong had already successfully penetrated the depths of the courtyard and hid behind a fake hill.

Clearly, the Goguryeons couldn’t understand the aesthetics of the gardens that the Han liked to construct. Viewing it as a hindrance, they knocked it down, turning it a convenient cover for Wang Chong.

Wang Chong scanned the courtyard with a sharp gaze. Even though it looked ordinary, he could still see various vague signs.

On a pillar along the corridor, there was a picture of fiery red flames. A picture of a red child was pasted on the window paper.

And through the doors of a room opposite to him, Wang Chong saw an insignia made up of a quiver and a cluster of arrows.

This is the temporary base for the Goguryeons. However, it doesn’t seem to be highly-valued; the person in-charge here is only True Martial realm 5-dan, Wang Chong thought. Having come into contact with the Goguryeons and captured some of their assassins, he knew a thing or two about their rules.

Flames represent the sun while the red child was a symbol for the Three-legged Crow. Goguryeons believed that the Three-legged Crow could morph itself into a red child.

As the Three-legged Crow insignia was a little too conspicuous in the Central Plains, it might incur the suspicions of some. Thus, they decided to assume the insignia of the red child instead.

On the other hand, the quiver and the cluster of arrows reflected the tier of the base. Up to a limit of nine arrows, the more arrows there were in the quiver, the higher ranked the base was. 

Also, the quiver also had another meaning: There was a master archer here, or to be more exact, a Goguryeon “Condor Sniper”!

The Goguryeons’ Condor Snipers were even more formidable than the Turks’ master archers. In a base, a Condor Sniper could be viewed as a high-speed, mobile cannon.

No matter how numerous the attackers were, forty to fifty arrows shot off would be sufficient to deplete their forces. At this point, Wang Chong couldn’t help but feel relieved.

Miyasame Ayaka didn’t understand the meaning behind these symbols, so she brought him over to take a look. If she hadn’t done so and an order to attack the base was issued, it might have resulted in severe losses, or even worse, the Goguryeons might even have managed to escape under the strong covering fire.

These Goguryeons sure are audacious. To think that they even dispatched a Condor Sniper here, do they really think that this is their own military base?, Wang Chong thought furiously.

There were spies from Ü-Tsang, Mengshe Zhao, Abbasid Caliphate, Charax Spasinu, the Turkic Khaganates, and the other nations in the Central Plains, but only the Goguryeons had gone this far.

The Goguryeons had already lodged itself into the core of Great Tang by spreading its force across it, forming a fearsome threat.

These Goguryeons were no mercenaries, but soldiers under the command of their empire. Even Condor Snipers, prized assets of their military, were dispatched to the grounds of the Central Plains, it was unimaginable how far their forces had penetrated the country.

It seems like I’ve to find some way to root all of them out!, Wang Chong thought.

The Goguryeons in the Central Plains formed a frightening force. They might not be gathered together, but they were capable of assassination, destruction, scouting, and spying… It was this group of people who caused the greatest damage during the wars with Goguryeo back then, thus eventually resulting in Great Tang’s defeat.



                                                                        Chapter 238: The Assassination that was Brought Forward Half a Year 

                                                                                
“Gongzi, we can’t proceed any further, or else we’ll alarm that Goguryeon expert.” In the midst of his contemplations, a gentle but forceful hand suddenly grabbed Wang Chong’s arm.

“Besides, we still don’t know whether King Sosurim is here. If he’s here, I fear that we might not get off unscathed,” Miyasame Ayaka said nervously.

It was no secret that Wang Chong intended to deal with King Sosurim, but that Goguryeon spy was not an easy person to deal with.

Putting aside how elusive that person was, he also had a huge bunch of violent and formidable Goguryeon assassins beneath him.

In fact, King Sosurim was the first name that Miyasame Ayaka heard after entering the circle of assassins.

If not for Wang Chong, she would have never considered provoking King Sosurim! But Wang Chong was simply too daring, actually sneaking in here. Even she was unable to persuade him otherwise.

“Heh, don’t worry. Your considerations are unfounded. King Sosurim isn’t here, and at most, that expert is just a Turk Condor Sniper,” Wang Chong turned around and revealed his findings with a hushed voice.

“This… If King Sosurim isn’t here, our operation is meaningless, isn’t it? To expend so much effort for a mere Goguryeon expert… Why don’t we retreat for now? We can report this matter to the royal court to clear up this gathering,” Miyasame Ayaka advised with a suppressed tone. This was the safest option they had at hand.

“Retreat? How is that possible?” Wang Chong chuckled. “The reason why we went through so much trouble to unearth the gathering point of the Goguryeons isn’t to let the royal court clear things up.”

If Miyasame Ayaka thought that Wang Chong’s actions were just to exact vengeance for that night assault, she was severely underestimating him. The reason why Wang Chong went to uncover the den of Goguryeons wasn’t just to leave them to the royal court.

“Wait here for me,” Wang Chong muttered. After which, he abruptly crawled across the floor as adroitly as a black lizard, heading for the room before him.

“Gongzi…” Astonished, Miyasame Ayaka quickly stretched out her hands to stop him, but it was too late. This time, her face paled, and her body trembled with anxiety.

The senses of those in the True Martial realm were extraordinary. Even she dared not go any further for fear of attracting the latter’s attention, and yet, Wang Chong was actually still advancing.

What was even more surprising was that even though Miyasame Ayaka could still sense Wang Chong’s presence initially, in the blink of an eye, like a burst bubble, he disappeared from her senses.

She could still roughly make out Wang Chong’s silhouette, but bizarrely, she wasn’t able to sense his aura at all. It was as if he was nothing more than a mere shadow.

“This…” Miyasame Ayaka was stunned. Worried as she was, she dared not step any further. While Wang Chong could succeed, she had no confidence that she could do the same.

Unaware of Miyasame Ayaka’s dilemma, Wang Chong was only glad that the Tortoise Breathing Art he had learned from Arloja and Ablonodon proved useful now.

This secret art of the Sindhi Saddhus allowed one to plug all of their pores, preventing the slightest aura from leaking out of them. At the same time, one’s metabolism rate would be reduced to the minimum, allowing one to survive without eating or drinking for several months, or even several years.

Even Wang Chong wasn’t capable of such a feat despite the incredible might he wielded back then. This technique was probably created out of necessity by the impoverished Sindhu. While it wasn’t offense-oriented, it could prove useful under extreme situations.

Wang Chong’s Turtle Breathing Art wasn’t advanced enough for him to forsake the need for sustenance yet, but concealing his aura by plugging his pores was still within his means.

Pairing that with his Constellation Steps, as long as he proceeded carefully, he should be able to stay off the enemy’s radar.

Candlelight flickered by the window, and vaguely, he could hear foreign mutterings inside the room. Two Goguryeons were currently chatting.

Wang Chong had learned Koguryoan back then, and the reason why he took his chances and sneaked over was because he had heard a familiar phrase.

“How is the investigation going?” A cold voice sounded from the room. Judging from the authoritative edge to the voice, that person was likely to be a person of high standing.

“It’s almost done. I have all of the information on the recruits of White Tiger Peak on hand,” a masculine voice replied.

A feeling of goosebumps immediately rose up Wang Chong’s arm as he heard the very same phrase once again. The furrow on Wang Chong’s forehead deepened.

“Un. After you’re done, submit the report on to the lord immediately. The lord must have a good reason for issuing such an abrupt order, and admittedly, there’s something very bizarre about our loss back then. By then, we will know what is going on,” the authoritative voice ordered.

Weng!

Wang Chong’s consciousness suddenly jolted, and countless thoughts flashed across his mind. A complete scenario was gradually taking shape in his mind.

“I understand!” the masculine voice answered.

“There’s also something you have to take note of. The lord has instructed for us to stay low for the next few months, and he has sternly warned against causing any ruckus. The Great Tang royal court may look lax on the outside, but they aren’t as simple as that. The several hundred warriors that our empire dispatched for the previous operation ended up being used by them to temper their soldiers. Not a single one of them managed to escape.”

The authoritative voice sounded a little frustrated, and after a slight pause, he continued.

“But their deaths were not in vain. They died for the prosperity of our empire. Besides, the lord has said that as long as we get through this ordeal, we will return the favor back to them manifolds. He has already gotten in touch with His Majesty, and a battalion of elite warriors will be traveling here in small batches. By then, we will be able to inflict grievous damage upon Great Tang. The lord has his eyes set upon a group of influential officials. Those people have always maintained a hostile attitude toward Goguryeo, so we shall wipe them off the face of the Earth!”

“Long live Goguryeo! Long live Yeon Gaesomun!” that masculine voice suddenly chanted in excitement upon hearing those words.

Beyond the window, Wang Chong’s heart skipped a beat. A furious wind blew in his mind, raising a ferocious tsunami.

“... King Sosurim is going to make a move in advance!”

Eventually, everything cleared, leaving behind this single thought in Wang Chong’s mind.

This wasn’t the first operation by King Sosurim. His group would engage in assassination and mass destruction once every three to five years.

King Sosurim had assassinated many influential officials in the past, but Wang Chong knew that nothing would compare to the operation that would occur half a year from now.

The royal court’s censors, commanders and generals of the Bureau of Military Personnel, officials from the Bureau of Punishments, and some of the veteran officials of Great Tang; they would all be reduced to cold, lifeless corpses. Even the maids and servants in their residences wouldn’t be spared. That incident would shock the entire Great Tang and incur the wrath of the Sage Emperor.

It was due to this that the royal court devoted everything they had to capturing King Sosurim. Even the Imperial Army and Chamberlains of Imperial Insignia were dispatched in that chase.

But prepared for this, King Sosurim successfully retreated from Great Tang after all was done, safely returning to Goguryeo.

With this incident, his name struck fear into the officials throughout Great Tang!

But this incident should only happen half a year from now! Why would it be brought forward by so much?

Wang Chong’s heart beat in agitation.

Indubitably, the conversation between the two Goguryeon leaders inside was definitely regarding that incident.

The Goguryeons had already formed a sizeable influence in the capital. There was only one operation throughout the history of Great Tang that would require the dispatchment of an army of elites from the Goguryeon Empire—the assassinations half a year from now.

If not for Wang Chong’s ability to understand Koguryoan, the entire Great Tang would surely be caught off-guard.

“Alright, you should leave for now! The army the lord requested will only arrive a month from now, so lie low until then. The Great Tang royal court is currently in the midst of tracking us down, make sure not to leave behind any traces.”

“Hahaha, pardon my insolence, but my lord, I believe you are overestimating them! It’s not that I’m looking down on them, but if they really did possess such capability, we would have been captured a decade ago.”

“Hahaha, indeed.”

With hearty laughter, the two Goguryeons inside ended their conversation.

Peng!

A short moment after Wang Chong dived into the shadows, the doors opened, and a sturdily-built man carrying a huge, black scabbard on his back walked out and scanned the surroundings sharply. Sou! He leapt onto the roof and swiftly disappeared into the distance.

With the departure of this man, the entire area was plunged into silence. By the candlelight, the other Goguryeon sat motionlessly in thought.

Hmph! We can’t capture you? Such foolish thoughts!, Wang Chong sneered coldly before retreating on the path he took here previously.

“Gongzi, how is it?”

With Wang Chong’s return, Miyasame Ayaka heaved a huge sigh of relief. Wang Chong’s actions had really left her panicked. Throughout the entire duration, she waited with trepidation, fearing that Wang Chong would be noticed at any moment.

In fact, she had even prepared herself to make a move at any moment.

But deep in her heart, she felt a little impressed by Wang Chong. It seemed as though there was no shortage of secret arts Wang Chong was capable of. Did all clans in Great Tang possess such strong foundations, or was Wang Chong the only exception?

“We can leave now,” Wang Chong said. Initially, he was prepared to stake out here for quite awhile, and he had changed his mind.

------

After leaving the Goguryeon’s gathering point, Wang Chong didn’t return to the Wang Clan immediately. Instead, he headed for King Song’s Residence. Wang Chong was probably the only one throughout Great Tang Empire who could open the gates of a kin of the royal family at such an ungodly hour.

---

“Is everything you said true?” King Song asked grimly in the main hall. Having just been woken from the midst of his sleep, he had a dark robe draped over himself. Similarly, the only one who wouldn’t be criticized for waking him up so abruptly could only be Wang Chong.

“Yes, there is no doubt about it.” Wang Chong recounted the entire matter. Of course, he also added some additional information inside. Otherwise, he couldn’t possibly convince King Song.

With a grim expression, King Song remained silent for a long while. There was indeed a precedent of Goguryeons assassinating Great Tang officials. While they didn’t have concrete evidence, all clues were pointing toward them.

If what Wang Chong was saying was true, then this was indeed huge.
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Regardless of which dynasty it was, the assassination of an influential official was a huge affair.

If the Goguryeons really were to succeed, it would be a huge blow to Great Tang and the royal court’s dignity. More importantly, if the royal court couldn’t prove that the Goguryeons were behind it, they would be unable to do anything about it.

Great Tang was a nation governed by laws; one couldn’t simply slaughter the Goguryeons on baseless rumors. That would lead to a chain effect that could potentially cause greater damage.

“Wang Chong, this is a huge matter. If our officials were to be killed, and we couldn’t even find the evidence to apprehend the culprits, the prestige we have built up would be destroyed. This mustn’t be allowed. If you have their whereabouts, I can mobilize the regional guards or even dispatch Quill and Regal battalions to clear those Goguryeons. However, I’ll need you to confirm the timing and location. Otherwise, we will just alarm them and lose our initiative.” King Song instructed gravely. He immediately understood how grave this matter was and why Wang Chong would look for him.

The Bureau of Military Personnel and Bureau of Punishments were within the scope of the Goguryeons’ operation. These two bureaus were under his command.

If a massacre of the officials of the two bureaus were to happen, he would surely be held responsible by the Sage Emperor and punished for his negligence.

Considering the severe consequences of the matter, he would have to deal with it carefully.

“You can leave that to me, I have an idea on how I can uncover their tracks. But before that, I need Your Highness’s assistance on a matter.” Wang Chong said. Following which, he revealed the details about the gathering point where the Condor Sniper was stationed.

The strength of a Condor Sniper was incredible. If they were to attack the base without sufficient preparation, there would surely be huge losses. A well-positioned Condor Sniper could threaten dozens or even hundreds of experts of the same cultivation in a group fight, assuming that the latter didn’t have sufficient protective tools.

The best way to deal with master archers was to mobilize master archers.

Wang Chong’s men were not sufficient to deal with master archers yet, so it would be best for him to engage the assistance of the experts of King Song Residence.

“I understand!” After a moment of contemplation, King Song nodded his head. “Leave this matter to me. Wait for me by the side hall for a moment, I’ll make arrangements now.”

“Thank you, Your Highness.”

Retreating from the main hall, Wang Chong soon liaised with the expert King Song arranged for the operation by the side hall.

He was a muscular man with a height of two meters. He was wrapped in a thick armor, like a steel can.

Hung behind him was a conspicuous, large golden bow that stretched 1.6 meters in length. The bowstring used for drawing an arrow was almost as thick as one’s thumb.

His entire body was cloaked in steel, except for a pair of sharp eyes.

Wang Chong felt an incredibly dangerous aura from him. Even from a distance of six to seven zhang away, Wang Chong could feel his goosebumps rising up.
(~20m)

He’s a true expert!, flashed the thought across Wang Chong’s mind. To be able to induce such a reaction from him with just his gaze, the other party was surely an expert amongst experts.

“Paying respect to gongzi, King Song has assigned me to you. I’ll follow whatever commands you have of me,” a level voice devoid of any emotions sounded from behind the steel armor. For a moment, it seemed as though what was standing before Wang Chong was an emotionless robot.

The kin of the royal family do indeed possess some hidden power within their residences, especially top-notch experts,Wang Chong thought.

He had learned in his previous life that the royal family and their kin had powerful experts under their command, and these powerful experts were usually hidden from sight. The appearance of this formidable master archer reflected a lot of that.

Wang Chong had visited King Song at such late timing, and yet, the latter was able to assign this expert to him a short moment after parting at the main hall.

“How many arrows can you shoot in a second?” Wang Chong asked the muscular man, who was almost a head taller than him.

“104!” the man replied decisively without any hesitation, his reply leaving Wang Chong gasping in shock. That was almost twofold greater than an average master archer.

“The maximum distance?” Wang Chong asked.

“Seventeen li!” Yet another shocking answer.
(~8.5km)

“What about the sharp range of your vision in the dark?”Wang Chong asked. Sharp range was a concept used in archery. By sharp, it meant that one would be able to see the lines on the wings of a fly, and the veins on top of a leaf. Only with this could one’s vision be considered to be “sharp”. It should be noted that this was much harsher than identifying an apple on a tree from a distance of several li away.

This was one of the most examinable aspects of archery.

Finally, Wang Chong’s question left the man hesitating a short moment.

“267 zhang!” the man replied a moment later.

267 zhang, that was equivalent to 800 meters!

To be able to see the indiscernible marks of a fly’s wing from a distance of 800 meters away, how astounding must one’s eyesight be?

With this kind of eyesight and superior archery skills, he would be nearly invincible in the dark!

Delight immediately gushed through Wang Chong.

“Follow me!” Wang Chong left King Song Residence with the archer.

There was still a little more than a month before King Sosurim would move, so Wang Chong did have sufficient time to prepare and retaliate. Taking into account the master archer from King Song Residence, as well as Miyasame Ayaka and the experts from the Zhuang Clan and Chi Clan, Wang Chong began shaping his plan calmly.

------

Night set in, and the Goguryeon gathering point was as quiet as always. So far, the Goguryeons were still completely oblivious.

Shua!

At around the third mark of the Zi hour, a silhouette suddenly flipped across the wall. The three protruding blades beneath his clothes were exceptionally eye-catching.
(~2345 hours)

This was the most obvious mark of a Goguryeon warrior.

A night breeze blew. The Goguryeon that had just left the courtyard of the residence scanned his surroundings warily, and only when he confirmed that nothing was wrong did he quickly leave the premises.

A moment later, when he was out of the area of the residence, he suddenly saw a young man ahead of him walking anxiously toward him.

Stunned, a sliver of doubt flashed across his eyes. He found the situation particularly suspicious, but his rational mind told him that he hadn’t revealed anything that would give away his identity. It should be impossible that the young man was here for him. Thus, he continued to walk forward casually.

Everything seemed no different from an insignificant coincidental meeting, but just as the both of them were about to walk by one another, something abruptly happened——

Klang!

The sound of a sword being drawn echoed in the air, and killing intent suddenly burst into the air. A cold gust of wind suddenly shrouded the Goguryeon warrior in a huge torrent.

“Shit!” The Goguryeon expert’s face immediately twisted in alarm. He subconsciously tried to draw his sword, but his excessive confidence in his skills and his carelessness would seal his doom. Chi, a sharp sword qi pierced through his chest, even cutting through the massive tree behind him.

It was just an instant, and the Goguryeon warrior was already severely wounded.

“Bastard!” Alarmed and furious, the Goguryeon warrior swiftly drew two black sabers, and at the same time, Origin Energy burst from his body. The Origin Energy gathered to form white ripples around him, surging outward ceaselessly with a buzzing sound reminiscent of a metallic reverberation.

Under the surge of the ripples, even the air seemed to crackle.

Origin Energy Tier 9!

At this cultivation realm, one would be able to emit their internal energy into their surroundings. The white ripples served as the best indicator of this.

One would be capable of striking one’s enemies through the air, and some of the more formidable experts might even be capable of executing something similar to the legendary Hundred Steps Divine Fist.

This Goguryeon warrior was clearly such an expert.

“... To dare to attack me, you are seeking death!” With his sharp eyes, the Goguryeon warrior was able to immediately gauge the cultivation of the young man before him and determine that the latter was weak.

It was only due to catching him off-guard that the latter managed to injure him.

Weng!

But in the next instant, something completely unexpected occurred.

Weng! In just an instant, the white ripples around the Goguryeon warrior disappeared, as though their origin had been sealed.

This sudden change had broken the Goguryeon warrior’s momentum. Not only did was his body affected by the sudden change, the Origin Energy flowing through his body also lost its balance abruptly. It was as if a pair of formless cuffs had sealed the Origin Energy in his body, forcefully suppressing his cultivation down to Origin Energy Tier 8 

Chi!

Suddenly, a sword qi harnessing a strong intent of death and destruction pierced through his left chest, and suffering another severe blow, he was knocked into a state of near death.

Puchi! Following which, a bizarrely-shaped crimson sword was suddenly stabbed into the Goguryeon warrior’s heart.

It had only been a few breaths since the start of the fight, and it had already come to an end.

Shock was all that was reflected on the face of the Goguryeon as his hands slumped to his sides and he fell to his knees. Even at his last breath, he still couldn’t understand what had happened. Why did his white ripple disappear all of a sudden? He could clearly sense that his Origin Energy was intact, but somehow, he just couldn’t tap into a portion of it.

“Ahhhh, how comfortable. So this is Little Yinyang Art!”Standing right before the Goguryeon’s corpse, Wang Chong drove his Little Yinyang Art, and a surge of Origin Energy immediately seeped back into his body through the Little Yinyang Sword.

The exhilaration one felt from a growth spurt in one’s Origin Energy was indescribable. The countless pores throughout his body opened in relaxation, and his own Origin Energy swiftly grew.

This was the first time Wang Chong had used the Little Yinyang Sword given to him by the Demonic Emperor Old Man to absorb the Origin Energy of others. The pleasurable sensation he felt couldn’t be put in words.

“... It’s no wonder why the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art is labeled as a demonic art. It is simply too easy to drown in the pleasure one derives from obtaining Origin Energy conveniently, and the moment it happens, it would be too easy for one to form endless thoughts of massacre. This is probably the reason why those who practice this art eventually become demons themselves.”

At this moment, Wang Chong suddenly came to a realization. In just a short moment, his cultivation had progressed by what that would have taken him months of diligence.

This was the first time he was experiencing the immense might of the Little Yinyang Art!

_____________

TL Note: The Hundred Fists Divine Art originates from famous Chinese writer Gu Long’s novel, The Seven Weapons. If I’m not mistaken, it’s a long-range fist attack.
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【Congratulations to user for killing eleven soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】a mechanical voice sounded in Wang Chong’s head. Along with that voice, a frenzied gust of wind blew, and a huge surge of Origin Energy seeped into Wang Chong’s muscles and bones.


In that instant, Wang Chong clearly felt his cultivation lifting by a notch. The Bane of the Battlefield halo that he harnessed was also enhanced significantly.


Killing a Goguryeon warrior actually induced a rise in both Wang Chong’s Origin Energy and halo. There was no better way to raise his fighting prowess than this.


Curbing his opponent with Sword Qi of Massacre and absorbing his Origin Energy with Little Yinyang Art; not only was he getting rid of his enemies, he was also getting stronger with each person killed...


With this, Wang Chong was slowly realizing what he failed to achieve in his previous life.


“To think that I thought the Little Yinyang Art’s limitation of absorbing only a small portion of Origin Energy from a severely wounded person was a major flaw; from the looks of it now, this ability is already overpowered in its current state!”


As the saying went, “a hundred rumors are incomparable to an actual observation.” The real Little Yinyang Art was very different from what Wang Chong had imagined.


Absorbing the internal energy of a person wasn’t an easy task, and to do so adeptly required great mastery. In comparison, Little Yinyang Art’s ability to absorb the Origin Energy of an incapacitated opponent could already be considered to be extremely formidable.


“Gongzi, you resemble an assassin much more than I do now!” a familiar voice sounded behind him. From a nearby tree, Miyasame Ayaka, dressed in a black stealth suit, slid down from the branches, her movements as light as an agile cat. Then, she slowly walked toward Wang Chong.


She had been observing the entire incident from the tree, and she was prepared to strike whenever things went awry. She didn’t expect Wang Chong to end things so cleanly in such a short period of time, leaving all of the preparations she made useless.


“Hehe, you might not have eaten pork before, but surely you should have seen a pig running about?” Wang Chong chuckled.


“Gongzi?!” Miyasame Ayaka was stunned for a moment before her cheeks flushed red. Wang Chong was clearly teasing her.


“Hahaha…” Wang Chong laughed heartily.


“Alright, let’s go. Also, clear the body so that we don’t alarm the Goguryeons.” Wang Chong ordered. Following which, he walked up, squatted down, and patted the body of the Origin Energy Tier 9 Goguryeon corpse down. Soon, he found something.


It was a two-finger wide wooden box with a faint fragrance to it. Considering how it was hidden on the Goguryeon warrior’s chest, it seemed to be something he viewed as important.


Padah, Wang Chong opened the wooden box, and a golden Goguryeon ginseng came into sight.


“It’s indeed here!”


Seeing the ginseng in the box, Wang Chong chuckled, seemingly expecting this sight. The reason why he assaulted this Goguryeon warrior wasn’t just to train his Little Yinyang Art and Bane of the Battlefield halo.


He had another goal in mind—the Goguryeon ginseng.


Goguryeon ginsengs were famous worldwide. Based on the maturity of the ginseng, its color could range from white to golden. Judging from the color of the ginseng in the wooden box, it possessed a maturity of at least two to three hundred years.


The Zhuang Clan and Chi Clan had to go through so much trouble just to produce a Goguryeon ginseng of that maturity each, but these Goguryeon warriors are actually carrying one such ginseng each. While Goguryeo might not be big, it does have a lot of experts, and these Goguryeon ginsengs played a vital role in that!, Wang Chong thought, looking at the ginseng in his hand.


Just a random Origin Energy Tier 9 Goguryeon warrior that he picked out already possessed a ginseng of three-hundred-year maturity, one could easily see how wealthy Goguryeo was in this resource.


With ginsengs of such maturity, the Goguryeon Empire could mass produce experts like growing cabbages in the field.


Shutting the lid of the wooden box, Wang Chong kept it before leaving the scene.


And not too long after he left, the battlefield was cleaned up, and the corpse, the bloodstain, and even the marks from the previous battle had disappeared without a trace.


For the next few days, Wang Chong spent his time ambushing Goguryeons who were walking to and from the capital and the gathering point.


Wang Chong swiftly realized that there was a close connection between this gathering point and the Goguryeons in the city’s west. Everyday, someone different would come by.


As long as Wang Chong picked his time properly, he would be able to ambush them without anyone noticing.


But of course, the Goguryeons had no lack of experts as well. Those True Martial realm experts could easily crush Wang Chong, so Wang Chong had to choose his opponents carefully. Basically, he only chose those Origin Energy Tier 9 cultivators and stayed out of the way of all True Martial realm cultivators.


At the very least it would be wiser for him to do so at the moment.


---


One, two, three…


Wang Chong continuously ambushed those Goguryeon warriors, enhancing his Bane of the Battlefield aura and Origin Energy.


At the same time, the ginsengs that those Goguryeon warriors left behind was also consumed by Wang Chong, and his Origin Energy was getting more and more concentrated by the day.


He could feel that he was very close to Origin Energy Tier 8 already.


Time passed, but Wang Chong was in no hurry. This was a rare chance for him to augment his fighting prowess.


The Origin Energy required to advance from Origin Energy Tier 7 to Origin Energy Tier 8 was far higher than any previous realms. The higher the realm, the more Origin Energy required to advance one’s cultivation. In fact, the requirement might even increase several folds at times. This could be considered a law in the Way of Martial Arts.


------


“HAH!”


In the middle of a night, a loud warcry sounded. A black saber strike, shrouded with white ripples from the Deluge of Stellar Energy, flew from the depths of the forest like a giant corkscrew, headed straight for Wang Chong.


Sou! Without any hesitation, Wang Chong executed the Single Character Consecutive Slash and rolled away, dodging the ambush by a hair’s breadth.


Chi! Two surges of sword qi infused with destruction and death shot out from Wang Chong’s finger while he was rolling away.


Those two surges of sword qi carried immense might. The first pierced through the Deluge of Stellar Energy and impaled the left side of the Goguryeon warrior’s chest, whereas the second pierced through his right.


With these two consecutive sword qi, the Goguryeon warrior fell to the ground, defeated.


“What sword qi is that?” a Goguryeon warrior in the forest howled in disbelief. The Deluge of Stellar Energy was capable of shattering rocks and diverting swords and sabers with its immense force, and it was actually incapable of stopping two seemingly inconspicuous sword qi?


But before the Goguryeon warrior could do anything else, Wang Chong pushed himself forward by stepping against the tree, and he stabbed the Little Yinyang Sword deep into the body of the other party.


【Congratulations to user for killing twenty soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】an anticipatory voice sounded. Boom! The air in the surroundings shook, and an intangible Origin Energy gathered in the area.


This enhancement process of the Bane of the Battlefield halo wasn’t foreign to Wang Chong, but there was a clear difference this time around. He could clearly sense that the speed and duration of the Origin Energy seeping into his body had increased by a significant amount.


Not only that, but along with the influx of Origin Energy, Wang Chong could sense the energy core of the Bane of the Battlefield halo trembling, and the aura it released changed slightly. It felt even more compact and heavy.


Indeed. For every interval of ten enemy soldiers killed, the Origin Energy I absorb from the surroundings will undergo a qualitative and quantitative change, be it the rate of Origin Energy absorbed or the duration of the process.


A surge of Origin Energy gushed in from the body of the Goguryeon warrior, and Wang Chong could sense his Origin Energy growing by a fair amount. He slowly closed his eyes, and as though coming to a realization, he nodded his head.


In that night assault back then, Wang Chong had already realized the change in the Origin Energy absorbed when he killed the tenth soldier. But back then, he wasn’t able to verify his theory yet.


“Gongzi, the Goguryeons are becoming more and warier!” Miyasame Ayaka walked out from the forest and glanced at Wang Chong’s back. A hint of admiration flashed across her eyes.


Wang Chong had already tempered his assassination art to the most efficient and simple method. His battles with the Goguryeons never lasted for too long. Often, they were ended within several blows.


But of course, part of the reason was due to the nature of his operation. If the battle were to last too long, he could alarm the Goguryeons in the base, thus resulting in a failure.


“Hmph, these fellows do seem to be much warier now. They have probably noticed something already,” Wang Chong raised his head and said with a contemplative look.


Particularly in this ambush, where he should have been the one to make the first move, the Goguryeon warrior ended up taking the initiative instead. This was the first time such a thing had happened.


If not for the rapid growth in his cultivation in the past few days, this battle might have dragged out.


“Miyasame, aren’t you curious why I don’t allow you to interfere each time?” Wang Chong suddenly turned around and glanced at Miyasame Ayaka.


“I dare not doubt young master’s intentions!” Wang Chong’s deep gaze induced a shiver in Miyasame Ayaka’s heart. She hurriedly lowered her head. She was no fool, and she could tell that in the past half a month, Wang Chong had improved by what that would have taken a year ordinarily.


The sword qi he wielded in his finger and the abrupt declines in his opponent’s cultivations, all of these showed that there was something deeper to those battles, where one’s eyes couldn’t reach.


Miyasame Ayaka’s cultivation was above Wang Chong, so she could clearly sense the rise in the latter’s aura every time a kill was made.


All of these signs were screaming that something was wrong.


But Miyasame Ayaka dared not say anything. The more she interacted with Wang Chong, the more unfathomable and mysterious she found him to be.


_____________________


TL Notes: ‘You might not have eaten pork before, but surely you should have seen a pig running about?’


i.e. You might not have experienced it yourself, but you should know something about it.
It’s a saying that originates from Dreams of the Red Chamber.
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Wang Chong chuckled inwardly. Miyasame Ayaka was much smarter than he thought.

Since that’s the case, I need not say anything about it, Wang Chong thought.

Given that ten people had ‘vanished into thin air’, it was impossible that the Goguryeons hadn’t realized anything yet. Wang Chong’s ambushes would only grow harder and harder from this point on.

“Gongzi, what do we do next?” Miyasame Ayaka asked, kneeling on the ground.

“Hehe, since they’re on their guard now, we just have to change location. Miyasame, you have recalled the faces of all those Goguryeons, right?” Wang Chong asked.

“Yes. Our men are keeping an eye on the Goguryeon warriors, ” Miyasame Ayaka replied respectfully.

Even though Wang Chong’s activities had been mainly directed at this Goguryeon gathering point, his operation wasn’t just limited to here.

Every single Goguryeon that Wang Chong uncovered was being tracked, and the gathering points they headed to had been noted down.

Even though this was the first Goguryeon gathering point uncovered, there were many subsequent discoveries.

“A cunning hare has three burrows”. In a place like the capital, it was impossible for the Goguryeons to have just a single gathering point.

“Are we going to strike the other gathering points now?” Miyasame Ayaka raised her head and asked.

“Heh, there’s no rush to it.” Wang Chong chuckled as he waved his hands lightly. Having killed so many Goguryeons, he should let the matter die down for a time. Besides, there was something else he had to do.

------

“Chong-er, come over.”

 It was deep in the night, in the main hall of Big Uncle Wang Gen’s residence. Dressed in a loose robe with a pin holding his hair in place, Wang Gen gestured to Wang Chong from his seat, his expression kind.

Placed before him was a china plate, with two cups of fragrant tea on it. White steam rose from the cup and gradually faded into the surroundings. Placed on another wooden table were five plates of exquisitely-prepared light snacks.

From the preparations made, it seemed like Wang Gen knew that Wang Chong would be here.

“Big Uncle!” With a slight smile, Wang Chong bowed deeply. In the past month, Big Uncle’s complexion had improved greatly. It seemed as though he had been getting along well, and even the authority he exuded naturally had grown.

“Congratulations, Big Uncle. It seems like you’ve been promoted once more,” Wang Chong chuckled.

“You brat, what nonsense are you spouting? At my current position, taking even a step forward is as difficult as ascending the heavens. How can I possibly be promoted that easily?” Big Uncle Wang Gen reprimanded jokingly.

He would have never allowed Wang Chong to crack this kind of joke to his face in the past, but at the current moment, he was becoming more and more satisfied with this nephew of his.

It was impossible for him to be promoted, but it was the truth that his influence in the royal court was growing.

And this was linked to Wang Chong in every single way. While the regional commanders incident was full of bumps, it eventually brought the prestige of the Wang Clan to greater heights. At the same time, it won the support of many officials as well.

Also, considering the close relationship between the Wang and the Song, the reinstatement of King Song had benefited the Wang Clan greatly as well. Naturally, Wang Gen’s standing in the royal court would improve in step.

“You came for Yang Zhao’s matter?” Wang Gen asked.

“Un,” Wang Chong smiled. “Big Uncle, what’s the current situation in the royal court?”

“What else can happen? Zhangchou Jianqiong can only forcibly push his way through. After all, considering that a military official from the borders suddenly barged into the affairs of the royal court, there’s bound to be a lot of people who can’t accept it. Rather, it would be a wonder if he could enter the central circle of politics that easily.”

Wang Gen sipped on his tea before knocking on the seat beside him with his forefinger. Understanding his intentions, Wang Chong walked over to his side with a smile and sat down.

“Chong-er, let me ask you once more. Are you certain that Zhangchou Jianqiong would be able to enter the royal court?” Wang Gen put down his teacup and asked grimly. This was a matter with huge implications. He had to confirm it.

“Of course, that person is supporting him as well,” Wang Chong said, pointing to the roof.

Wang Gen frowned. A person as intelligent as him couldn’t possibly not understand what Wang Chong meant. Pointing to the heavens… naturally, this referred to the Sage Emperor.

Considering the Sage Emperor’s position, it should be impossible for there to be any interaction between him and Zhangchou Jianqiong. 

While Zhangchou Jianqiong did guard Jiannan for several decades, he hadn’t achieved any merits. Given a portfolio such as his, it should be impossible for him to enter the Bureau of Military Personnel.

Since it wasn’t the intention of the Sage Emperor, that left only one person.

Consort Taizhen!

In the blink of an eye, many thoughts flashed across Wang Gen’s mind. Consort Taizhen and Yang Zhao were cousins, and Yang Zhao did have some past dealings with Zhangchou Jianqiong.

It wasn’t too hard to make the connection.

The Sage Emperor had never shown much interest in ladies, but for some reason, he was possessed of an exceptional fancy for Consort Taizhen. In fact, for her, he was willing to stand against nearly the entire court and demote King Song.

If Consort Taizhen was intent on pushing Zhangchou Jianqiong into the royal court, then this could indeed be considered to be the Sage Emperor’s intention as well. No matter how poor Zhangchou Jianqiong’s contributions were, or how strong the opposition against him was, with the backing of the Sage Emperor, he would still be able to get into the central court’s politics.

“Chong-er…” Wang Gen glanced at Wang Chong, and complicated emotions flashed across his eyes. Young though he might be, Wang Chong possessed a great talent for politics that even he had to acknowledge.

If it was in the past, Wang Gen might have still felt a little envious, but now… it was a huge fortune for the Wang Clan that they had found such a strong leader in Wang Chong!

“I know what I should do,” Wang Gen nodded. “I’ll step forward tomorrow and officially declare my support for Zhangchou Jianqiong. Those sly bastards of the royal court are probably just waiting for someone to stand at the forefront to take the brunt of the blow.”

Wang Chong chuckled inwardly at his Big Uncle’s words. The others were indeed harboring such thoughts, but the same could be said about Big Uncle as well.

“Right, Big Uncle, where has Cousin Zhuyan gone?” Wang Chong asked.

“You don’t know?” Wang Gen frowned in surprise, “Zhuyan went to Shenwei Training Camp, she didn’t tell you about it?”

Wang Chong shook his head. He thought that this second sister of his would come to Kunwu as well. He never could have imagined that she would move on to the more awe-inspiring Shenwei Training Camp.

But thinking about it, it was indeed her style to do so!

---

Leaving Big Uncle’s residence, Wang Chong went to the Falling Jade Pavilion. It had been two months since he had liaised with the secret organization of the alchemists.

He currently had six pills available for purchase.

To Wang Chong, the pills from the royal court were indeed the best resource he had to raise his cultivation swiftly. After paying a hefty sum, Wang Chong obtained what he needed from Six-fingered Zhang.

Four pills to raise his cultivation, and two recovery pills!

After accepting them, Wang Chong immediately consumed the cultivation pills.

Hong long!

Consuming four pills consecutively, Wang Chong’s aura surged. In a short moment, it rose to a level comparable to Origin Energy Tier 8.

Hong long!  An earth-shaking explosion sounded, and a crisp sound echoed ceaselessly from Wang Chong’s body. Origin Energy surged through his body, washing his bones and muscles.

All of a sudden, he found the faint voices in the distance becoming clearer and much more distinct. At the same time, his eyesight also grew much sharper.

The darkness before him seemed to have thinned slightly.

“Congratulations, gongzi. You’ve finally reached Origin Energy Tier 8!” Miyasame Ayaka bowed deeply. As soon as she felt the changes Wang Chong had undergone, she immediately understood his plans.

His plan was actually rather simple. He would use the pills here to advance to Origin Energy Tier 8, and with his higher cultivation, it would be easier for him to carry out his ambushes.

“Hehe, indeed. Finally!” Feeling the immense energy flowing through his body, Wang Chong was delighted. Having reached Origin Energy Tier 8, his eyesight and strength would be augmented greatly.

More importantly, with the enhanced concentration of his Origin Energy, he would be able to cultivate a speed-type secret art.

Strength, dexterity, and speed, these were all essential to a martial artist.

With just her Spectre Step itself, Miyasame Ayaka was able to become a top-notch assassin. But Wang Chong’s goal was much higher!

“Only with a sharpened ax can a tree be felled”. If Wang Chong were to raise his speed, strength, and dexterity, dealing with those Goguryeon would be a much easier feat for him.

Weng!

Thus, Wang Chong began immersing his entire self in his training, and in a single breath, he trained his Might of the Barbaric God to 8-dan. With this breakthrough, his burst power was now comparable to a weaker Origin Energy realm 9-dan martial artist.

Even without utilizing the Sword Qi of Massacre, he would be able to be rival an expert of such caliber.

Sitting cross-legged on the floor, Wang Chong contemplated for a short moment before deciding on a speed-type secret art he should learn.

Phantom Steps!

This secret art was very similar to Miyasame Ayaka’s Spectre Steps in the sense that it was heavily focused on light and inconspicuous, yet swift movements. However, Phantom Steps didn’t possess the huge flaw that Spectre Steps did, and its cultivation would not result in severe injuries or even death.

In comparison to Spectre Steps, this movement technique was much more complete and wholesome.

Weng!

Surge after surge of Origin Energy gushed through Wang Chong’s body, but unlike other cultivation techniques he had practiced, after a circuit around his body, the surges of Origin Energy gushed into the acupoints and meridians in his feet.

The feet were the core to a human’s movements. As such, be it the Spectre Steps or Phantom Steps, the meridians and acupoints required for both techniques were centered in the legs.

This was Wang Chong’s first time cultivating a speed-type secret art, so it wasn’t easy for him, either. However, with the unassimilated, lingering medicinal energy from the four pills he had just consumed, Wang Chong still managed to open up a huge bunch of meridians and acupoints on his feet.

Peng peng peng!

A crisp sound echoed forth, reflecting the paving open of countless meridians and acupoints…

---

Two days later...

Sou!

A shadow suddenly flashed past. Like a phantom, a silhouette slipped across the room and flitted out of the door, disappearing from the room in the blink of an eye.

Before Miyasame Ayaka, who was guarding the door, could process what had happened, she suddenly saw a familiar figure standing before her.

“Go-gongzi!”

Wang Chong’s sudden appearance beneath the moon astonished Miyasame Ayaka. Her eyes were wide with disbelief as she stared at Wang Chong in shock.

As a full-fledged assassin, her senses were far sharper than her peers. But even so, she had failed to notice anything when Wang Chong disappeared from the room and slipped by her.

Even from such a close distance, she actually couldn’t feel Wang Chong’s presence at all. In fact, she found that the figure before her looked a little blurred out and indistinctive in her sight.

“What kind of technique is this?” Miyasame Ayaka was stunned. She could sense that Wang Chong’s footwork technique was even more formidable than her own!



                                                                        Chapter 242: One-eyed Fatty, Halo of Bog 

                                                                                
"Hehe, Miyasame. Try catching me!' Wang Chong smiled, revealing a set of snow-white teeth amidst the darkness.

"Gongzi, I won't hold back then."

Hearing those words, Miyasame Ayaka burst into laughter. Honestly, she was also interested to see how far Wang Chong had improved this time around.

While Wang Chong's footwork was much more profound than hers, she was still confident in catching him. After all, very little could make up for the huge disparity in their cultivation.

While Wang Chong did cross hands with her twice, neither of the two times was a straightforward battle. In the first case, he resorted to trickery, and in the second, she was heavily wounded by Li Zhuxin.

In terms of fighting prowess, Miyasame Ayaka was far above Wang Chong.

"Gongzi, I'm coming now."

Chuckling, Miyasame Ayaka's eyes narrowed into slits. Sou! Without any warning, the light at the entrance suddenly warped, and as though a spectre was melding into the void, she disappeared from view.

If one could comprehend the true essence of Spectre Steps, one would be able to meld into the night, thus becoming nearly indiscernible to the eye. Even a martial artist whose cultivation was far higher than one might only perceive a slight shadow, as if a transparent spectre was roaming around the lands. This was also how the name of the technique came about.

"Gongzi, I caught you!" Just several chi away from Wang Chong, a triumphant smile surfaced on Miyasame Ayaka's lips. Indubitably, Wang Chong was indeed talented, but he was still a way off from matching up to her.

(~1 meter)

"Miyasame, are you sure?" A slight chuckle echoed through the night. It was difficult to perceive from which direction it was coming from, but if one thing was for sure, it wasn't from the Wang Chong Miyasame Ayaka was looking at ahead of her. Her face immediately warped in astonishment.

Shua!

Alarmed, she abruptly raised her speed, covering the several chi in an instant to grab Wang Chong. However, to her shock, her hands actually fell empty. Wang Chong had disappeared, leaving behind a momentary aftershadow in his wake.

"He disappeared?" Miyasame Ayaka narrowed her eyes. She didn't expect her move to actually fall empty. As a True Martial realm expert, she understood the significance of this phenomenon.

There was only one possibility as to how Wang Chong was able to dodge her sudden attack—his speed was above hers.

"How is this possible?" Miyasame Ayaka was in disbelief. This entire matter was too ridiculous for her to accept.

While she had never dared to underestimate Wang Chong, this feat seemed to defy even common sense, What was even shocking was that three zhang away, she saw three identical Wang Chongs smiling at her.

"Gongzi, how did you do it?" Miyasame Ayaka uttered subconsciously in shock.

There wasn't the slightest aura to be felt from the three Wang Chongs, and despite the sharpness of her senses, she couldn't distinguish the real from the fake at all.

"Hehe, this is called Phantom Steps." From a distance even further away, amidst the darkness, Wang Chong appeared from a broken wall. And with his appearance, the three aftershadows disappeared.

"... You can also see that those are the aftershadows I left behind. Due to my lacking mastery, I can only leave three aftershadows simultaneously at the moment. If I were to progress further, it would become possible to leave behind sixty to seventy aftershadows, thus utterly confusing my opponent."

Wang Chong walked over from the wall confidently with his hands behind his back.

"But why haven't I ever heard of this technique?" Miyasame Ayaka asked doubtfully.

"It would be a wonder if you knew about it!" Wang Chong chuckled inwardly. Naturally, the true Phantom Steps wasn't as formidable as that. However, he had done some changes to it, melding the technique along with Tortoise Breathing Art.

As such, it became nigh impossible to discern the true Wang Chong from his afterimages.

Miyasame Ayaka couldn't understand what Wang Chong was talking about, but in any case, his technique was indeed formidable.

"Let's go. I might need your help this time." Following which, Wang Chong turned around and began walking toward the depths of the night.

Having reached Origin Energy Tier 8 and successfully cultivated Phantom Steps, Wang Chong's speed, dexterity, and strength had risen considerably.

Thus, he decided to challenge something harder.

"Let's head over to the second Goguryeon gathering point to take a look."

Thinking of what was to come, Wang Chong's figure melded within the night.

---

As the deep night slowly approached dawn, the capital remained in a state of silence. Except for the occasional patrolling Imperial Army and drunkards, there wasn't a single silhouette to be seen on the streets.

In a remote corner by the capital's northeast, a one-eyed fatty dressed in a loose robe walked along the edge of the streets.

Even though he was playing off as an ordinary wealthy merchant, his gestures were at odds with his appearance. His footsteps were forceful, and his thick arms were, perhaps out of habit, placed on his waist.

Hu!

All of a sudden, a slight rustling sounded, and the body of the one-eyed fatty stiffened. He immediately turned to the source of the sound warily, only to see a mid-teenaged young man appearing from the forest not too far away.

The young man was leaning against a tree trunk with his arms crossed. A cold sneer hung on his face.

"Goguryeon club!" That young man's lips suddenly moved, and he uttered these two words in Koguryoan.

Hearing those two words, the one-eyed fatty's face suddenly twisted in shock. As though having suffered a huge humiliation, his face twisted savagely.

"Bastard!" Confirming that there was no one around, the one-eyed fatty grit his teeth and stripped off the loose-fitting robe he was wearing.

Beneath that loose-fitting robe was a set of black clothes and three Goguryeon sabers.

"You're seeking death!"

The one-eyed fatty's eyes turned cold, and grabbing two of his sabers with his hands and the final one beneath his armpit, he moved with astonishing speed. Shua! Stepping forcefully against the ground, his short and stout body dashed toward Wang Chong like an arrow leaving the bowstring.

With the incredible speed he was moving at, a distance of ten zhang was covered in an instant.

Weng!

Seeing the formidable martial arts executed by the one-eyed fatty, the young man seemed to have suffered a great shock. His body trembled, and he hurriedly retreated back to the forest.

"Thinking of escaping? It's too late for that!" An overwhelming killing intent emanated from the one-eyed fatty.

Shua shua!

Before he even reached the forest, two surges of incredibly sharp saber qi shot out and sliced two humongous tree each. Crashing onto the floor, the cross-section of both trees revealed smooth cuts, reminiscent of a mirror.

"Die!" As fast as the saber qi was, the one-eyed fatty didn't pale in speed at all. In just the blink of an eye, he was already in the forest.

Chi! Chi!

As soon as the one-eyed fatty reached the forest, two figures suddenly attacked the one-eyed fatty simultaneously from his left and right.

The dagger in Miyasame Ayaka's hands flew toward the one-eyed fatty with incredible swiftness. At the same time, Wang Chong also rushed up to the one-eyed fatty with his Phantom Steps, and without any hesitation, a blinding Sword Qi of Massacre shot out from the edge of his Little Yinyang Sword.

Boom!

But the one-eyed fatty reacted swiftly. As soon as the Sword Qi of Massacre was released, he immediately summoned a powerful Deluge of Stellar Energy.

Different from the Deluge of Stellar Energy of an ordinary Origin Energy Tier 9 cultivator, the one-eyed fatty's was clearly much stronger. Under the jolt of the Deluge of Stellar Energy, Wang Chong's Sword Qi of Massacre was weakened significantly.

But despite so, there was nearly nothing that a Sword Qi of Massacre couldn't penetrate. It would pierce through even the halo of a True Martial realm expert.

"You brat, to think that you had this move!" Sensing grave danger, the Goguryeon warrior immediately lifted his saber without any hesitation, and boom!, he knocked away Wang Chong's Sword Qi of Massacre with his saber intent. At the same time, he slashed at Wang Chong adeptly with the saber in his other hand.

"Saber qi!"

Wang Chong was astonished. Unlike the Goguryeon warriors Wang Chong had come into contact with previously, the other party was actually capable of utilizing saber qi!

In the face of the other party's sword qi, his Sword Qi of Massacre, having been weakened significantly by the Deluge of Stellar Energy, immediately dissipated.

Hu!

At this crucial moment, there was no time to think. Sensing the immense might behind his opponent's blow, Wang Chong had no choice but to retreat temporarily.

Boom!

As soon as Wang Chong leapt aside, a saber qi struck the location where Wang Chong was standing a moment ago. Boom! Dust flew in the air, and a cut over six zhang deep severed the ground.

"AH!"

As soon as Wang Chong leaped aside, Miyasame Ayaka and the one-eyed fatty began crossing blows. Chi! The cloth on the one-eyed fatty's shoulder was severed, revealing a cut a cun deep. But even so, the one-eyed fatty simply howled angrily, and his three sabers began raging about like a tornado. He intended to curb Miyasame Ayaka's speed with speed. With his reckless and brutal fighting style, he actually managed to gain the upper hand over her.

As an opponent, Miyasame Ayaka specialized in speed and flexibility, and her blows were aimed to be fatal. However, this could put her at a disadvantage in a direct confrontation against powerful warriors like the one-eyed fatty.

Under the one-eyed fatty's frenzied torrent of attacks, Miyasame Ayaka couldn't find an opportunity to slip in. As such, she could only dodge the attacks through her Spectre Steps.

"This fellow is powerful!" Wang Chong exclaimed in shock upon seeing the sight. This was his first time seeing an Origin Energy cultivator matching against a True Martial realm expert fair and square. This one-eyed fatty was proving to be a much more difficult opponent than he thought.

Despite Miyasame Ayaka's skills, she was unable to slip in any attacks against the opponent's frenzied three saber slashes.

Hu!

Without any hesitation, Wang Chong executed his Phantom Steps and rushed in. At the same time, he executed the Hexad Arms Art, producing six surges of sword qi in a single breath, each aimed at a different vital of the one-eyed fatty.

On the other hand, Miyasame Ayaka drove her Spectre Steps to its limit and launched a full series of attacks on the one-eyed fatty.

"Hahaha, do you two think you can defeat me like that? Halo of Bog!"

A laughter suddenly roared by the ears of the duo. All of the sudden, the aura surrounding the one-eyed fatty changed, and a halo suddenly emerged amidst the Deluge of Stellar Energy.

Just that, different from the usual green Halo of Thorns, the halo that appeared beneath the one-eyed fatty's leg was actually gray in color!

With the emergence of this halo, the air in the surroundings suddenly grew viscous!

Chapter 243: First Blood of True Martial Realm Expert! 

                                                                                
"This is bad!"

Seeing the halo, Wang Chong and Miyasame Ayaka's faces darkened. They immediately realized that they had picked a difficult opponent. The 'Halo of Bog' was a type of halo unique to Goguryeons. While it was, in essence, a strength-type halo, due to the unique geographical terrain of the Goguryeons, it carried the effects similar to a bog, thus limiting the movement of their opponent while boosting their own strength.

This halo would only appear in the hands of a few rare elites among the Goguryeon warriors.

Initially, Wang Chong had wanted to start out with a slightly stronger opponent, but Miyasame Ayaka seemed to have made a mistake in her selection of opponent.

"Gongzi, be careful!"

At this moment, Miyasame Ayaka had also noticed her mistake. The enemy was clearly much stronger than her.

Most likely, the other party had been staked out in waiting for them.

"Hahaha, you two pesky brats. Recently, more than ten warriors have disappeared from the first base. If I'm not mistaken, the both of you are the culprits, right?"

The one-eyed fatty chuckled as he examined Wang Chong and Miyasame Ayaka with his only eye. This time around, he spoke in the tongue of the Central Plains.

He was no fool. Considering how the two fellows intentionally provoked him and drew him here, there was a good chance that they were involved in the consecutive disappearance of their men a while back.

"Die!" With a savage grin, a powerful might roared around the one-eyed fatty, and instantaneously, it seemed as though Miyasame Ayaka and Wang Chong had sunk into a heavy, viscous bog.

The halo of a True Martial realm expert wasn't just for show. Harnessing the law of nature, they allowed one to tap into the natural energy of the environment to bring out might far greater than their own limits.

And with his enhanced strength, the one-eyed fatty was completely suppressing Miyasame Ayaka and Wang Chong.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

At the same moment that he activated the Halo of Bog, the one-eyed fatty charged up toward Wang Chong and Miyasame Ayaka with his three sabers.

He had intentionally waited for Wang Chong and Miyasame Ayaka to come into proximity before activating his halo so as to catch the both of them off-guard. Wrapped around in the power of his halo, the both of them would find themselves panicked and unable to escape.

For at least ten breaths from now, Wang Chong and Miyasame Ayaka's foot movements were sealed, and this was more than enough for him to clear them up.

"Pay for the lives of those warriors with your own!" Three sabers fell frenziedly toward Miyasame Ayaka and Wang Chong as though a storm, and in an instant, the both of them were put in an extremely difficult position.

Both Spectre Steps and Phantom Steps were extraordinary secret arts, but it just happened that the one-eyed fatty's Aura of Bog was a perfect counter against them.

Like an ordinary human wading through a marsh, even taking a single step forward was highly difficult for them at the moment.

A swift leopard falling into a marsh would find his fighting prowess reduced exponentially, and Wang Chong and Miyasame Ayaka were in the exact same position.

"Yiiii! ——"

Suddenly, a piercing shrill sounded from the distance. Wang Chong's heart jolted. This was the signal that he agreed on with King Song's master archer.

As long as he replied to that signal, the master archer would immediately offer his long-range cover.

And with that archer’s strength, this Goguryeon elite could possibly be severely wounded in the first encounter.

But Wang Chong didn't want to do so.

Master archers tended to be proud people, and this was more likely to be the case the more formidable the master archer was. If Wang Chong were to be defeated in his first fight against a True Martial realm expert, the master archer might end up underestimating him, and such thoughts would damage his credibility. The lack of trust in Wang Chong's ability might hinder the master archer from following his orders in future operations.

And Wang Chong would require his help on many affairs in the future!

No matter what, I've to find a way to defeat this Goguryeon warrior. I'll only engage the help of the master archer when it reaches a desperate situation!, Wang Chong thought.

The master archer was an important person in his plans, and Wang Chong had decided only to mobilize him when needed. Besides, if the master archer were to act contrary to his instructions in crucial moments, that could prove to be fatal.

Sou!

Wang Chong activated his Single Character Consecutive Slash and dashed forward. By just a hair's breadth, he dodged the one-eyed fatty's sabers, and in the midst of doing so, he even shot out surges of Sword Qi of Massacre, but the both of them ended up being negated by the other party's saber qi.

The other party's Aura of Bog was indeed formidable, and its effects on Phantom Steps was huge. Fortunately, Phantom Steps wasn't the only footwork technique that Wang Chong knew, and Single Character Consecutive Slash happened to be less affected by the aura.

On the other hand, despite Miyasame Ayaka's higher cultivation, her movements were bound even more tightly than Wang Chong’s.

Peng!

Shadows flashed, and under the one-eyed fatty's control, the air bog crushed down heavily on the ground, creating a loud rumble. Drenched with sweat from the pressure, Miyasame Ayaka staggered for a moment, and before she could react, 'chi!', she was struck on her left shoulder by a saber qi before she could even react. The saber qi cut through her clothes and etched a deep laceration on her shoulder. Fresh blood spurted out profusely.

"Lass, you must be from the Eastern Islands. Those from the Central Plains don't move like you do. Hehe, wait till I take you down and bring you back to my base!" the one-eyed fatty roared in laughter. Embarrassed and furious, Miyasame Ayaka made another mistake and suffered another slash.

"Miyasame, three cun below the left of his waist!"

(~10cm)

At this moment, a decisive voice sounded in her ear. Miyasame Ayaka was starting to panic, but those words seemed to possess some kind of power and brought her rationality back instantly.

"Three cun before the left of my waist? Hah, brat, do you think that you can succeed?"

Hearing Wang Chong's words, the one-eyed fatty's body tightened, and he instinctively felt threatened. But in the next instant, his body loosened once more and he burst into laughter. Given the situation and his superior strength, the duo couldn't even get close to him. Even if that brat had noticed his weakness, it was for naught.

"Brat, your cultivation might be weak, but you sure are slippery. I wanted to kill her first before dealing with you, but since you're so intent to die, I'll grant your wish!" the one-eyed fatty bellowed in savagery and turned around. Wang Chong's words had piqued his killing intent. Even if he had to turn his back against Miyasame Ayaka, his instincts were telling him that he had to eradicate this brat who threatened him.

"I sure would like to see how you intend to get a hit on three cun below the left of my waist!"

Boom! All of a sudden, it was as if the heavens had moved. In a single breath, the 'air bog', along with the three sabers, carrying the powerful force from the Deluge of Stellar Energy, came crashing toward Wang Chong with astounding speed.

If this attack were to hit Wang Chong, his death would be inevitable.

"Hmph!" In the face of the astounding might of the one-eyed fatty, Wang Chong simply sneered coldly.

It wasn't out of recklessness that he didn't send a signal to the master archer behind him. In truth, he still had a trump card he had yet to use.

In the next instant, without any hesitation, Wang Chong activated the Bane of the Battlefield halo. Weng! An invisible ripple immediately diffused into the surroundings. It was as if nothing had happened, but this would be the turning point of the duel.

Weng!

Before the one-eyed fatty could react, a unique white ripple suddenly appeared around him. Along with the appearance of this white ripple, a mysterious force suddenly came into action.

Boom! Without any forewarning, the one-eyed fatty's 'air bog' was weakened by at least two-thirds. It was as if he was abruptly drained of his energy, and for an instant, the Origin Energy within his body seemed to have stalled.

"What?!" the one-eyed fatty blurted out as he paled in alarm. Despite having been dispatched to the Central Plains for over six years now, he had never met with such a situation.

This kind of abrupt and inconceivable weakening of his cultivation came too suddenly, and it had caught him off-guard!

As a veteran warrior, he understood the implications of losing control over one's Origin Energy in the midst of a battle, and that was the reason why his fear was even more intense.

A fight between experts hinged on the slightest opening, and this was an unimaginably huge one!

Good opportunity! Sensing the change in the Halo of Bog, Miyasame Ayaka immediately grasped tightly onto this chance and dashed forward. Puchi, fresh blood splattered in the air. A dagger had been deeply lodged into the three cun beneath the left of the one-eyed fatty's waist. It was so deep in that the tip of the dagger could be seen out the other side.

Puchi!

At the same moment, Wang Chong's Sword Qi of Massacre pierced the right side of the one-eyed fatty's chest. Following that, Wang Chong drove his Phantom Step to propel himself forward and stabbed the Little Yinyang Sword into the latter's heart.

"AH!" The one-eyed fatty widened his only eye in shock. His hands were still frozen in an offensive position, and a look of disbelief was frozen on his face.

To his dying breath, he couldn't understand what had happened!

Along with the one-eyed fatty's death, a dense surge of Origin Energy, incomparable to the previous few occasions, flowed through the Little Yinyang Sword into Wang Chong's body.

"Ahhhh!" Closing his eyes, Wang Chong could feel his bloodstream flowing furiously along with the absorption of the energy, nourishing his body. "What powerful energy!"

Naturally, an Origin Energy realm cultivator couldn't compare to a True Martial realm cultivator. The benefit Wang Chong derived from this kill was far superior to any he had gained before.

The concentration and flowing rate of his Origin Energy had increased, and his strength had been enhanced too.

Who knew how much diligence it would have taken to progress that much by ordinary means...

It was not for no reason that the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art was known as one of the greatest techniques in the world. At this moment, Wang Chong was finally understanding its true strength.

There was no technique he could imagine that could possibly raise one's cultivation faster than this.

If I can continue progressing at this rate, in less than a month, I'll be able to reach Origin Energy Tier 9, Wang Chong thought.

Upon reaching Origin Energy Tier 9, a martial artist would gain the strength to emit his internal energy. Wang Chong would also be able to learn more advanced martial arts, such as the Hundred Steps Divine Fist. On top of that, he would also be able to comprehend the laws of nature and convert his Origin Energy into Stellar Energy. He would be able to infuse Stellar Energy into his movements in the form of white ripples, thus raising his fighting prowess immensely.

On the path of martial arts, Origin Energy Tier 1 could be considered as an awkward toddler, whereas Origin Energy Tier 9 could be considered as the mark of adulthood, the stairway to reaching a higher, more powerful realm.

More importantly, one would be able to grasp martial halos, and harness the laws of the world!
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Miyasame Ayaka could clearly sense the changes Wang Chong was undergoing, but with her intuition, she knew better than to ask about it.

"Gongzi, the situation seems to have gotten a little troublesome now. It looks like the Goguryeons are on their guard against us," Miyasame Ayaka frowned worriedly.

No matter how secretively the two of them operated, the Goguryeons weren't fools. With so many people disappearing without a trace, they couldn't possibly not suspect anything.

"Un." Retracting his Little Yinyang Art, a dark shadow appeared on Wang Chong's glabella for a brief instant before reverting back to normal.

"Hehe, there's no need to think too much into it. We'll just have to deal with everything that comes our way. Even if the Goguryeons do suspect something, they have no way of finding how those people died and where they died. That's also the reason why I chose to strike only after they left the base.

"This will hinder them from finding out whether we know where their base is, or in fact, they might even think that it's a coincidence,” Wang Chong said.

Decades of successfully keeping undercover had made the Goguryeons complacent. They felt that it was impossible for Great Tang to catch onto their traces, and they had absolute confidence in the ingenuity of their disguise.

They had men operating both in the open and in the dark, and those in the open wouldn't do anything that would defy Great Tang's law. Even if the Great Tang were to deploy men to spy on them twenty-four hours a day, the only conclusion they could derive was that they were law-abiding citizens.

On the other hand, those in the dark disguised themselves as merchants, nobles, bodyguards, and such. They frequented the Goguryeon hotels, taverns, and gambling den to liaise among their group, and they usually remained reticent, avoiding speaking where possible. Even if they had to talk in public, they would make sure that they only spoke in the tongue of the Central Plains.

As such, it was impossible for the royal court to uncover them and their secret base.

This was because their secret base wasn't even in the city's west, the territory of the Goguryeons.

This elaborate scheme was what the Goguryeons were most proud of and confident about, and it made full use of the thought gap of the Bureau of Military Personnel and Bureau of Punishments.

But to Wang Chong, he felt that the pride and confidence they had built up over this period of time could be exploited to his advantage instead.

No matter how many men he killed, as long as he kept out of the other party's base, he didn't fear the other party finding anything out. Even if they had their suspicions, there was little possibility that they would relocate.

"But with these suspicions, they would surely be more guarded. It won't be as easy in the future,” Miyasame Ayaka provided an alternative opinion.

The Goguryeons possessed immense influence that exceeded most powers in Great Tang. One would be a fool if one were to take them lightly.

"Guarded? So be it. They're in the open while we're in the dark. Do you think that we can't defeat them with our strength? Don't forget, we still have many trump cards yet to be used!" Wang Chong chuckled light-heartedly.

Miyasame Ayaka was stunned momentarily before understanding what Wang Chong meant. Indeed, Wang Chong wasn't alone!

Knowing that Miyasame Ayaka understood his intentions, Wang Chong didn't elaborate too much on it. Instead, he bent down and began searching the one-eyed fatty's body. Soon, he managed to find two silk boxes.

Each of the two silk boxes was filled with a golden ginseng of four-hundred-year maturity.

"As I expected! Almost every one of these Goguryeons has a ginseng on them!"

While this wasn't the first place Wang Chong had encountered such a situation, he couldn't help but be impressed by Goguryeo's extensive resources. Their wealth in this aspect was indeed exceptional.

These kinds of ginseng of several hundred years of maturity were extremely rare in the Central Plains, but every one of these Goguryeons actually had at least one each. As long as one was a Goguryeon warrior, he would almost definitely have this kind of ginseng.

With such resources, it was no wonder why the Goguryeon empire was so capable at grooming experts.

Shutting the two silk boxes, Wang Chong placed them in his embrace.

"Right, gongzi, what is... 'Goguryeon'... 'club'?" a doubtful voice asked suddenly.

Hearing Miyasame Ayaka's words, Wang Chong staggered and nearly fell to the ground.

Cough cough! “Miyasame Ayaka, what did you just say?" Wang Chong looked at Miyasame Ayaka with a bizarre expression and nearly choked on his own saliva.

"My Koguryoan isn't too proficient, so I am only able to interpret each word individually without knowing the meaning..." Miyasame Ayaka frowned deeply in thought as she tried her best to recall what had been spoken.

"But if I'm not mistaken, what gongzi just said should be 'Goguryeon club' right? What does it mean? Why did that person become angry? Is there such a saying in the Central Plains?"

Miyasame Ayaka was perplexed. When Wang Chong went out, he said those two words and that one-eyed fatty was instantly provoked and immediately came chasing over. This left Miyasame Ayaka with a very deep impression.

"Th-this..." Seeing Miyasame Ayaka asking him with such a serious expression, Wang Chong felt incredibly awkward.

His first reaction was that Miyasame Ayaka was intentionally teasing him, but seeing the expression on her face, he realized that she was asking the question in earnest!

How in the world was he supposed to know what Goguryeon club meant? In any case, it's just a slang word used to scold another in another space-time continuum, and Wang Chong was only picking it out to use. He didn't expect it to be so effective, hooking the Goguryeon club in an instant.

He wasn't thinking too much back then, so he forgot that there wasn't such a saying in this world.

How was he supposed to explain slang to the other party?

"Haha, I'm just spouting some casual insults. We still have some things to do so let's move on..." Not daring to linger any longer on the topic, Wang Chong quickly found a reason to excuse himself.

Miyasame Ayaka stared at Wang Chong’s departing back with a perplexed look, but as though realizing something, the lips beneath her veil slowly curled up into a slight smile.

------

While Wang Chong was hunting down the Goguryeon warriors one by one, on another side of the capital, the contention over Zhangchou Jianqiong’s appointment was gradually reaching its peak.

After a month of silence, one of the most influential ministers in Great Tang, the eldest son of Duke Jiu, Wang Gen, made a stand on the royal court, expressing his full support for Zhangchou Jianqiong in taking over the position of Minister of War.

This was the very first time an influential official was expressing his support for Zhangchou Jianqiong openly.

After a whole month of farces, everyone thought that the chances of Zhangchou Jianqiong being initiated into the royal court were slim. However, Wang Gen's statement had rekindled the flames of hope, and this could possibly be a turning point.

As everyone in the royal court knew, Wang Gen, as a grade-1 official engaged in politics, had always proceeded carefully around major matters. He rarely took the initiative to make a stand, especially in the face of great uncertainty.

As such, Wang Gen's expression of support caught many people's attention, and they viewed it as the will of the entire Wang Clan and King Song.

Ever since Duke Jiu's retirement, everyone thought that the Wang Clan's influence had been on a steady decline. However, after the “regional commanders incident”, there was no one who dared to underestimate the Wang Clan anymore.

On the contrary, in everyone's view, after that incident, the Wang Clan's reputation and prestige had soared to a new peak, exceeding even that of Duke Jiu's era.

This was because the Wang Clan had won the support and respect of another faction —the military!

Duke Jiu had involved himself in the military and participated in wars before, but in the end, he couldn't be considered a military man. As such, despite his accomplishments, Duke Jiu still possessed little support from the commanders and generals of the military.

But the regional commanders incident had brought Wang Clan the respect of all Han commanders and generals.

As such, no one dared to take Wang Gen's expression of standing lightly.

Not to mention, King Song was also a powerful ally of theirs. With the support of this faction, Zhangchou Jianqiong's circumstances immediately changed.

"Hahaha, Yang Zhao has indeed made a move. With the Wang Clan's support, there's a sixty percent chance I'll be able to enter the central politics!... Indeed, I hadn't wasted my effort helping them in the regional commanders incident!"

In the faraway Southern Protectorate Manor, dressed in heavy armor before a campfire, with a letter that came from the north in hand, Zhangchou Jianqiong roared in laughter.

“Train a soldier for a thousand days just for that crucial moment.”  Be it Yang Zhao or the Wang Clan, Zhangchou Jianqiong had indeed expended much effort on them. It was about time for him to reap the fruits of his efforts!

"Congratulations, general!" Hearing Zhangchou Jianqiong words, a huge uproar exploded around him. One after another, elite soldiers and commanders got to their knees and lowered their heads, expressing their sincere joy for Zhangchou Jianqiong's situation.

In truth, Zhangchou Jianqiong hadn't been wasting his time away by the borders for the past few decades. After spending much time as the Southern Protector-General, he had managed to win himself a huge group of loyal and powerful experts.

Every single one of the subordinates before him would willingly lay down their lives for him, and on top of that, they were all experts that could easily shake a region with their might.

They were his most prized asset!

With these people, even at a place like the capital, he would surely be able to stand his ground firmly, unlike some of the previous Ministers of War who could be considered to be “in name only”.

"Xianyu Zhongtong, after I leave for the capital, the seat of the Southern Protectorate Manor's Protector-General will be yours. Make some preparations; you'll be following me to the capital later on. If you wish to sit tightly on the position of the Southern Protector-General, there are some people you must get acquainted with. This will prove to be highly beneficial to you in the future!" Zhangchou Jianqiong said as he turned around to face an honest-looking, full-bearded, muscular man.

"Yes, my lord!" the uniformed Xianyu Zhongtong replied gravely, lowering his head.

Zhangchou Jianqiong nodded in satisfaction.

Xianyu Zhongtong wasn't really a capable person. Rather, his strength was that he was a loyal and reliable commander who could perfectly carry out every instruction issued to him, a typical defense commander.

It would suffice as long as Jiannan was fine, so Xianyu Zhongtong would probably do well as the head of the Southern Protectorate Manor.

But of course, what was most important was that Xianyu Zhongtong was his man.

As long as the Southern Protectorate Manor was under the control of his man, the 180,000 elites stationed here could be considered to be in his grasp, and they would become the foundation of his influence.

Thus, Xianyu Zhongtong's capabilities didn't matter at all to Zhangchou Jianqiong.
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"Hahaha, the Wang Clan really stood up for us!"

In the royal palace, Yang Zhao was holding onto the letter that had just arrived with hands trembling in excitement. "This time around, Zhangchou will surely be able to become the Minister of War! Little sister, we won't be completely helpless in the royal palace anymore!"

In recent days, Zhangchou Jianqiong was a name that was frequently raised in discussion. After all, he was the greatest beneficiary of this entire incident. But it seemed that there was another person who was even more excited than Zhangchou Jianqiong over his likely promotion—Yang Zhao.

"As long as Zhangchou Jianqiong gets into the central politics, I, Yang Zhao, will surely be able to rise through the ranks, and it'll just be a matter of time before I'm conferred nobility!"

Yang Zhao's grasp on the letter tightened so greatly that veins were appearing on the back of his hands.

Yang Zhao was currently in a humble position, despite possessing Consort Taizhen's backing. He wished to climb up through the ranks, but he understood too well that he was lacking in qualifications.

All of those powerhouses in the royal court had probably had his background thoroughly looked into. Only with Zhangchou Jianqiong's support would he be able to truly ascend through the ranks.

"Cousin, that little brother that you befriended really helped us greatly. At least we didn't waste our efforts helping him back then," a pleasant voice reminiscent of a pearl falling onto a jade plate spoke up from behind him—Consort Taizhen!

"Hehe, indeed!" Hearing Consort Taizhen's words, Yang Zhao couldn't help but chuckle.

"Back then, when I was at my humblest moment, when everyone in the gambling den was mocking me, he gave me a thousand gold taels without asking the slightest question. Despite his young age, he possessed guts and decisiveness way beyond others. There's no doubt that he'll achieve great things in the future. Afterward, when I learned that he was the grandson of Duke Jiu, the more convinced I became of this matter. Little sister, surely you feel this even more vividly than I do."

Seated on top of a golden frame, Consort Taizhen also laughed. Wang Chong's three poems had solidified her reputation as the number one beauty of the palace, and this reputation was even gradually expanding beyond the palace walls.

As the person-in-question, Consort Taizhen was naturally well aware of this.

While Consort Taizhen was confident in her beauty, sometimes, beauty wasn't enough for one to be accredited.

"You're right. But until now, I haven't even seen him yet," Consort Taizhen smiled gently.

Regarding this young man who had revealed his admiration for her and caused such a huge storm in the royal court, even being locked in the imperial prison at one point, Consort Taizhen did harbor unique feelings toward him.

It was nowhere along the lines of 'love', but fondness, indeed. He was unlike any other youth she had ever met.

"Hehe, he's currently in the training camp, so if little sister wishes to meet him, there'll be chances."

Yang Zhao recalled his previous few meetings with Wang Chong and fell into deep thought.

"It's a pity that the Wang Clan is too powerful. Otherwise, I really wanted to pull him over to our side. But anyway, this works fine as well. With the Wang Clan and King Song's influence, as well as Zhangchou Jianqiong's promotion, little sister, you're no longer alone and weak in the royal court," Yang Zhao spoke happily.

Consort Taizhen nodded agreement.

------

"I'm a step too late!"

Yao Guang Yi clenched his fists furiously and pounded the table before him with a livid face. Yang Zhao and Consort Taizhen had always been targets whom he was trying to pull over to his side.

And the event with Zhangchou Jianqiong was clearly a good opportunity.

But who knew that Wang Clan would have snatched it!

Zhangchou Jianqiong was an outsider, and his action could be viewed as a “ferocious dragon barging across the river”. Such actions were a threat to the “dominant powers within the river”, and this was the main reason why no one stood up for him.

Everyone chose to remain silent before this matter, for fear of earning the hostility of others.

The Wang Clan had remained silent on this matter all along, so Yao Guang Yi thought that they were against it, that they feared Zhangchou Jianqiong's coming.

Who knew that Wang Gen would step up so decisively and declare his support?!

"I was fooled by them!" Veins popped up at Yao Guang Yi’s temples, and his face twisted in anger. How could he possibly not understand that he was fooled by the Wang Clan? If the Wang Clan had stood up for Zhangchou Jianqiong from the very start, where opposition was the rifest, they would surely have become a public enemy. But at this moment, not only would anyone not say anything about them, they even won a huge favor from Zhangchou Jianqiong.

Just a step late, and he had lost this ideal opportunity.

Zhangchou Jianqiong would only remember the first one to stand up for him, not the second, nor the third...

"This decisiveness and perfect timing, this can't be Wang Gen's doing. It must be that brat, Wang Chong!" Killing intent flashed across the eyes of Yao Guang Yi.

---

"We're still a little too late!"

Yao Guang Yi was far from being the only one sighing in the capital at this moment. In a residence at the center of the capital, a tall, slender figure sighed as he slowly placed the letter in his hands onto the table before him.

------

On the other hand, Wang Chong was unaware of the changes that had occurred in the royal court. At this moment, his full attention was directed into killing the Goguryeon warrior before him.

Working alongside Miyasame Ayaka, they hunted down the Goguryeon warriors one after another. The death of every single True Martial realm enemy won Wang Chong a huge surge of Origin Energy.

In a very short timespan, Wang Chong had already cleared away a large number of True Martial realm experts, and his cultivation had risen to greater heights. His strength, speed, and dexterity had been enhanced significantly, and he wasn't too far away from Origin Energy Tier 9 anymore.

---

Just like that, four days passed.

Deep in the night, when the bustling city was asleep and only the howling of the wind could be heard, at the remote borders of the capital, walked a figure dressed in a long robe.

He was dressed like a person from the Central Plains, but his movements were slow, slightly awkward, and unnatural.

Boom!

Just as he passed by a lush maple tree, a cold gleam flashed across the sky and fell upon that figure's head explosively.

At the same moment, at a place slightly above the ground, the pitch-black shadow of a sword darted toward the back waist of that figure like a venomous snake.

The two assailants, one from the front and one from the back, were extremely in sync in their assault.

Boom!

Words couldn't begin to describe how swiftly everything unfolded. At that moment, the figure didn't panic despite his impending doom. Instead, his hands reached for the scabbards beneath his robe and drew his sabers with a shrill metallic rasp. At the same moment, a circle of dense Stellar Energy gushed out from his body.

Boom boom boom!

The intangible Stellar Energy collided with the sabers, but a metallic sound echoed out instead. In fact, one could even vaguely see sparks from the clash.

It was as if the flowing ripples of Stellar Energy was an embodiment of sabers and swords.

Halo of Sharpness!

Those who had inherited this kind of halo would find their Stellar Energy imbued with sharpness reminiscent of sabers and swords. It could be considered as an aberrant halo of the True Martial realm as well.

Upon collision with the halo, as well as three consecutive slashes from the sabers in the Goguryeon warrior's hand, Wang Chong and Miyasame Ayaka were knocked back.

"Hahaha, as I expected, you fell into my trap!" The Goguryeon warrior didn't immediately follow up with his attack. Instead, he pointed his sabers at Wang Chong and Miyasame Ayaka and burst into laughter, as though everything had gone according to his schemes.

"Gongzi, it's a trap!" Hearing the man’s words, Miyasame Ayaka immediately realized that something was wrong, and her heart immediately froze.

"Not bad, you sure react fast. But you're too late! —Come out!"

That Goguryeon warrior exerted strength at his waist and 'puchi!', his robe was immediately ripped apart, revealing the Goguryeon battle wear beneath. At the same time, he raised his large hand and gestured. Hualala! Three figures emerged from the forest and surrounded Wang Chong and Miyasame Ayaka.

Each of them exuded a deep aura that indicated that they were veteran True Martial realm experts. Any single one of them would already be a difficult battle for Wang Chong and Miyasame Ayaka, but for four of them to appear simultaneously, the duo was immediately plunged into a highly disadvantageous position.

"I'm just the bait, and yet you can't even defeat me. Needless to say, you can't possibly be a match for them, either! Hehe, I suggest you just give up and meet your death!" that Goguryeon warrior laughed sinisterly.

The disappearance of True Martial realm experts wasn't a small matter, and the members of the second base swiftly realized the severe consequences of the matter. Thus, they quickly took precautions.

While they weren't too sure about what exactly was happening, they swiftly organized a team of four to deal with this matter. Of the four, one would be in the open as the bait, while the other three would be lying in wait in the shadows for the target to appear.

This way, they could bait their opponent while ensuring the safety of their team.

However, they didn't expect their efforts to reap rewards so quickly.

"Hehehe, let me just add that your suffering will only intensify if you attempt to try anything funny. Let's see who is behind you after we capture you!" the man laughed heartily, assessing Wang Chong and Miyasame Ayaka as if they were already corpses.

"Gongzi, what should we do now?"

Cold sweat dripped from Miyasame Ayaka's forehead. Regardless of whether it was in terms of individual strength or numbers, they were in a disadvantageous position.

It was nigh impossible for them to win or escape.

"Hehe, don't worry." Wang Chong shot her a reassuring gaze.

"Go, take them down. If they try anything funny, don't hesitate to kill them!" bellowed one of the four Goguryeon warriors as he raised his hands.

Boom!

The four warriors immediately rushed forward, and another three surges of Deluge of Stellar Energy immediately gushed forward.

Before this huge torrent, Wang Chong and Miyasame Ayaka's strength seemed insignificant.

Yiiiii!

But at the same moment as the four charged forward, Wang Chong released a shrill whistle.

"Attack!" His voice wasn't directed toward Miyasame Ayaka, but a person far in the distance.

Boom!

Without any hesitation, Wang Chong immediately activated his Bane of the Battlefield aura.

In an instant, four identical white ripples immediately shrouded the figures of the four Goguryeon warriors, and their auras abruptly plummeted...
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Wang Chong's mastery and timing over the execution of the Bane of the Battlefield aura was gradually improving.

Before the four Goguryeon warriors could react, they suddenly felt as though a metal robe was draped over them, limiting their movements and strength.

It was at this instant that a figure eight hundred meters behind the group suddenly moved.

Boom!

Amid a frenzied wind, a figure flashed across the sky, and a thick arrow tore through space and instantaneously impaled the chest of one of the Goguryeon warriors. The sheer force of the arrow sent him flying more than a dozen zhang away before pinning him firmly onto the ground.

And before one's eyes could even blink, a second, third, and fourth arrow impaled the three remaining Goguryeon True Martial realm experts as well, knocking them flying.

To think that even the powerful Deluge of Stellar Energy from a True Martial realm expert would be incapable of fending off the arrow for the slightest instant, seemingly shattering upon touch!

Tssssss!

Putting aside Miyasame Ayaka, even Wang Chong was shocked speechless. He knew that King Song had assigned an expert to him, but who could have known that the latter's archery would have reached such astounding mastery!

Four arrows had sealed the fate of four experts. Wang Chong didn't even have to lift a finger.

"Gongzi, that person is very strong!" Miyasame Ayaka muttered as fear was reflected in her eyes. She had met that metal can of a reticent archer several times before, but she didn't know that he would be that formidable.

Just remembering the sheer speed and force of the arrows raised goosebumps all over her body.

Strong!

He was way too strong!

There wasn't even the slightest time for evasion or dodging! It was as if the very whizzing of the arrow was the sound of death itself.

Despite being a speed-type assassin, Miyasame Ayaka knew that she would be completely helpless if that arrow were to be aimed at her.

"Don't worry!" Seeing the immense fear gathering in Miyasame Ayaka's eyes, Wang Chong patted her shoulder and smiled. As an assassin, this was her instinctive reaction toward experts. On the other hand, Wang Chong was delighted by the turn of events. "He's an expert on our side! With such a formidable archer standing by us, what do you have to worry about? The ones who should be worrying are our enemies!"

This was the first time Wang Chong was mobilizing the strength of the master archer King Song had assigned him, and he was satisfied with the results.

The expert King Song has assigned us has been following us for a period of time already, but I hadn't mobilized him before. He probably is feeling frustrated inside, that's why he intentionally displayed the prowess of his archery before me!

Wang Chong chuckled inwardly, paying it no heed. The master archer had controlled his might very precisely. The four Goguryeon warriors were left on the verge of death, a state suited for him to use the Little Yinyang Art.

Chi!

A sword stabbed deeply into the heart of one of the Goguryeon warriors, and concentrated Origin Energy gushed into Wang Chong's body.

The quality of the Origin Energy within the body of True Martial realm expert was far greater than an Origin Energy realm martial artist. The absorption of this Origin Energy left Wang Chong's blood raging, and it felt as though it would release a great howl at any moment.

Boom!

Wang Chong had been absorbing a huge amount of Origin Energy the past few days, and this surge of Origin Energy from the first Goguryeon expert seemed to be the last trigger. In an instant, the huge quantity of Origin Energy induced a qualitative enhancement in Wang Chong's Origin Energy, and the flowing speed of his Origin Energy increased severalfold.

At the same time, he could feel the foundation of his Little Yinyang Art jolting. With this, he broke through 1-dan, and reached 2-dan.

"This... Gongzi is about to achieve a breakthrough to Origin Energy Tier 9!"

Looking at Wang Chong's back, Miyasame Ayaka's eyelids twitched.

Wang Chong's aura was raging as though a volcano on the verge of explosion, and there were indications that his Origin Energy was becoming more and more compact.

This was a sign that he was about to gain the ability to emit his Origin Energy and form Stellar Energy.

"It hasn't been long since gongzi has reached Origin Energy Tier 8, and he was already about to achieve a breakthrough to Tier 9. How incredible..."

Miyasame Ayaka was a worldly person, but the things that had happened to Wang Chong were simply unheard of, and had exceeded her understanding.

"Still a little off!"

After dealing with the first Goguryeon expert, he moved on to the second. He could already feel the formless barrier before him, and he knew that he would be able to break it very soon.

Chi!

The Little Yinyang Sword impaled the body of the second Goguryeon expert. Along with the inflow of Origin Energy, Wang Chong's body seemed to have reached its limit, and everything suddenly came bursting forth.

Boom boom boom!

The laoxin acupoint on the palm, songquan acupoint on the sole, as well as jianjin, mingmen, fengchi... A total of sixteen important acupoints were opened one after another.

With the opening of those sixteen acupoints, a crimson fog immediately came gushing out, and instead of diffusing into the surroundings, wrapped tightly around Wang Chong.

In that instant, Wang Chong could feel himself get lighter, and his body became more nimble. His speed, strength, and dexterity suddenly underwent an immense enhancement, growing more than threefold.

Emission of internal energy, I've reached the level of emission of internal energy!

Feeling a relaxing sensation throughout his entire body, Wang Chong was delighted.

There was a huge growth leap from Origin Energy Tier 8 to Origin Energy Tier 9. Upon reaching this realm, one's blood, flesh, bones, and meridians will be tempered by Origin Energy.

This was the first qualitative evolvement of a martial artist's physical body, and it was known as “Minor Evolution”. After the Minor Evolution, one's fighting prowess could be double or triple.

To a martial artist, this Minor Evolution was extremely important. While Wang Chong also underwent this process in his previous life, his growth this time around was clearly much greater than back then.

Upon reaching Origin Energy Tier 9, one would have reached the pinnacle of the Origin Energy realm, thus becoming an existence that ordinary humans could only look up to.

Weng!

A moment later, Wang Chong opened his eyes, and a brilliant glow shone from them. He raised his palm, and before Miyasame Ayaka's shocked gaze, a white glow suddenly shot out and struck a tree a hundred meters away.

Boom! The tree trunk exploded and leaves scattered in the air. Amidst wooden shavings and dust, the four zhang tall tree abruptly fell to the ground.

(~15m)

"Th-this..."

Upon seeing this sight, a thought flashed across Miyasame Ayaka's mind. That was the only logical explanation for the situation, but even so, she could hardly believe it.

---

"Hundred Steps Divine Fist!"

Eight hundred meters away, a mysterious man whose presence was reminiscent of a mountain slowly put down his bow as he gazed at Wang Chong's back with some astonishment.

There was only one technique that allowed an Origin Energy realm cultivator to emit Origin Energy with one's fist to strike an object a hundred steps away—Hundred Steps Divine Fist.

The Hundred Steps Divine Fist was one of the legendary secret arts of Origin Energy realm.

Even the master archer had only heard of its name but never seen anyone practice it before. Those who were capable of executing this technique definitely numbered in the elite minority of the world.

And yet, despite having just broken through Origin Energy Tier 9, Wang Chong was actually able to execute this legendary technique. It was impossible not to be astonished seeing this!

"Despite his young age, how does that child know so many secret arts?" In the darkness, the master archer narrowed his eyes. For the first time, he felt a little curious toward the young man whom King Song favored.

"Good, seems like I'm still not too rusty with it!" Wang Chong studied his handiwork from afar, and as he slowly retracted his fist, he nodded, satisfied with the effects of the punch.

As one of the legendary techniques of the Origin Energy realm, the Hundred Steps Divine Fist was known by very few people, and none were willing to impart such a valuable technique to others. As such, there were very few people in the world who were capable of utilizing it.

But to Wang Chong, this legendary secret art wasn't anything at all.

While this technique might sound mysterious, it was actually just a unique way of utilizing the ability to emit Origin Energy upon reaching Origin Energy Tier 9.

Gathering one's internal energy was an extremely complicated process, and it was extremely demanding on one's skill. However, if one could gather the Origin Energy, twist it, and compress it, upon reaching a certain point, the gathered Origin Energy would be capable of immense destruction when released.

This was a technique that hinged heavily on one's technique. If one could grasp the essence of it, executing it wouldn't be too difficult.

However, the main problem with the technique was that it consumed a huge amount of Origin Energy.

Even an expert at Origin Energy realm pinnacle could hardly release Hundred Steps Divine Fist more than a couple of times. As such, one wouldn't easily execute this technique.

But still, it seems like I need some more practice to integrate this technique into my fighting style, Wang Chong thought. At a distance of hundred steps, it wouldn't be too difficult for a martial artist to dodge his attack. As such, he still needed a little work on the practical utilization aspect.

But if it were to hit, its might would surely astound anyone.

At this moment, a feeling of weakness suddenly struck Wang Chong. This was a sign of one lacking Origin Energy after a breakthrough.

Thus, without any hesitation, Wang Chong went to absorb Origin Energy from the remaining two Goguryeon experts before killing them both. Nourished by the Origin Energy of the remaining two Goguryeon experts, his cultivation rose and stabilized.

"Let's go!" After taking four superior Goguryeon ginsengs from the dead men, Wang Chong gestured for the group to clean up and leave.

Their surveillance team on the second base had sent word that the Goguryeons were making a move.

Shua shua shua!

Very soon, the battlefield was cleared up, and every single mark and trace of a battle was removed. Even the tree that Wang Chong had broken was carried away.

By the time the Goguryeons arrived, all that was left for them to see was an empty clearing.
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"Hot buns fresh out of the steamer! Fresh and delicious, I guarantee that you'll be satisfied by it!"

Early in the morning, a deep aroma wafted along the streets of Jade Dragon Street. Huge crowds walked in and out of the numerous taverns, teahouses, and bun shops along the street.

By the east of Jade Dragon Street, amidst the steam from fresh buns, the signboard of a tavern could be vaguely seen.

Royal Jade Pavilion!

Three elegant golden words were written on a black background. The signboard was switched just this morning, and what came along with the signboard was a new boss.

However, as all of the workers and cooks remained the same, few knew that the tavern had switched hands.

Even though some did notice the change in signboards, they didn't think too much of it.

At this very moment, Wang Chong was seated in the Royal Jade Pavilion.

In the most extravagant room on the second floor of the Royal Jade Pavilion, the men from the Zhuang Clan and Chi Clan were busy stuffing food in their mouths, and there were already a few dozen bamboo steamers placed on the ground beside the table. However, what was more impressive was the number of bamboo steamers on the table that was stacked up into a tall tower.

The Zhuang Clan steel cavalry and Chi Clan steel guards were renowned throughout the entire Central Plains, but this was the first time Wang Chong and his group witnessed their fearsome appetites.

Almost there!

Seated by the railing, Wang Chong finally finished his training and slowly opened his eyes.

It had been several days since their last operation, and since then, Wang Chong had been spending his time cultivating in this Royal Jade Pavilion.

Dong dong dong!

Someone knocked on the door from the outside.

"Come in," Wang Chong said impassively, without even turning around.

The door of the VIP room opened, and the black-clad Miyasame Ayaka appeared. She was holding onto a huge stack of bamboo steamers filled with buns.

"Gongzi.” Miyasame Ayaka walked in carrying the steamed buns, kneeled down, and placed the buns before Wang Chong. After which, she took out a pair of chopsticks and cleaned them meticulously before passing them over.

"How is it?"

Grabbing the pair of black jade chopsticks, Wang Chong picked up a soup bun and placed it in his mouth. The outer wrapping of the soup bun was soft, and biting lightly on it, warm and delicious soup immediately burst into his mouth. A feeling of comfort embraced him as he swallowed the soup and bun.

Not bad!

Wang Chong nodded his head in satisfaction. He had eaten at many luxurious taverns and teahouses before, but he still felt that the soup buns here were the best.

Well, this was one of the reasons why Wang Chong chose this room out of all taverns in the capital.

As for the other reason… It was because Wang Chong needed a tavern of his own to operate in.

It would be both inconvenient and eye-catching if he were to head to the taverns of others every time he had to do something.

On the other hand, if he had one of his own, it could serve as a private and convenient place for him to eat, cultivate, and conduct operations.

On this aspect, he was envisioning something similar to the Yao Clan's Vast Crane Pavilion.

The use of owning a tavern couldn't be measured with just monetary profits.

"As gongzi expected, our operations have caught the attention of the Goguryeons. The first, second, and third bases of the Goguryeons have beefed up their security and are proceeding warily," Miyasame Ayaka reported respectfully from her position. She was extremely meticulous in making use of the objects in the room such as the shadows, blinds, and pillars to conceal her presence to those who might possibly be looking from the outside.

It was her instincts as an assassin at work.

"Heh, the Goguryeons aren't all brawns and no brains. At the very least, King Sosurim isn't an easy person. Given how many of their people we have killed in the past few days, even if the others don't suspect anything, it is about time that King Sosurim would start getting wary," Wang Chong replied nonchalantly as he picked up another soup bun and placed it in his mouth. He looked so composed and at ease that it seemed as though everything was within his calculations.

"Will there be problems from this? King Sosurim is a vicious person who dares to even attack the Three Great Training Camps. I fear that it might be dangerous for us if we were to incur his notice!" Miyasame Ayaka frowned in worry.

In Great Tang, King Sosurim was a legend. His plans were thorough, vicious, and daring. And yet, no one knew his appearance.

This meant that even if he were to walk by you, you might not even notice him, and this put one in a very vulnerable position.

"Haha, he isn't as frightening as you think he is. In the end, he's still a mortal. It's only because we've never seen his true appearance that he seems much bigger than he is." Wang Chong swallowed the soup bun as he waved his hand casually.

Fear originates from the unknown!

King Sosurim was clearly well-aware of this logic, and he was making full use of it.

Just like how assassins hide in the shadows to keep their identities secret, King Sosurim was doing the same as well. If his appearance were to be made known, the public's fear of him would fade along with his veil of secrecy.

"... Besides, did you forget about him dispatching troops over from Goguryeo? Given how huge an operation this is, how can he possibly have time to bother with little fries like us?"

Wang Chong paused for a moment before continuing. "Besides, this might actually turn out well. If we were to alarm him, he might strike earlier!"

“Dimming the boundary between truth and false”, this was the reason why Wang Chong didn't make a move the past few days. He was intentionally making it impossible for the Goguryeons to comprehend the pattern behind his operations, and their inability to deduce the actions of their opponent would surely leave them uneasy.

This unease would surely propel them to move quicker.

Just as the saying went, “haste makes waste”. Any operation, once rushed, would surely be filled with flaws.

Miyasame Ayaka frowned in contemplation, still attempting to understand the meaning behind Wang Chong's words.

Wang Chong chuckled. Paying it no heed, he picked up yet another soup bun and placed it in his mouth.

He didn't feel anything while he was cultivating, but once he stopped, he immediately felt hunger pangs striking his stomach.

While eating his soup buns, Wang Chong continued deciphering the content of the 《Art of Life Massacre》.

In the past three days, Wang Chong had been spending his time interpreting the Art of Life Massacre. Initially, when Wang Chong began learning the technique, the Origin Energy he could expel was only as slim as a spider's web.

When Wang Chong descended from the mountain, he was able to expel Origin Energy around the width of a finger. But now, due to the dense Origin Energy he had absorbed, his Sword Qi of Massacre was now around the width of four fingers, and it harnessed great might.

And upon reaching Origin Energy Tier 9 and gaining the ability to emit internal energy, Wang Chong was now able to shoot out Sword Qi of Massacre without using a sword as a medium, while maintaining the same level of might.

... With this, I can be considered as a swordsman!, Wang Chong thought, gulping down another soup bun.

Wang Chong had specialized in the use of spear in his previous life, so this was his first time becoming a swordsman. While he was still a rookie even among swordsmen, he nevertheless could definitely be considered as one who walked the Way of Sword now, a very different path from that of his previous life.

Elder Su's swordsmanship is known to be the number one in the world. While I've only reached the first layer of sword qi, I am already able to breach the Stellar Energy of a True Martial realm expert already. However, this is still insufficient. There's a total of nine revolutions to the first layer of Art of Life Massacre, where a round of expansion and compression of sword qi is equivalent to one revolution. Only after reaching the ninth revolution can my sword qi be considered as the authentic Sword Qi of Massacre. Given that I have yet to even reach the first revolution, I really have to continue working hard, Wang Chong thought as he subconsciously knocked on the table in front of him with his left knuckle.

The sword qi of the Art of Life Massacre started out narrow, but it would gradually grow thicker and more powerful as one progressed in the art. Upon reaching a certain point, the sword qi would have to be compressed continuously back to its original width once more.

When the sword qi returned back to the width of a spider web once more, that would be counted as the first revolution. After which, the cycle would repeat for another eight more times...

The might from the sword qi is proportionate to the number of revolutions. The more the revolutions, the stronger the sword qi. Upon reaching nine revolutions, there would be nearly nothing in the world that could withstand the sword qi.

A swordsman who had reached the ninth circulation of the Sword Qi of Massacre would be able to display astounding might even without a weapon in hand.

However, as the number of revolutions increased, the harder the cultivation of the technique became. At the same time, the color of the sword qi would change as well.

—This was what Wang Chong had deduced from the sutra of the Art of Life Massacre.

Currently, Wang Chong was still at the level of a “half-revolution”.

But even this state of half-revolution was capable of posing a fatal threat to True Martial realm experts. This was the might of Su Zhengchen's swordsmanship!

"Let's go, we'll rest at home. Also, there are some things I need to take care of."

After eating a steamer full of soup buns, Wang Chong stood up and left. It had been half a month since he had come out from Kunwu Training Camp. It was time for him to deal with the Wootz steel weapons accumulated at Tuoba Guiyuan's end.

Money was like flowing water. Without a steady stream, it would soon dry out!

Wang Chong knew that he would require a lot of money in the future, and currently, the sales of Wootz steel weapons were his only source of revenue.

"Hey! Don't you have any eyes? Look where you are walking!"

Just as Wang Chong was about to leave, a commotion suddenly sounded on the streets outside. Turning around, Wang Chong saw a plump merchant, leading a group of tall and brawny mercenary experts, pointing at an unkempt middle-aged man, bellowing insults with a reddened face.

While the middle-aged man did look unkempt, Wang Chong was able to tell with a single look that the other party was an expert. When the other party walked, his footsteps were exceptionally stable, and his shoulders didn't even sway in the least. Furthermore, it was a completely subconscious motion.

It was a common habit that would appear in martial artists who had reached a certain level of mastery in their training.

Martial arts focus heavily on precision and steadiness in each movement. A lack of perfect control over one's hands and feet was a sign of weakness.

With such standards in mind, once one's cultivation reached a certain level, such gestures, or lack of them, would become second nature. Their hands and feet would be exceptionally stable, like a tree rooted to the spot. If one paid careful attention, the difference would be as clear as heaven and earth.

As such, it actually wasn't too difficult to differentiate an ordinary citizen from an expert.

"He's in for a round of suffering!"

Shaking his head, Wang Chong chuckled, paying it no heed. Such affairs were a daily occurrence for a place as huge as the capital.

That unkempt middle-aged man was clearly far more capable than the mercenaries around the plump merchant. The plump merchant had indeed struck an iron wall this time. There was no doubt that he would soon regret his actions dearly.

Thus, Wang Chong didn't interfere and walked away calmly.

But just a few steps later, a shocking sight occurred.

"Hit him, give him the beating of his life!"

"Who do you think you are? Don't you know it's basic courtesy to apologize to someone after bumping into them? Don't hold back, beat him hard! If he dies, I'll take responsibility!"

"Hmph, I thought that given how arrogant you were acting, you might just be some formidable person. In the end, you're just a useless trash!"

The bellows of the plump merchant echoed down the entire street. This time, even Miyasame Ayaka was slightly perplexed as well.

The both of them turned around, only to see the unkempt middle-aged 'expert' being viciously pummeled on the floor.

The guards of the merchant circled him tightly and rained blows down upon him. On the other hand, the unkempt middle-aged man seemed as though he were no different from an ordinary man, unable to retaliate at all.

"Hm?"

A gleam flashed across Wang Chong's eyes. This time, he was truly intrigued.
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Given that person's capabilities, the guards around the plump merchant shouldn't be a match at all. Ordinarily speaking, the plump merchant would be the one getting beaten up instead.

But the conclusion was the opposite of what Wang Chong expected.

"Interesting."

Clearly, the middle-aged man didn't intend to retaliate at all. Given the circumstances, Wang Chong also thought that it was inappropriate for him to step in, so he watched by the side.

"What a downer!"

"Let's go! We shouldn't waste our time on trash."

Having vented his anger, the plump merchant walked away while hurling insults. After that, the unkempt middle-aged man slowly climbed to his feet.

Despite having suffered such a vicious beating, the man's body was still astonishingly stable. His feet and shoulders didn't shake in the least with his movements, as though he wasn't injured in the slightest.

"What a formidable martial artist!" Miyasame Ayaka narrowed her eyes and exclaimed in shock from Wang Chong’s side.

The guards employed by the plump merchant possessed considerable strength, and they did give it their all while pummeling the man. Under such a torrent of blows, if Miyasame Ayaka were to choose not to retaliate as well, she would surely have suffered grievous wounds.

And yet, the man seemed to be completely unhurt at all.

"A true expert!" Wang Chong's eyebrows twitched in surprise. That person was much stronger than he had initially expected him to be.

The onlookers dispersed, and pedestrians quickly filled the street once more. Just like a bubble on the surface of the sea, the commotion slowly disappeared. Other than Wang Chong, Miyasame Ayaka, and the guards from the Zhuang Clan and Chi Clan, no one paid the matter any heed.

And the person didn't seem to have noticed Wang Chong and his group either. As the man finally straightened his body, Wang Chong suddenly caught sight of his face.

"It's him?" Wang Chong's eyelids twitched, and a name suddenly flashed across his mind. He didn't expect to meet that person here.

"Gongzi, you know him?" Miyasame Ayaka asked as she stared at the gloomy back of the middle-aged man, until he slowly disappeared amidst the crowd.

"Un," Wang Chong nodded with a bizarre glint in his eyes.

"Follow me. We might have really found a formidable aid this time around!" Wang Chong said, changing his mind. Instead of returning back to the Wang Clan, he turned around and walked in the direction the middle-aged man disappeared in.
---

"Bureau of Personnel? He's an official from the Bureau of Personnel? But if I'm not mistaken, this should be one of the branches where the minor officials in charge of copying documents live. Given his capabilities, isn't it a huge waste for him to be working here?"

Staring at the yamen in front of her, the doubt in Miyasame Ayaka's eyes deepened. Even though it hadn't been long since she had arrived at Central Plains, she learned quite a few things in her time as an assassin in the capital.

The Great Tang royal court was divided into the Bureau of Rites, Bureau of Personnel, Bureau of Works, Bureau of Military Personnel, Bureau of Punishments, and Bureau of Revenue. However, other than these six main bureaus, there was still almost a hundred smaller yamen throughout the capital in charge of handling different problems.

Considering how dilapidated this yamen looked, it should be one of the least important yamen under the Bureau of Personnel.

Throughout the year, the officials here would rarely meet any important official. They would spend the majority of their time copying books and documents. In a sense, they were the most lowly-regarded members of the Bureau of Personnel.

The requirements of this job were low, and even a commoner could rise to the job. Given that middle-aged man's skills, it was a waste of his talents to be working here.

Wang Chong gazed silently at the dust-filled signboard of the yamen. If he was only half-certain before, upon seeing this yamen, he was now one hundred percent confident of that middle-aged man's identity.

"Li Man, you should wait outside with the others. I'll enter for a moment,' Wang Chong instructed the Zhuang Clan and Chi Clan guards before walking into the yamen.

The rules of government administrative offices were strict. Even a small yamen that was only in charge of paperwork wasn't accessible to the average citizen.

After flashing the token King Song gave him, Wang Chong walked in without any problem.

"What are you doing? Do you know what time is it? Do you think that you're still working at your Bureau of Punishments? You really think that you are the same genius back then?"

"You trash. Back then, you couldn't capture the murderers who killed the important officials of the royal court, and now, you're even having problem copying documents. Tell me, is there anything that you are capable of?"

"Useless fool! I'll tell you this now, if you don't finish copying these documents today, don't even dream of returning tomorrow!"

While Wang Chong was still in the courtyard, he heard a crude voice bellowing insults in the residence. The words uttered were so grating to the ear that even Wang Chong couldn't stand it any longer.

"Enough!"

Frowning, Wang Chong stepped into the room. With a quick glance, he saw a dozen or so officials busy copying documents with their heads down. However, considering the huge mountain of papers placed on their desk, it was unlikely they would be done anytime soon.

At an angle diagonal to the entrance where Wang Chong was standing, a person who seemed to be the supervisor of this yamen was currently wagging his finger at the middle-aged man Wang Chong had seen outside the Royal Jade Pavilion.

On the other hand, the unkempt middle-aged man had his head lowered, listening to those insults without the slightest complaint. Recalling the reputation of this man a decade ago, Wang Chong couldn't help but feel deep sympathy.

No one would have thought that this man would end up in such a state back then.

"Who are you?"

The supervisor was currently at the peak of his rage, and upon seeing a stranger barging in, he immediately flew into a temper.

"This is an administrative office of the royal court, don't you know that outsiders are banned from entering the premises?! Furthermore, to dare to interfere in the affairs of my yamen, who do you think you are?"

Shua shua shua!

In the hall, the other officials also raised their heads to look at Wang Chong. Considering how there were only a total of thirty or so people in the entire yamen, they were extremely familiar with one another. As such, the presence of an outsider such as Wang Chong was so conspicuous that it was hard to not notice it.

"Hmph!" Wang Chong couldn't be bothered to waste his words, so he immediately whipped out a golden token and flashed it to the supervisor.

Upon seeing the golden token, the supervisor's face immediately paled.

While he was only a small supervisor in a shabby yamen, to survive in the capital, he had to at least know those standing above of him. The token in Wang Chong's hand was clearly the token of a qinwang, and considering how the word “Song” was inscribed on it, there was no doubt that it belonged to the reputable and influential King Song, Li Chengqi!

It had been twenty years since an influential official had visited their office, let alone a real qinwang.

"So gongzi is a man of His Highness King Song!" The supervisor quickly walked over the desk and up to Wang Chong. Then, with a bent back and a subservient tone, he asked, "Pardon me for my lack of courtesy, I didn't know of gongzi's arrival. May I know if there are any instructions from His Highness?"

"That's none of your business. I'm here for him."

Wang Chong lifted a finger and pointed toward the unkempt middle-aged man not too far away. His actions caught everyone off-guard.

The unkempt man had been listening subserviently with a lowered head all along, but upon hearing that this unfamiliar young man was here for him, he couldn't help but glance at the outsider in astonishment.

"Him?"

The supervisor was surprised as well. He didn't expect that Wang Chong was here to look for the most despised person of their department.

"Gongzi, are you certain?"

"Hmph! Do you think I don't know who I am looking for? Or do you think that you know better than me?!" Wang Chong replied sharply.

"This... Gongzi, please do not misunderstand. This is not what I meant!" The supervisor quickly waved his hands awkwardly. While he was perplexed over the happenings, he was sharp on his feet.

Regardless of what Wang Chong was here for, it was none of his business. A person as noble as King Song was not someone that insignificant officials like them could offend, so it was best for him to stay out of the other party's way.

"Alright, everyone should rest for today. Ma Yinlong, I'll leave this gongzi to you. Take care of him well. If anything happens, I'll have you take responsibility."

Knowing that he had probably incurred the dislike of that gongzi with his previous shouting, the supervisor quickly beckoned everyone out, leaving behind only Wang Chong and Ma Yinlong.

"It's really him!"

The final sliver of doubt vanished from Wang Chong's mind. Recalling the celebrated genius of the Bureau of Punishments a decade ago, and looking at the subservient, unkempt middle-aged man before him now, Wang Chong found it hard to believe that the both of them were actually the same person.

Back then, those who suffered from the Goguryeon assassinations weren't just the victims themselves.

"Who are you? I don't think that we have met before."

Now that only he and the young man was left in the room, Ma Yinlong finally lifted his head and gazed at the other party coldly. He exuded an aura that seemed to distance others from him. His attitude was much different from how he was before the plump merchant and the supervisor.

Ever since the incident a decade ago, he didn't want to have anything to do with influential officials or nobility anymore.

"Hehe, you might not know me, but I know you," Wang Chong chuckled as he revealed the true aim of his visit. "I'm here to invite you to help me capture a man."

"I fear that you might have gotten the wrong person. I'm just a humble official in charge of copying documents. If you need help capturing someone, you should visit the Bureau of Punishments or Bureau of Military Personnel. I won't be able to help you at all, so I advise you not to waste your time," Ma Yinlong replied coldly.

"You need not be in such a rush to reject me. Allow me to finish my piece first. Our operation this time round involves the Goguryeons," Wang Chong said.

A frown appeared on Ma Yinlong's face, but it disappeared in a flash, as though it was just an illusion.

"I don't know what you're talking about. I'm uninterested in the Goguryeons. The door is there, so I advise you to leave right now."

Ma Yinlong grabbed a folder of documents and started working copying them onto another sheet of paper. It couldn't be clearer from his attitude that he wanted Wang Chong to leave.

"Not even King Sosurim?" Wang Chong chuckled.

Boom!

Those words immediately caused a huge storm. Ma Yinlong's face immediately warped, and his brush was abruptly folded into two halves.

At the same moment, the air in the room suddenly turned turbulent. A powerful and fearsome aura burst into the surroundings.

This aura was so strong that even Wang Chong, who had already reached Origin Energy Tier 9, felt insignificant, like an ant before a tsunami. It was as if he was plunged into the most stormy ocean in the world, and a huge wave of thousands of chi high was threatening to crash down on him, reducing him to dust.

To think that this fellow is actually this fearsome! Feeling the immense pressure weighing down on him, Wang Chong's face darkened.

More than a decade had passed, but not only had Ma Yinlong's fighting prowess not declined, he even seemed to have grown much stronger. Even the True Martial realm Goguryeon warriors that Wang Chong faced previously would be nothing more than a speck of dust before him.

This was true strength!
__________________________
TL Notes:

Yamen is an administrative office and/or the residence of a local bureaucrat.

Qinwang is a position usually conferred to the brothers or relatives of the emperor. For example, King Song and King Qi.
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Fang of the White Tiger!

A name surfaced in Wang Chong's mind. This was the name of the person dubbed to be the greatest genius of the Bureau of Punishments a decade back.

His fighting prowess was considered to be top-notch among his peers.

Even though he was demoted to a lowly yamen of the Bureau of Personnel and had spent more than a decade of his life aimlessly, he didn't seem to have backed down on his training.

Profound Martial realm!, Wang Chong thought. Ma Yinlong's cultivation had clearly exceeded True Martial realm, reaching the ranks of Profound Martial realm.

"Gongzi, be careful!"

Just as Wang Chong was in contemplation, a shout arose. Sensing that Wang Chong was seemingly in danger, a dark silhouette jumped down from the roof, headed for Ma Yinlong.

Crap!

While Ma Yinlong did reveal his full might, there was little killing intent behind his actions. Wang Chong knew this, but Miyasame Ayaka clearly didn't.

As soon as Wang Chong stepped into the yamen, Miyasame Ayaka climbed onto the roof to keep a lookout. Thus, when Ma Yinlong made a display of his strength, Miyasame Ayaka thought that he meant Wang Chong harm and quickly leaped down to launch an attack.

"Halt!"

Wang Chong was astonished. He knew that Miyasame Ayaka was no match for Ma Yinlong, the ex-Fang of the White Tiger of the Bureau of Punishments. However, Miyasame Ayaka moved so quickly that even he couldn't stop her in time.

Klang! In the air right above Ma Yinlong, a cold gleam flashed from Miyasame Ayaka's three chi long sword as it headed for Ma Yinlong's head.

(~1m)

"Hmph!"

Amidst frenzied wind in the room, Ma Yinlong, who was seated behind his desk, lifted his gaze to glance at Miyasame Ayaka, and a cold gleam flashed across his eyes. Without even moving in the slightest, boom!, a black Deluge of Stellar Energy came pouring out from Ma Yinlong's body.

That pitch-black Deluge of Stellar Energy shook even space itself, and a metallic tone reverberated in the air.

Peng!

Struck by the wave of Stellar Energy, Miyasame Ayaka found her Origin Energy dissipating, and like an autumn wind sweeping up the fallen leaves, she was sent flying before she could even react.

"Mister Ma, stop!"

Panicking, Wang Chong charged forward to grab the falling Miyasame Ayaka while yelling for Ma Yinlong to stop.

"Who are you? Who sent you over? It has been more than a decade since I've retired from the Bureau of Punishments, the matter regarding the Goguryeons has nothing to do with me anymore. Tell me, who in the world sent you over?"

Ma Yinlong raised his head from his desk, his previous subservient and gloomy face replaced with a sharp and menacing one. Like a savage white tiger, his cold eyes seemed to peer into the depths of one's soul, inducing shivers in one’s heart.

Under such a stare, one would feel as though he was pierced by needles and subconsciously avoid it.

The atmosphere immediately grew tense. Wang Chong could sense Ma Yinlong's killing intent building up. If he couldn't offer the other party a satisfactory answer, this Bureau of Punishments's Fang of the White Tiger might just kill him in rage.

"Miyasame Ayaka, how are you? Are you injured?" Ignoring Ma Yinlong, Wang Chong held onto Miyasame Ayaka and asked her concernedly.

"I-I'm fine..." Miyasame Ayaka's black veil had been torn apart by the previous strike, revealing her extremely pale face. It seemed like having her Origin Energy dissipated had left her extremely feeble. However, her cheeks were flushed red as though fire was burning on them. Facing Wang Chong's gaze, she subconsciously turned her face away.

"Hmm?"

Wang Chong was taken aback by her gesture and froze for an instant. However, he soon realized that their position was extremely intimate—the first since they had met.

"This..." Wang Chong awkwardly placed Miyasame Ayaka down before turning his head away silently as well.

"Hmph, I'm not so kind as to go easy on you each time. If you can't offer me a satisfactory answer, it won't end so lightly the next time." Ma Yinlong's cold voice covered in the room. Only then was Wang Chong's attention pulled back to the situation before him.

"Mister Ma, just like what I've said, I'm here for the matter regarding King Sosurim. While you might have hidden yourself, you should know that people of my standing wouldn't find it too hard to uncover your whereabouts," Wang Chong said with a slightly proud tone.

As the scion of a prestigious clan, it was indeed not too difficult for him to uncover the whereabouts of a person. Regardless of where Ma Yinlong was hiding, as long as he remained in the capital, Wang Chong would surely be able to find him.

This was the influence wielded by the scions of nobility and prestigious clans, as well as their pride.

Ma Yinlong froze for a moment before his complexion finally turned gentler.

"Mister Ma, as you would know better than anyone else, the Goguryeon empire poses a huge threat to Great Tang. King Sosurim, as the chief of the Goguryeon spies operating in Great Tang, is a target that we must take down. In that incident back then, you were one of the leaders in charge of pursuing King Sosurim. Having investigated his affairs for a decade, I believe that you know him much better than anyone else. Thus, I wish to engage your help to capture King Sosurim!" Wang Chong asked grimly.

Wang Chong had made a lot of preparations to deal with the Goguryeons. With King Song's backing and the troops from the royal court, it would be easy to clear out the bases of the Goguryeons.

However, a weed had to be torn out from its roots. The death of a batch of Goguryeon warriors wasn't anything much to the massive Goguryeon empire.

As long as they wished to, they could send in batch after batch of soldiers to cause massive destruction.

To deal real damage to the Goguryeons, they had to strike at the vitals. In other words, they had to uncover their chief spy, King Sosurim.

Only after clearing away this chief spy could the threat on the lives of Great Tang's influential officials be resolved. At the very least, without this man, the influence the Goguryeon empire possessed in Great Tang would be diminished significantly.

However, King Sosurim was a very cunning man.

While Wang Chong was confident in dealing with the experts dispatched from the Goguryeon empire, he had no confidence in capturing King Sosurim.

This was the main reason why Wang Chong came to seek Ma Yinlong's help.

More than a decade ago, when King Sosurim assassinated important officials of the royal court, Ma Yinlong, as the youngest genius of the Bureau of Punishments, was one of the people in charge of the case.

He had pursued King Sosurim for years, but due to the lack of results, he ended up being expelled from the Bureau of Punishments and was demoted to the Bureau of Personnel, becoming a humble document copier.

But even so, Wang Chong knew that no one had a better grasp of King Sosurim than him.

Back then, among the officials that King Sosurim killed was Ma Yinlong's teacher, as well as the woman that he loved.

A decade ago, Ma Yinlong was still a haughty and successful young man. His teacher was Zhang Shoushan of the Bureau of Punishments, and Lord Zhang had a beautiful daughter, who was betrothed to him.

Whenever the Goguryeon assassins struck, they never left behind any survivors, and among the victims was the beloved daughter of Lord Zhang.

However, this matter wasn't well known, and Wang Chong had only heard of it by chance.

Thus, in terms of grudges, there were very few who could surpass the Bureau of Punishments's Fang of the White Tiger.

In fact, the existence of the Fang of the White Tiger had played a huge role in why King Sosurim had to lie low for that period of time.

However, despite Ma Yinlong's deep understanding of King Sosurim, he still failed to catch the spy for his entire life.

When King Sosurim launched his next mass assassination, Ma Yinlong was finally recalled by the populace once more.

Unable to accept that he had failed to stop King Sosurim once more, Ma Yinlong finally broke down.

The last news that Wang Chong heard of Ma Yinlong was that after King Sosurim successfully escaped back to the Goguryeon empire, he moved to where his teacher, Zhang Shoushan, was buried, built a straw cottage, and after several years, he also met his death.

When Wang Chong heard the news back then, he also felt deep pity for him.

Without a doubt, Ma Yinlong was a talented person. While he had failed to capture King Sosurim, he was a figure that even King Sosurim had to be wary of.

Wang Chong felt that he deserved to be given a chance to exact his vengeance!

This was also the reason why Wang Chong suddenly changed his mind when he saw the latter outside Royal Jade Pavilion. Not only would the pursuit of King Sosurim save the officials of the royal court, Ma Yinlong would also be bringing himself redemption through this.

"It's futile. You have found the wrong person. I can't help you on the matter with King Sosurim. I suggest you find someone else." Hearing Wang Chong's request, Ma Yinlong turned down the offer without the slightest hesitation.

"Mister Ma, what if I say that King Sosurim intends to launch an assassination operation similar to that a decade ago, only on a greater scale? Do you still intend to keep your hands out of it?" Wang Chong smiled coldly.

"What did you say?!" Hearing Wang Chong's words, Ma Yinlong's expression immediately warped in astonishment. He abruptly stood up and stared at Wang Chong with reddened eyes.

"Mister Ma, I'm here to tell you that King Sosurim is about to act once more!" Wang Chong said grimly.

Boom!

A shadow flashed, and even before Miyasame Ayaka could process what had happened, a figure was already standing before them. Ma Yinlong stared at the duo with killing intent raging in his eyes.

"If I were to find out that the both of you are lying to me, I'll make sure that you two die a tragic death!"

Ma Yinlong's face was incomparably dark. Even Miyasame Ayaka found her heart turning cold as her senses screamed warnings of the immense threat before her.

However, Wang Chong simply laughed casually. It was as he had expected. While Ma Yinlong had lain low for the past decade, he had never been able to put down the matter regarding King Sosurim.

"Mister Ma, I'm sure you can easily tell whether I'm speaking the truth or lying!" Wang Chong said confidently.
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Without the slightest hesitation, Wang Chong swiftly explained the entire matter to him without any reservations. King Sosurim's whereabouts had always been a mystery, and catching him was no easy feat.

However, considering the scale of the operation this time round, it was impossible for King Sosurim to not supervise the operation personally.

This would be their last chance to deal with King Sosurim. Wang Chong believed that given Ma Yinlong's intelligence, he would surely be able to deduce this much.

Thus, after explaining the entire matter, Wang Chong sat alongside Miyasame Ayaka as he patiently awaited the other party's response.

The entire room fell silent. Ma Yinlong stood motionless with a lowered head. No one could tell what he was thinking.

Wang Chong and Miyasame Ayaka were also waiting motionlessly for his reply.

Wang Chong was confident in his plan, but in the end, it was all conjecture. After a period of more than a decade, no one could say for sure what was on Ma Yinlong's mind.

And honestly speaking, Wang Chong's confidence was slowly falling. Ma Yinlong didn't seem to be a person whom he could easily convince.

"How do you want me to help you?" Ma Yinlong finally raised his head and asked after a long minute.

Hearing those words, a smile finally twinkled in Wang Chong's eyes.

------

Deep in the night, when the shadows of the trees were dancing, a crescent moon hung high above a remote courtyard.

Looking upon the first base of the Goguryeons, Wang Chong could see Goguryeon guards keeping watch all around the base, and there seemed to be a tense atmosphere lingering in the air.

In a short period of time, they had lost contact with more than a dozen Goguryeon warriors, and some of them were even True Martial realm cultivators. What was even more unnerving was that they seemed to have simply vanished from the world, leaving not a single trace behind. No one could say for sure whether they were dead, or had gone somewhere else.

Such a situation had never happened before, at least not on such a scale. As the person in charge of the first base, Li Jiuhuan was feeling extremely frustrated.

"How is it? Do we still have no clues on their whereabouts?"

Li Jiuhuan asked with his hands behind his back before the dim candlelight. He was only in his thirties, but he had a masculine face that seemed to belong to a decisive leader.

"Lord, we haven't found any clue yet. Our men have searched through every nook and cranny in Great Tang, but there are still no signs of them. In my humble view, I think that it's unlikely for them to be alive," a masked Goguryeon assassin kneeling on the floor reported earnestly. His hair was unkempt, and he had three sabers placed by his waist.

The Goguryeon military had a very strict hierarchy, especially among those deployed beyond the empire. All assassins and soldiers had to obey every single command of the local commander.

"Is there any movement from those Great Tang ducal residences? Are there any recent conflicts with the nobles here?" Li Jiuhuan asked.

After the matter became known, his first thought was that perhaps these fellows had a conflict with the scions of the nobility of Great Tang, and these scions tapped into their backing to eliminate them.

Such a matter had happened in the past before.

In a place like Great Tang where scions roamed all around, it was inevitable for one to come into contact with them given sufficient time.

While the same couldn't be said about every single scion, there were often some vicious ones. Also, given the Great Tang's strict laws against murder, they would make sure not to leave any traces behind.

Sometimes, it was impossible to find even the corpse!

A true “clean up” would mean that not even an ant would be able to find a trace. Under such circumstances, it would be impossible to track down the culprit.

As such, Li Jiuhuan's first thought was that they might have offended some formidable fellow, and ended up being eliminated.

For the men of Great Tang, the concept of restraint didn't seem to apply to Goguryeons.

"We can't eliminate this possibility, but it is very low. There are simply too many people who died this time. The second base and third base have suffered casualties as well. Our current thought is that someone is working against us. But of course, it's too early to eliminate other possibilities yet," the assassin replied respectfully.

There were professionals in charge of looking into this matter, and he was only responsible for objectively reporting the results.

Frowning, Li Jiuhuan fell silent.

Honestly speaking, it wasn't too much problem for more than a dozen Goguryeon warriors to die silently in the city. What worried him was the timing.

Li Jiuhuan didn't fear that someone was working against them, he only feared that it might hinder his lord's plan.

The only thing to rejoice over was that the disappearances occurred outside the base. Thus, it was unlikely for the person working against them to have noticed the existence of their base.

This was the only thing they could be glad of.

But of course, all these had to be credited to the lord. After all, this base was established by him singlehandedly, and no matter how thoroughly the Bureau of Military Personnel and Bureau of Punishments searched, they had never found the existence of their base.

Thus, for the lord above them, they held unreserved trust and respect!

"What did our lord say?" Li Jiuhuan asked suddenly.

"Our lord means for us to stay out of it for the moment. 'There are bound to be sacrifices if one wishes to achieve great things. Even if all of the bases have to be sacrificed, we mustn't make any move that would attract the notice of the Great Tang royal court!'—these are the words taken from the lord directly," the assassin reported respectfully.

"I understand." Li Jiuhuan was stunned for a moment, but he soon recovered from his daze. "Please tell our lord that I understand what I must do."

"Un. Half of the warriors from our empire has arrived, and soon, we'll be able to rattle the Great Tang at its core. Lord, why don't you just wait a little longer? Lord King Sosurim possesses incredible foresight. If we can deal a heavy blow to the Great Tang royal court through this operation, the deaths of our warriors will be well worth it. After all, those who have come here must have the knowledge that they might die at any moment. What do you say?" the assassin kneeling on the floor asked.

Li Jiuhuan nodded his head silently.

Hua!

At that moment, a bone-chilling sound echoed from the sky. In the blink of an eye, a pitch-black raven descended from the sky, and 'chi la!', it broke through the window and entered.

Upon seeing this black raven, grave respect immediately surfaced on the faces of the duo in the room.

Goguryeons believed in the Three-legged Crow, and so the mode of message delivery they chose was the pitch-black ravens, rather than any other avian.

"Our lord has sent word for us to gather the experts from each and every base. It seems like the operation is about to start. You should also return to receive your orders."

A grim expression immediately appeared on Li Jiuhuan's face as he waved the assassin away.

"Yes!" The assassin nodded before leaping through the window, disappearing into the deep night in an instant.

Pu!

Not too long after the assassin left, Li Jiuhuan blew out the candlelight in the room, reducing the entire room into darkness.

Sou!

At the same moment, from the southeast of the courtyard, a figure suddenly dashed out. Sou sou, with a few quick movements, the figure dashed in the direction of the assassin.

Due to his incredible movement speed, no one noticed his presence.

Ahhhhhhhh!

A long while later, from a corner outside the room, another figure slowly rose up.

After such a long wait, there's finally some news on King Sosurim, Wang Chong thought silently.

Raising his gaze to look at the darkened skies, Wang Chong swiftly made his way out. Under the dim moonlight, if one were to take a closer look, one could see a “grass cloak” on his back.

It was made by binding grass together using vines.

When Wang Chong camped at a certain spot while operating his Tortoise Breathing Art, it would be impossible to spot him! This was the camouflaging technique that Wang Chong brought here from the other world, and from the looks of it, it was working wonderfully.

After making his way out from the courtyard, Miyasame Ayaka soon walked up to him.

"Gongzi, how was it?" Miyasame Ayaka asked.

The Goguryeon bases weren't as easy to sneak into as they seemed. Despite being an assassin, she didn't dare approach the depths of the base at all—this in itself showed a lot about its security.

As such, it was Wang Chong and Ma Yinlong who infiltrated the base this time.

"Ma Yinlong is already following the target.,” Wang Chong said.

This was a collaboration between him and the ex-Fang of the White Tiger. As a Profound Martial realm expert, it wasn't too much trouble for him to follow a Goguryeon assassin without being noticed.

Regarding him, Wang Chong had no worries.

Ma Yinlong returned as swiftly as he left. A short moment later, he appeared before Wang Chong and Miyasame Ayaka.

"Follow me, I'll bring you to see something!" After saying this, Ma Yinlong turned around and left.

---

A moment later, Wang Chong, Miysame Ayaka, and the guards from the Zhuang Clan and Chi Clan finally saw what Ma Yinlong wanted to show them.

"This... Those fellows actually opened up a tunnel to bypass the capital's wall!"

Seeing the tunnel entrance before them, the faces of the group darkened.

Despite Wang Chong's usual composure, he couldn't help but frown upon seeing the tunnel.

Chang'an was where the Son of Heaven lived, as well the capital for numerous dynasties. It had been reinforced for generations after generations, thus making the ground incredibly hard. This was especially so for the regions around the walls in the royal palace—it had been reinforced with huge Huagang and Xuanwu rocks.

These rocks were incredibly compact, even swords and sabers could hardly leave a mark on them.

As for the palaces erected for the Son of Heaven, the rocks were spread several hundred zhang deep, and they covered a larger area as well.

While the city wall wasn't as fortified as the palace walls, the Imperial Army members would still patrol the area daily.

This job was already difficult enough without the Imperial Army members patrolling the area. It would require a lot of manpower over a long period of time.

To create a tunnel without alarming the Imperial Army members was, in a sense, impossible.

But the Goguryeons managed to do it! They created a secret tunnel that connected the outside to the capital. In other words, the towering city walls meant nothing to them at all—they could deploy their experts in and out of the city easily and without restraint!

While Miyasame Ayaka didn't think too much about it, the natives such as Wang Chong, Ma Yinlong, and the guards from the Zhuang and Chi Clan felt exceptionally uncomfortable after seeing the tunnel.

This was the very core of Great Tang, and yet, a group of foreigners actually built a path that allowed their men to enter and leave the city as they pleased. There was no native Great Tang citizen who could possibly be comfortable with this idea.

Wang Chong had heard of the fearsome reputation of King Sosurim, but it was only after seeing this tunnel that he finally realized how difficult an opponent that legendary Goguryeon spy was.

Without a doubt, this tunnel must be his work!
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"Did you find out where he went?" Wang Chong asked Ma Yinlong as he lifted his gaze.

"I didn't follow him. Due to the lush flora and fauna in the mountain forest, there's a good chance that I might be noticed by him. Thus, I backed off at this point. However, there is no doubt that the gathering point of the Goguryeon elite warriors is outside the city, " Ma Yinlong replied, knowing that Wang Chong was referring to the assassin.

"Outside the city?" Wang Chong's eyebrows twitched. He turned to look at the slightly protruding tip of the mountain above the city wall as he fell into deep contemplation.

After combing through the capital time and time again, the largest gathering point of the Goguryeons turned out to be outside the city. Even though it felt weird, it was understandable.

First, they had the secret tunnel so it wasn't too difficult for them to enter the city in large groups. Second, it was also much more convenient for them to escape should their trail be uncovered.

"What do you intend to do next?"

Wang Chong glanced at Ma Yinlong. The current Ma Yinlong carried a spirited disposition far different from the abject middle-aged man who was beaten up outside the Royal Jade Pavilion. His eyes seemed to be burning with intense fighting spirit.

Given Ma Yinlong's capabilities, he could have easily captured the assassin and interrogated him for the location of their base. However, he didn't do so. Instead, he let the assassin go.

Wang Chong believed that the other man must have his reasons for doing so.

As the person who boasted the most thorough understanding of King Sosurim, Wang Chong felt that Ma Yinlong deserved to be trusted.

"The Goguryeon warriors are all death troops, it is impossible to obtain any useful information out of them. Capturing them abruptly would only alarm them instead." Knowing what Wang Chong was thinking, Ma Yinlong explained his actions.

"After so many years, they finally appear once more. It's about time to settle it once and for all." Ma Yinlong sighed deeply as complicated emotions surfaced in his eyes.

---

Ma Yinlong had asked for a three-day break. He didn't mention where he was heading to, and Wang Chong didn't ask either. Everyone had a story behind them, and Ma Yinlong was no exception either. There was no need to dig up the details.

But three days later, Wang Chong saw the results of Ma Yinlong's efforts in the Royal Jade Pavilion.

Standing before Wang Chong were three disheveled middle-aged men. The first man was a bird merchant, and an exceptionally large eagle was perched on his shoulder. The second man was a single-armed drunkard. His left sleeve drifted along with the wind, and even from afar, Wang Chong could smell the scent of alcohol from him.

As for the last man, he looked like a mercenary who would do anything for money.

The trio looked a little extraordinary for those in their trade, as though there was something deeper to them. However, that was all there was to it.

There were plenty of people like them in the capital.

Usually, Wang Chong wouldn't have spared this trio an additional glance on the streets.

However, Ma Yinlong spent three whole days gathering these three people in order to introduce them to Wang Chong. Given that effort, he really had to examine them seriously.

"These people... they were officials from the Bureau of Punishments back then?" Wang Chong asked as he assessed the trio before him. He could sense the same emotions from them as the one he sensed from Ma Yinlong back then. If his deductions weren't off, they should be those who were also affected by the case back then.

"Un, but just these two. Solitary Wolf was from the Bureau of Military Personnel," Ma Yinlong said heavily as he pointed to the ferocious-looking mercenary.

"Back then, there were many important and minor officials across the six bureaus who were assassinated, causing a huge uproar. We were the officials in charge of the case back then, and failing to solve the case, we were all punished. I was demoted to become a copyist in the Bureau of Punishments. Old Eagle was stripped of his position and investigated. He ended up spending several years in jail, and after he was out, he had no choice but to retire as a bird merchant. Even though Steel Arms wasn't jailed, he lost an arm while facing the Goguryeons while investigating the case. After the incident, he spent his days in taverns in hopes of keeping his sobriety at bay. On the other hand, Solitary Wolf concealed his identity and became a mercenary instead, working for anyone who could offer him money."

"Throughout these years, many of our brothers have died or were crippled. We are probably the only ones who survived the Goguryeons' assassinations." A tinge of sorrow permeated Ma Yinlong's voice as he recounted the affairs back then. The eyes of Old Eagle, Steel Arms, and Solitary Wolf behind him also reddened.

Even though Wang Chong had never gone through the incident back then, and he knew not of the experiences of these men, he could roughly imagine what they had felt throughout these years from Ma Yinlong's voice.

A decade ago, before King Sosurim assassinated the influential officials of the royal court, they were still ambitious young men of the Bureau of Military Personnel and Bureau of Punishments. They had a bright future laid out before them.

Yet, due to that incident, the brothers who investigated the case together with them ended up either dead or crippled. The haughty talented young men back then had fallen down to earth, reduced to such an unseemly plight.

And it was on their sorrows that the name of “King Sosurim” bloomed to become a legend.

The others also felt the same as well, and in an instant, the atmosphere in the room grew heavy.

"Heh, we shouldn't talk about these depressing matters anymore. Perhaps this is our life. Fifteen years have passed, and we still can't escape our destiny. Since the matter started with us, let it end with us as well. Old Eagle, Steel Arms, and Solitary Wolf, this is Wang gongzi. His grandfather... is Duke Jiu of Great Tang!"

Initially, the trio only came here due to Ma Yinlong's plea. However, after hearing that Wang Chong's grandfather was Duke Jiu, their eyes were immediately filled with respect.

"Wang gongzi!" The three proud men immediately lowered their heads before Wang Chong and bowed deeply.

"Wang gongzi, since you're the grandson of Duke Jiu, you can't be considered as an outsider. Back then, when we failed to solve the assassination case, we should have been executed under the laws of Great Tang. It's your grandfather and his group of officials that convinced His Majesty to spare us. Thus, gongzi, feel free to command us as you please!" Steel Arms stepped forward and said, and the other two nodded in agreement.

Wang Chong's eyebrows shot up in astonishment. This was his first time hearing of this matter.

If not for the trio speaking of it, he would probably never have learned of it, either.

But considering how large the case was back then, many eyes were probably on it. Given his grandfather's standing back then, it was natural that he would get involved as well.

His grandfather would never stand idle and watch as Ma Yinlong and the others were executed by the royal court, given his temper.

"Wang gongzi, don't judge them based on their appearance. Despite having a missing hand, being a drunkard, and a person who puts his life in for money, they are all top-notch experts. Furthermore, there are probably no other experts in the capital who knew the Goguryeons better than they do." Ma Yinlong said.

"Steel Arms may only have a single arm, but his remaining right arm is extraordinarily powerful. His Right Arm Swordsmanship is forceful and deadly, even I don't have the confidence to stand up against him. Solitary Wolf often gambles with his life, fighting large groups of enemies at once. As such, his attacks wield fearsome might that even Goguryeon assassins would have to back down before. Even back then, he was an expert in the Bureau of Military Personnel, and he was currently more formidable than he was then—even the guards of the king residences wouldn't be able to match up to him now."

"He would serve as the greatest shield for gongzi. Even if gongzi were to meet with the assassination attempts of the Goguryeons, as long as there is a breath remaining in Solitary Wolf, he won't allow anyone to get close to gongzi."

Wang Chong could tell that Ma Yinlong was worried that he would underestimate the men he brought, thinking that they were incapable of protecting him.

But there was indeed nothing Wang Chong could refute in Ma Yinlong's words.

Be it Miyasame Ayaka or the experts from the Zhuang Clan and Chi Clan, they were no match for Ma Yinlong and his group at all. After all, they were much older and had cultivated far longer than Miyasame Ayaka and the others.

The gap in their experience was simply too huge!

... However, I really couldn't tell that beneath the strong alcohol smell of Steel Arms is a formidable expert, Wang Chong thought.

He had experienced Ma Yinlong's might personally, and given that the latter was full of praise for Steel Arms's Right Arm Swordsmanship, he must be truly powerful.

Ma Yinlong had already introduced two of the trio, and only the last one was left.

Wang Chong turned his gaze to the last man, Old Eagle.

"As for Old Eagle, heh, his martial arts are only average. But he possesses a talent that we are in dire need of. That's the reason why I brought him here."

Instead of beating around the bush, Ma Yinlong immediately dove into explaining Old Eagle's capabilities. "Old Eagle is a formidable eagle tamer, and back in those years, he was publicly renowned to be the best in the capital. This is precisely the reason why he was sent to work together with us to investigate the Goguryeons. The eagles he tamed are extremely intelligent, and they are capable of tracking, scouting, and hunting."

"In truth, the person whom the Goguryeons wanted to eradicate the most back then wasn't me, Solitary Wolf, and the others, but Old Eagle. Even now, the Goguryeons are still trying to track him down. Fortunately, other than the few of us, no one has ever met him."

"I believe gongzi knows that the Goguryeons like to use ravens as a source of communications. The ravens they use are exceptionally swift, such that even gyrfalcons aren't able to keep up with them. However, the eagles that Old Eagle trained have successfully captured and followed them without being noticed. If we want to find the Goguryeons' gathering point outside the city, we will require Old Eagle's ability."

"Ah!" At this moment, Wang Chong finally widened his eyes in shock as he assessed the “bird merchant”-attired Old Eagle before him. At this moment, he finally understood why Ma Yinlong went through so much trouble to bring him here.

With Old Eagle's help, the Goguryeons would be unable to conceal their tracks anymore. Furthermore, regardless of the messages they sent, Old Eagle would be able to intercept them beforehand.

To deal with the Goguryeons, Old Eagle's ability was indeed of vital importance!
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"Hahaha, wonderful! With all of you elders here, we won't have to worry about being unable to subdue the Goguryeons!" Wang Chong burst into laughter.

At this moment, he couldn't feel any happier about his previous decision. Only with Ma Yinlong and his group could his plan be truly perfected.

These people had fought with the Goguryeons for more than a decade now, and this had given them a deep insight into how they operated and their habits. With them on the team, the probability of success in the operation against the Goguryeons had increased immensely.

"With Old Eagle here, it won't be a problem uncovering the base of the Goguryeons. However, this is still insufficient." Ma Yinlong wasn't as optimistic was Wang Chong.

"It doesn't matter how many Goguryeon warrior or assassins die—the Goguryeon empire has more than enough troops to send over. This damage is truly insignificant to them. The main problem we have to deal with is King Sosurim."

A frown etched itself deeply into Ma Yinlong's forehead.

"Just as the saying goes, 'shoot the horse before the rider, capture the chief before the bandits'. Even if we were to ruin this operation of theirs, I don't have the absolute confidence that we will be able to capture King Sosurim. As long as he remains, the Goguryeons will be able to make a comeback time and time again... or perhaps, they might even go on a rampage to exact vengeance. We cannot bear this kind of damage," Ma Yinlong said.

In an instant, the atmosphere in the room grew tense. Even the less intelligent guards from the Zhuang Clan and Chi Clan could understand the meaning behind Ma Yinlong's words.

King Sosurim was the brain of the Goguryeons in Great Tang. If he wasn't captured, this operation couldn't be considered as a success. These kinds of assassinations would only be carried out again and again in the future.

"Brother Ma is right. Gongzi, you have never fought against King Sosurim before, so you don't know him well. He might seem like a careful person usually, but there's an extremely demented side to him as well. He's definitely capable of doing such stuff." Steel Arms stepped forward and spoke with a grim expression at that moment.

"Back then, we actually managed to achieve significant success in our operations. We managed to kill a huge portion of the core team of the Goguryeons in the capital. However, after the incident, King Sosurim began to exact his vengeance. Most of the brothers who fought alongside us back then were killed or crippled by relentless and frenzied assassinations from the Goguryeons, leaving behind only the few of us. My left arm was also taken away by them then."

The other two didn't say a word, but their faces indicated their agreement to Steel Arm's words.

Wang Chong frowned as he recalled the assault on Kunwu Training Camp that night. The Goguryeons there were vicious, and they were willing to die just to kill an additional enemy.

Given that tenacity of theirs, they were definitely more than capable of doing such stuff.

Only then did Wang Chong realize that he had placed his priorities wrongly.

In truth, the very criterion for success in their operation would be whether they could capture King Sosurim or not. As long as the brain remained, the Goguryeons would remain as a thorn stuck in the flesh of Great Tang.

Even if this assassination attempt was foiled, they could always conduct another one. Furthermore, what was truly scary was that there was no saying when the Goguryeons would strike. Great Tang might be able to keep its guard up for a month or two, but what if they were to exact vengeance a year or two later?

At this point, destroying the bases of the Goguryeons and killing their men was already a secondary concern. The main issue was whether they would be able to capture the chief spy King Sosurim or not.

"Elders, what are your thoughts on this matter?" Wang Chong raised his head to look at them.

"Simple! The reason why gongzi is reluctant to attack the Goguryeon bases is to avoid alarming them, right? However, the current situation is different—what we will do is to alarm them!" A cold glint gleamed in Ma Yinlong's narrowed eyes.

"It's about time to cause some chaos in the bases of those Goguryeons in the capital. In this operation, gongzi need not hold back. Only after destroying all of the Goguryeon bases in the capital will we be able to mess up King Sosurim's plan, and he will be forced to appear.

"I know him. As the chief spy of Goguryeo, he is an extremely arrogant person. He wouldn't terminate a plan just because something goes awry; instead, he would bring it forward. As long as his plan could succeed, he has no qualms sacrificing any number of his men!" At the very end of his sentence, Ma Yinlong struck the table forcefully, and his face was so livid that even Wang Chong's heart skipped a beat.

His will to slaughter King Sosurim was stronger than anyone else's.

"Don't worry, leave this matter to me." After a short moment of silence, Wang Chong nodded.

------

After leaving the Royal Jade Pavilion, Wang Chong headed straight for King Song’s Residence, and from there, he obtained several tokens that granted him the rights to mobilize various battalions of the Imperial Army.

Only a qinwang like King Song would have the right to do such a thing.

After that, Wang Chong went to find Uncle Li Lin. Dealing with the Goguryeons was an important affair; if they were to do well, it would be a huge merit on their part.

“Rich meat goes not to outsiders”. There was very little benefit that Wang Chong could obtain from this matter, so he would rather pass on the chance to his family member.

Uncle Li Lin was also very decisive about it. After hearing Wang Chong's words, he immediately went on to discuss the matter with Imperial Army Marshal Zhao Fengchen, and eventually, a huge number of Imperial Army soldiers were placed under Li Lin's command.

With these, there were around four thousand experts under Wang Chong's grasp. At his request, there were also quite a number of master archers within the group.

Needless to say, when clearing out the bases of the Goguryeons, with these troops, they could even fight a small-scale battle.

The capital stood beneath the Son of Heaven's feet. In order to prevent fear and panic amongst the populace, as well as to prevent the Goguryeons from noticing anything beforehand, they gave up moving in the day, the time which it would be the most suited for them to move, and decided to operate deep in the night instead.

------

"Are you all ready?"

Late at night, Wang Chong stood beneath a tree, gazing at a residence far away. The rooms of the residence was brightly lit, like a lighthouse guiding everyone's way.

"Gongzi, we're ready. Master archers are planted at every single crucial escape route, and the only fate that awaits any who dares to leave the residence is death," a messenger Imperial soldier reported quietly from where he knelt behind Wang Chong. From his angle, fully-armored Imperial soldiers stretched all the way to the horizon, encircling the residence tightly.

These troops were all elites, and at Wang Chong's request, the front row was equipped with thick armor and a shield.

The encirclement slowly narrowed, but without Wang Chong's orders, no one dared to make a move easily.

"Ready! Release the signal!" Gazing coldly into the distance, Wang Chong abruptly chopped down with his hand.

Boom!

Responding to Wang Chong's gesture, a brilliant firework shot into the sky, leaving behind a long trail of smoke. It looked exceptionally conspicuous in the middle of the night.

——This was the signal to attack!

"Charge! ——"

The next instant, war cries shook the air. Above the land, many Halos of Thorns bloomed magnificently like beautiful flowers beneath the dark sky.

Throughout the Great Tang capital, from the first base that Wang Chong was in, the second base, the third base... all the way to the fourteenth base, every single base that the Goguryeons had established in capital, with the exception of the gathering point beyond the walls, had all come under attack.

Four thousand Imperial Army guards of the royal court and the wall patrol charged forward as ferociously as ravenous tigers, leaping over the residence walls and into its courtyard.

Shield-wielding troops, master archers, cavalry... All of the various troops cooperated with one another, covering all aspects of battle, be it defense or offense. In an instant, all of the Goguryeon bases were tightly surrounded.

"Enemy attack! ——"

From afar, these words, spouted in Koguryoan, rang loudly in the air. The Goguryeon sentries had finally noticed the advancing Imperial Army guards.

【Congratulations to user for killing 21 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

Suddenly, a familiar voice sounded by Wang Chong's ears. Boom, frenzied winds blew in accompaniment to the voice, and a surge of energy gushed into his body from his surroundings.

"What's going on?"

Sensing the changes in his body, Wang Chong was stunned. The operation had just barely begun, and he hadn't killed a single Goguryeon. How could he receive such a notice?

However, before Wang Chong's doubts could be resolve, an even more shocking scene occurred.

【Congratulations to user for killing 22 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 23 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 24 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 25 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

A series of familiar, cold voices echoed in his head, leaving Wang Chong dumbfounded. Dense Origin Energy gathered from all around and turned into Wang Chong's strength.

Within a short moment, Wang Chong's Bane of the Battlefield grew by an amount far greater than it had in the past few months. However, what was even more baffling was that it was still growing at an insane pace.

Shocked!

Perplexed!

Everything that was happening before Wang Chong had exceeded his understanding, but the growing Bane of the Battlefield aura clearly reassured Wang Chong that everything was real.

【Congratulations to user for killing 35 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 36 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 37 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

---

【Congratulations to user for killing 49 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 50 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 51 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

Under this series of notices, Wang Chong was delighted. He subconsciously released the Bane of the Battlefield aura within him.

Weng! In the dark night, a massive ripple that was privy only to Wang Chong's eyes spread into the distance.

This time, at a distance of more than 1200 meters away, Wang Chong could see a white ripple abruptly appearing beneath the feet of the Goguryeon troops.

Different from the very first time the halo appeared, the Goguryeon troops inflicted with the white halo found their strength declining sharply.

Fear slowly spread across the Goguryeons as they sensed the abnormalities happening within them.

In an instant, the pace at which the Goguryeons died increased.

【Congratulations to user for killing 81 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 82 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 83 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

---

【Congratulations to user for killing 101 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 102 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 103 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

---

Countless notices bombarded Wang Chong, and the vortex that had gathered around him grew even larger and more intense.

In every moment of this battle, Wang Chong was growing at a pace which he dared not imagine in the past!



                                                                        Chapter 253: The Goguryeon's Treasure 

                                                                                
Given that the battle had just begun, it was impossible that a hundred men had died within the first base. Without a doubt, the notices the Destiny Stone sent involved the Goguryeon soldiers from the other bases as well.

"Could this be the reason why?"

In the blink of an eye, a thought flashed across Wang Chong's mind. He took a resplendent golden token out from his embrace.

This was the token that King Song gave him, and it also represented the complete authority that he wielded over this operation. After much contemplation, the only reason why the dead Goguryeons in the other bases could be attributed to him had to be due to this token of unparalleled authority.

Does this mean that such a token... or perhaps the authority of an official, would allow the kills to be attributed to me in such an operation, and I need not slay the men personally?, Wang Chong thought.

Having come to this realization, Wang Chong was delighted. He had found a way to make his Bane of the Battlefield grow swiftly.

Hong long!

At this moment, Wang Chong had finished the final step to his metamorphosis. Hong long long, furious winds raged, and thunder rumbled within his head. Along with this rumbling, a massive, formless ripple was suddenly pulled inward, dragging a huge surge of energy back to him.

【Congratulations to user for killing more than 100 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire! The Bane of the Battlefield aura is upgraded from level 0 to level 1!】

The distinctive cold voice of the Destiny Stone echoed in Wang Chong's head. At the same moment, the area of Wang Chong's Bane of the Battlefield aura expanded greatly.

In an instant, all of the Goguryeon troops in the first base were covered in the area of effect of the halo. A white ripple abruptly appeared around them, scaring the Imperial Army guards fighting with them. Thinking that it might be a hidden means of their enemies, they immediately fought even more furiously.

However, the Goguryeon troops they were facing were even more shocked than them. They were already in a disadvantageous position, and this aura only made it worse for them.

Some of the True Martial realm 1-dan “Single Halo” experts even found their Thorn Halos flickering weakly, like candles before a strong gale. However, the ones who were hit the worst were the Origin Energy Tier 9 Goguryeon soldiers. Putting aside how their cultivation fell to Origin Energy Tier 8, there were signs that it was going to fall even further.

"What's going on?"

The unkempt Li Jiuhuan was astonished and angered. As the head of the base, he wasn't affected by the Bane of the Battlefield. As such, he couldn't understand what the others were experiencing.

However, it was clear to him that none of his men were in their best states.

"Retreat! Retreat!" Li Jiuhuan bellowed loudly. The Great Tang Imperial Army had clearly come well-prepared. Not only were their formations organized, they also had plenty of experts with them.

Li Jiuhuan knew that now that they were exposed, the base was a goner.

The only hope he had now was that the only place exposed was theirs.

Xiu xiu xiu!

Steel arrows suddenly whizzed out from the depths of the residence like venomous vipers. At this crucial moment, the condor snipers in the first base had made their moves.

Even though there were only two of them, they clearly displayed the incredible might that condor snipers wielded. In just a moment, five deadly arrows had struck the Imperial soldiers in the courtyard.

Boom!

But not long after they made their move, a sound reminiscent of the heavens being torn down sounded from afar. Before Li Jiuhuan could even react, hong hong! The two condor snipers were impaled in their chests by two thick and sharp arrows, their bodies nailed firmly to the floor.

Too fast!

They had no time to react at all. In just an instant, the two condor snipers that they had spent great effort to groom breathed their last.

Li Jiuhuan's face immediately turned as pale as a sheet of paper as he gazed into the distance.

Sou!

Without any hesitation, Li Jiuhuan immediately leaped onto the roof and escaped eastwards.

This base was doomed, it was impossible to salvage the situation anymore.

Li Jiuhuan knew that the best he could do was to preserve his own life.

"Where do you think you are escaping to?!"

A furious bellow echoed through the air. Just as Li Jiuhuan was jumping across the walls of the residence, an Imperial Army commander suddenly appeared before him. With rumbling Stellar Energy, his saber cut down to intercept Li Jiuhuan...

At the same moment, in the distance, the two-meter tall master archer that King Song sent to Wang Chong also lowered the humongous bow in his hands. There wasn't the slightest emotion on his face, as though he had only accomplished something unimportant.

"Good job!"

Beneath the shadow of the tree, Wang Chong immediately uttered a compliment generously upon seeing this feat.

This fellow was simply too powerful! He was at an entirely different level from the others!

If he had been there on Kunwu on the night of the assault, he would have been able to destroy all of the Goguryeon and Turk master archers singlehandedly.

That was how formidable this expert King Song assigned to him was!

Klang!

Without any hesitation, Wang Chong drew his sword and charged forward with a roar.

"Gongzi, be careful!"

Seeing Wang Chong charging forward, Miyasame Ayaka was alarmed. She immediately leaped out from the nearby bushes and followed behind him.

"Haha, don't worry. Given the huge army we have here, what kind of danger could there be?"

Wang Chong chuckled as he drove his Phantom Steps to its limits, flitting into the distance.

【Congratulations to user for killing 140 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 141 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 142 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

---

【Congratulations to user for killing 175 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 176 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 177 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

---

As the emotionless voice continued calling out in his head, an immense amount of energy seemed to seep continuously into Wang Chong's body, strengthening him.

The Bane of the Battlefield halo grew rapidly. The formless ripple around Wang Chong was expanding at a rapid pace.

Putting aside how it had covered the entire first base, it was even swiftly creeping toward the location of the second base.

Furthermore, the effects it had on True Martial realm experts was growing stronger by the moment. Some of the True Martial realm 1-dan Single Halo cultivators found their Halos of Thorns being extinguished altogether as Wang Chong's Halo grew stronger.

——Robbed of their martial Halos, their strength immediately declined sharply once more.

On the other hand, the Origin Energy realm Goguryeon troops found the effects of the Halo capping after their cultivation fell to Origin Energy Tier 7.

Wang Chong was still perplexed initially, but he soon understood the logic behind it.

The ability of his Halo affected only the Origin Energy within cultivators, and not their physical prowess.

As such, the cultivation of Origin Energy realm Goguryeon troops didn't fall any further than Origin Energy Tier 7. But even so, the Bane of the Battlefield halo was sufficiently fearsome with just this.

After all, almost everyone in the first base found their cultivation plummeting by one entire tier.

In a battle, it could easily spell the difference between victory and defeat. This was the might of a war-type halo!

By this time, the battle in the first base was nearly settled. Wang Chong only managed to engage a couple of opponents before the battle concluded entirely.

Goguryeon corpses filled the entire courtyard, and blades and steel arrows were scattered all over the ground.

"Reporting to gongzi, we found a few steel chests in the depths of the Goguryeon base!" After the battle concluded, an Imperial soldier walked up to Wang Chong and reported the presence of a few chests in a secret underground chamber in the first base.

Wang Chong followed the Imperial Army soldier to the secret underground chamber, and indeed, a row of locked chests was by the wall.

What is inside? Weapons?, Wang Chong thought.

Given that the Goguryeons were prepared to go on a slaughter in the capital, they had to be in possession of a huge amount of weapons. Thinking so, Wang Chong drew his Wootz steel sword and klang!, the lock was split apart. Then, with a creaking sound, the lid was opened.

However, an unexpected sight appeared before the group. The moment they opened the chest, a brilliant golden gleam mixed with a strong medicinal aura surfaced before them.

Contained in the chest were not weapons, but highly matured Goguryeon ginsengs!

Sssss!

Upon seeing the entire chest of Goguryeon ginsengs, even the Imperial soldier gasped in shock.

They might not know much about the Goguryeon empire, but they did know the value of the ginseng produced there. It was one of the most precious treasures that a martial artist could obtain!

Yet, there was an entire chest of it before them at this very instant. Making a rough estimation, there were at least six hundred of them here. This was a humongous wealth!

... I've really struck it rich this time!

Seeing the brilliant Goguryeon ginsengs before him, Wang Chong was dumbstruck for an instant. His harvest for this operation was far greater than he had expected such that he fell into a momentary daze.

"If contained within this chest isn't weapons but ginsengs, is it possible for the other chests to be..."

Suddenly, a thought flashed across Wang Chong's mind as his gaze fell on the other chest. Agitation and excitement immediately struck him.

Klang klang klang!

With this thought in mind, Wang Chong swiftly broke all of the locks with his Wootz steel sword.

Prying open the remaining eleven chests, the same resplendent golden glow flashed before him once more. There were twelve chests of Goguryeon ginsengs here!

He had really struck it rich this time!

In that instant, Wang Chong couldn't help but burst out laughing from sheer delight.

"Gongzi, how do we deal with these Goguryeon ginsengs?"

Bowing slightly, the Imperial Army soldier sought for instructions. His attitude was humble and had no intentions of laying his hands on this huge wealth here. Wang Chong was the highest commander for this operation. Not to mention, with King Song's token on him, he represented King Song himself.

Even if it was a mountain of gold or chest of divine pills, no one would possibly dare to vie with King Song for it.

At the very least, the Imperial Army was sufficiently disciplined to know better than to do so.

"Leave behind one chest to share it with the brothers. As for the rest, carry them to my residence!"

Wang Chong contemplated for a moment before waving his hands majestically.

As the head of this operation, he did have the right to determine the allocation of the loot. King Song would have no qualms about it even if he were to learn of the matter.

Striking down the Goguryeon base and diminishing their influence in the capital was a huge merit in itself. While Wang Chong wouldn't be officially recognized for his efforts, and promotion and the like didn't apply to him, he was at least entitled to such benefits.

"Thank you, gongzi!"

Hearing that Wang Chong had left a chest for them, the Imperial Army member was delighted.

One must know that going by the rules, Wang Chong had the rights to claim it all for himself. Yet, he chose to leave a chest for them. Considering the number of ginsengs in each chest, that was a massive sum of money!

Also, their contribution in this matter would also be recorded down as their merits, so they would benefit greatly from this operation as well!



                                                                        Chapter 254: Huge Merit! 

                                                                                
Soon, the allocation of all of the loot was decided, and the corpses of the Goguryeons were emptied as well.

——Wang Chong didn't forget that each of them held a ginseng in their possession!

While the battle in the first base had concluded, the fight was still ongoing in other locations.

【Congratulations to user for killing 301 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 302 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 303 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

---

As that emotionless voice continued ringing in Wang Chong's head, the number of kills soon exceeded the three hundred mark, and it was still rising at an incredible pace.

The pleasure from seeing one's strength rising swiftly was indescribable!

To think that King Song's token would have so many benefits to it. It's a pity that this is a one-of-a-kind event, I will have to return it back to him after the operation, Wang Chong sighed in self-pity.

The core members of the royal court had their own tokens, be it the qinwang or the influential officials. These were issued to them by the royal court, and they had to take good care of them personally. While it was possible to loan a token out from time to time, they couldn't let them out of their hands for an extended period of time.

Thus, it would probably be a long time before he could experience such swift growth once more.

Leaving the first base, Wang Chong, along with Miyasame Ayaka and the guards from the Zhuang Clan and Chi Clan, headed swiftly for the other bases.

Wang Chong's intention was simple. The only reason why the first base could be destroyed so swiftly was due to the support from his Bane of the Battlefield.

However, the same couldn't be said about the other bases.

Thus, by heading to the other bases, his halo could help end the battle faster, thus reducing the death toll on their side.

【Congratulations to user for killing 485 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 486 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 487 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

---

By this moment, the range of Wang Chong's Bane of the Battlefield halo had already expanded to a radius of more than eight kilometers, or a diameter of sixteen kilometers!

An hour later, all of the battles had come to an end. The number of Goguryeon soldier kills ended up at six hundred and twenty-three.

Wang Chong's Bane of the Battlefield halo had also reached a radius of around eleven kilometers. At the same time, he also obtained a few more dozen chests filled with Goguryeon ginseng. What's more, most of them were golden in color; only very rarely would he see ordinary white ginseng of maturity below a hundred years.

Most of these chests were sent to Wang Chong's residence as the reward for the chief of the operation!

------

"Hahaha, Chong-er! We've really achieved a huge merit this time round!"

By the wall of the eighth Gogouryeon base stood a verdant tree that seemed to reach up to the sky. Beneath its lush crown, Uncle Li Lin's face reddened in excitement as he stared at the huge flame burning down the courtyard.

This kind of contribution was exactly what he was in dire need of!

After all, he couldn't possibly climb up the ranks of the Imperial Army just by depending on Zhao Fengchen—he wouldn't win the respect of anyone that way. However, with such a credit to his name, even without Zhao Fengchen's recommendation, he would still be able to rise up.

He was getting more and more fond of this nephew of his. The more he looked at the boy, the prouder he felt. Other people depended on fawning on the wealthy and the noble to climb through the ranks, but his greatest support was his nephew pushing him, instead!

Even though he was reliant on his nephew, Li Lin didn't think there was anything shameful about it.

Rather, it was an honor that such a talented youth had emerged from their clan. After living in humility for the past few decades, his time had finally come!

"Uncle, you need not worry, this is just the start. Wait until we capture King Sosurim, that will then be a truly great merit. With that, you won't have to worry about a lack of promotion anymore!" Wang Chong chuckled as he stood alongside his uncle. In the period of time they hadn't met, he realized that his uncle had changed once again.

His stature had grown more upright, and he looked like a spear erected on the spot. He was also filled with drive and spirit, and it seemed like nothing was impossible for him.

Without a doubt, uncle's cultivation had improved greatly during this period of time. It was good that the cultivation technique Wang Chong gave him had worked its wonders, and he hadn't wasted his effort.

Wang Chong felt comforted inside.

He hadn't introduced Zhao Fengchen to Uncle Li Lin just for his Uncle to remain under Zhao Fengchen's shadow for his entire life. Rather, Zhao Fengchen should be a means to his Uncle’s ends.

His greatest goal was for Uncle Li Lin to become an independent and powerful force in the Imperial Army, not a follower of anyone else.

"Uncle, you should take these five chests of Goguryeon ginseng with you. Also, I'll send some pills to you soon." Wang Chong spoke up suddenly as a thought occurred to him.

"Haha, are you afraid that my cultivation is lacking?" Li Lin turned around and chuckled.

"Hehe. Uncle, are you afraid of gaining too much influence? If I recall correctly, the Imperial Army is split into several factions. In such an environment, it would be beneficial to be stronger than the others. Besides, the ranks in the Imperial Army are tied to one's cultivation, right? In any case, there's surely no mistake in raising your cultivation, "Wang Chong replied.

Five chests should contain more than three thousand Goguryeon ginseng. It was more than sufficient for Uncle Li Lin's cultivation.

On the other hand, Uncle Li Lin fell into deep contemplation.

Honestly, his initial thoughts were to reject Wang Chong's offer. He was already content with the merits he had earned from this operation, and since the ginseng was going to their clan anyway, there was no need for him to fight over it.

However, after hearing Wang Chong's words, he couldn't help but rethink his perspective.

His nephew's words were spot-on. The factional rivalry in the Imperial Army was much more intense than outsiders could ever imagine. Just by following behind Zhao Fengchen for a short period of time, he could already feel that he was being rejected by the other factions.

In the Imperial Army, everything was dictated by strength. The strongest fist would gain the greatest respect and loudest voice.

"Alright, then!" Uncle Li Lin eventually nodded.

Wang Chong chuckled in response.

"Report! Lords, we've finished sweeping through the battlefields!" an Imperial Army guard rushed over and bowed respectfully before the duo at that moment.

"Good. You can leave now." Uncle Li Lin waved his hands, gesturing for the Imperial soldier to back down. After which, he turned to Wang Chong with a sharp glint in his eyes.

"Chong-er, now that the battle is over, what is your next course of action?"

"Hehe, you didn't alarm the final base, did you?" Wang Chong asked.

"Of course not!" Li Lin smiled in response.

"Good. Let's withdraw our forces then!"

---

After sending Uncle Li Lin off with his gaze, Wang Chong turned around and returned to the Royal Jade Pavilion. At such a moment, the advantages of possessing a place of his own were shining through.

The other shops of the capital didn't open at night, and the Wang Clan was too conspicuous. By taking the Royal Jade Pavilion as his base of operations, it was more convenient, and he could avoid unwanted attention as well.

Even if others were to see him visiting the pavilion often, they would only think that he relished the dishes here. It was hard to imagine that he would buy down the whole place.

What was even harder to imagine was that he would actually arrange for Ma Yinlong, Old Eagle, Steel Arms, and Solitary Wolf to be stationed here.

"How is it?" As soon as Wang Chong stepped to the second floor of the pavilion, the group of four immediately turned their gazes to him and asked him hurriedly.

Wang Chong made an “'OK” sign, only to meet with the doubtful gazes of the four. Only after a moment of confusion did he realize that the four didn't understand his gesture.

"It's done." Wang Chong smiled. It would take a miracle for them to fail after mobilizing so many elites and experts of the Imperial Army, as well as the authority of King Song.

Hu!

After hearing Wang Chong's words, the four of them heaved a collective sigh of relief. Their hearts finally fell back into their chests.

"Wang gongzi, please pardon us for not participating in the operation tonight. We are familiar faces to King Sosurim, so we might alert him were we to appear on any of the battlefields. The same goes for Old Eagle's eagles, as well. It wouldn't be good if our existences were to be revealed to him too early on.

"If King Sosurim were to notice our involvement in the operation tonight, the nature of the event would change. Perhaps, he might even cancel the whole operation," Ma Yinlong quickly explained, suddenly realizing something. 

"Don't worry, I understand," Wang Chong chuckled casually as he waved his hands to show that he thought nothing of it. As the saying went, “doubt not the man you use, use not the man you doubt”. Since Wang Chong decided to put his trust into Ma Yinlong and the others, how could he doubt their intentions?

Seeing Wang Chong's magnanimous gestures, the group of four were a little impressed. This gongzi might be young, but he possessed maturity far beyond his age. A scion he might be, but he didn't possess the aura of decadence that usually came with one.

Fifteen years had passed, but they might really be able to capture King Sosurim this time!

"Elders, what do you think we should do next?" Seated cross-legged opposite to the group, Wang Chong humbly asked for their guidance.

"Gongzi, your men didn't touch the last base, right?"

"They didn't."

"Good. The main goal of our operation is that base. If we were to overthrow all of their bases at once, the Goguryeons would surely suspect that we knew of all of their movements. On the other hand, if we were only to attack some of them, they might still bank their hopes on luck. In fact, the more bases we destroy, the stronger this thought becomes."

"We understand King Sosurim's mentality. He's an incredibly arrogant person, so arrogant that he wouldn't change a plan that he has decided upon easily. No matter how huge the sacrifice may be, he would go along with it as long as he can see success at the end of the route.

"The greatest advantage we have at hand is that he's in the open, while we are in the dark. You are a new player in this game, so no matter how many men you have killed and how many Goguryeon bases you have destroyed, King Sosurim still doesn't know you. Thus, he can't possibly imagine that we are standing behind your back. This is our greatest weapon against him," Ma Yinlong spoke grimly.

"Wait a moment," Wang Chong suddenly interjected. "Elder, didn't you just say that King Sosurim doesn't know me? Hehe, an idea suddenly came to my mind."

Following which, Wang Chong revealed the idea he had.

"Hahaha, that works fine as well. Since you're going to do it, do it big. The more forceful you shake the tree, the more unfathomable you will appear to King Sosurim. He might even underestimate you. Wang gongzi, let's do as you have planned," Ma Yinlong chuckled after hearing Wang Chong's intentions. If they were to cooperate with Wang Chong on his plan, there would be a greater chance of success in the final operation.

"So, it'll be up to you next, Old Eagle."

"Un," Old Eagle nodded his head grimly.

So many years had passed, it was about time to exact vengeance for their fallen brothers.



                                                                        Chapter 255: Plotting in the Middle of the Night 

                                                                                
Hong long!

When news of more than a dozen of Goguryeon bases being destroyed spread out, a huge uproar was incited in the capital.

It was no secret that there were spies from the other countries in Great Tang, but never had there been a power who established such a huge spy network in their country like the Goguryeon empire.

Especially when the corpses came into public view, an even larger uproar broke out.

An army of five to six hundred soldiers—this was already at the scale of a small rebellion’s army.

Furthermore, based on the news from the royal court, the bases they had established had more than a dozen years of history behind them. It was unimaginable how much destruction they had caused with these bases of operation. In fact, the night assault at Kunwu Training Camp was likely to be their handiwork, as well!

The large sabers these Goguryeon soldiers were equipped with proved the greatest evidence of their identities. It solidified the rumors of the vile plans the Goguryeon warriors had in the capital.

The Imperial Army was mobilized to comb through the capital to capture those who had managed to escape from their net that night. This was especially so for the city's west, where most of the Goguryeons lived. A huge army was dispatched to search the entire area thoroughly.

Against the rage of the citizens, the usually ferocious Goguryeons chose to keep a low profile and cooperated docilely with the army. Time and time again, they assured the authorities that they were proper merchants, and they were very different from assassins and warriors who caused destruction in the capital.

Within a single day, a huge number of Goguryeons were captured. Oddly enough, the merchants from the Western Regions and the other nations chose to maintain silence.

They had also noticed that the nature of this incident was very different from those that had happened before. Destruction and assassination, this wasn't the scope of work a proper merchant should be involved in. Not to mention, a nation's security had been severely breached.

The usual protests they had used couldn't and shouldn't be applied to this event.

As the matter regarding the Goguryeons created a huge storm throughout the capital, more and more details of the clean-up were being revealed. Rumor had it that the one in charge of that operation yesterday night was an Imperial Army commander known as Li Lin.

Due to this matter, he was complimented in the Imperial Army and was even promoted to a grade-5 Dragonfang Commander. However, the person who broke into the network of Goguryeon spies within the capital was a name which the citizens couldn't be any more familiar with: Wang Chong!

It was him who found some clues from the Kunwu night assault and tracked down the Goguryeon's hiding spot and bases. Eventually, he brought in the Imperial Army to clear them out.

It could be said that Wang Chong was the true meritorious subject behind the veil!

---

"Bastard!"

At the gathering point on an unknown mountain beyond the walls of the capital, an austere figure smashed his fist into a table as a fearsome aura flowed out from him.

Six trembling figures kneeled before him in fear.

"Such a huge operation, and you all didn't notice a single thing beforehand?"

There wasn't any light in the room. That austere figure leaned forward slightly, and a cold gleam could be seen in his eyes even in the deep darkness. The powerful pressure that he exerted would leave anyone trembling in fear.

"Reporting to Your Highness, their operation was very abrupt and there wasn't any news beforehand. Furthermore, they mobilized the Imperial Army for the operation and attacked all of the bases simultaneously in the middle of the night, when our brothers were laxest. As such, we didn't have any time to make any countermeasures and escape!"

"The person who planned the operation is a formidable strategist. He made sure to seal every single possible path of escape," one of the black-robed assassin kneeling on the floor reported.

There was only a person who could be addressed as “Your Highness” by the Goguryeons outside the Goguryeon empire. Without a doubt, the austere man in the room was the chief spy in Great Tang, “King Sosurim”!

"Our base couldn't possibly be exposed that easily. Did anyone find any signs of involvement from the Fang of the White Tiger?" King Sosurim uttered coldly in the darkness. A chilly aura seemed to cover the entire room.

Having more than a dozen bases destroyed in a single night, this was truly disastrous.

His first thought was that perhaps the experts from the Bureau of Military Personnel and Bureau of Punishments had been involved in the operation. Only those old foes could possess such an in-depth understanding of their operations.

"None at all. When the incident happened, our men investigated the surroundings and they saw no hints of the Fang of the White Tiger or his peers," another Goguryeon assassin reported.

Even though more than a dozen bases were destroyed overnight, they still had men scattered throughout the city.

However, it was indeed true that the bulk of their manpower was stationed in those bases.

When the matter happened, most of the bases were set ablaze, so it was impossible for the others located throughout the city to be unaware of the matter. Even though they dared not approach the scene, they still scouted the area from afar.

As such, they managed to gather significant intelligence on the operation yesterday night.

"Could this really be just a coincidence?" King Sosurim narrowed his eyes and different emotions flickered across his face. However, his actions seemed to induce even more fear in the Goguryeon assassins as they lowered their heads even lower.

"Even though we can't confirm the matter, based on the news we have received, it is likely that this is just a coincidence. Also, we have some results regarding the matter which Your Highness had us look into previously," the third Goguryeon spy said as he took out a book from his chest and passed it forward respectfully.

Each of the Goguryeons stationed in the capital had their own scope of responsibility, and his was clearly intelligence.

The entire room was silent. King Sosurim paused for three seconds before grabbing the scroll from the Goguryeon assassin's hands, and upon the very first glance, his expression immediately warped slightly in astonishment. He continued spinning through the pages silently as he read on.

"Your Highness, we have gathered some information on that Wang Chong from last night. He's the grandson of Great Tang's Duke Jiu, and the Imperial Army commander behind yesterday's operation is his uncle, Li Lin. The both of them share an intimate relationship.

"He might be young, but he isn't a person we can underestimate. Be it the Consort Taizhen incident or the regional commanders incident, there are signs of his involvement behind them. In fact, the head of the Yao Clan, Yao Chong, even lowered his head to his nemesis, Wang Jiu Ling, due to him."

"From the looks of it, this young man possesses extraordinary capabilities. He isn't like the typical scions in the capital. On top of that, he also has an intimate relationship with Great Tang's King Song, and he has been seen entering the King Song Residence on many occasions. Without a doubt, the Imperial Army from the royal court yesterday night was mobilized using King Song's influence."

"Otherwise, given his uncle's standing, it is impossible for him to be given command over such a large group of Imperial Army soldiers. Also, our men found traces of him at the site of the operations. However, due to the presence of several experts around him, we didn't dare to move recklessly.

"More importantly... we also found his records at Kunwu Training Camp—he is a recruit at White Tiger Peak, where our troops were first defeated!" At this point, the third assassin suddenly paused before continuing on grimly.

"Also, by interrogating some of the recruits in Kunwu Training Camp, we confirmed that he had led a group of men to the other peaks to offer support!"

Deep killing intent emanated from the words of the assassin. At the same instant, the killing intents of the other five men also flared up.

There was no doubt about the situation anymore. Even though the eradication of over a dozen of their bases over the course of a single night sounded inconceivable, given the history of that Wang Chong, it wasn't entirely impossible.

A person who could cause such a huge uproar in the Great Tang royal court couldn't be analyzed from the perspective of an ordinary man. He might be young, but he wasn't a person who should be gauged by his age anymore. No matter what he did at this point, it didn't seem impossible anymore.

The entire room plunged into silence.

Be it King Sosurim or the six Goguryeon assassins, none of them spoke a single word. The news they had just received was significant.

Ever since the fall of the Fang of the White Tiger more than a dozen years ago, they had never met with such a formidable opponent in the capital. And the only difference between him and the Fang of the White Tiger was that the Fang of the White Tiger failed.

The young man named Wang Chong was only in his teens, and yet he had already given them two lethal blows and a death toll of more than seven hundred men.

Compared to the Fang of the White Tiger back then, Wang Chong looked far more dangerous.

To both the Goguryeon empire and the spies stationed in the capital, this wasn't good news.

Everyone knew what this meant.

That Wang Chong must be eliminated at all cost, or else he would pose a huge threat to Goguryeo in the future!

"Have you checked the final base? Is it safe? Are there suspicious men loitering in the area?"

After a long period of time, it was King Sosurim who first broke the silence. His tone was contemplative and reeked of schemes.

"We have looked into it, and there are no suspicious men loitering in the area. Most likely, Great Tang hasn't found this base yet, so it should still be safe,” one of the assassins replied.

King Sosurim remained silent, but those who were familiar with him could see the tenseness in his gaze slackening significantly.

Compared to the entire Goguryeon empire, those bases were nothing. It mattered not whether all of their men had died or not.

However, the fact that this base wasn't uncovered by the other party had great significance.

It seems like he's still too young!…, King Sosurim lifted his gaze and sneered coldly inwardly.

"Gather the warriors of the empire!" King Sosurim stood up and instructed. Weng! The six men in the room immediately shook as they raised their shocked gazes.

"Your Highness, are we going to move now?"

"But Great Tang's guard is up against us at this very moment!"

"I fear that we might incur huge losses should we move at this moment!"

Everyone was astonished. They knew that King Sosurim wasn't the type to give up on his plans easily, but who could have thought that he would immediately rush into action when everything was tense.

"Hmph! Within the truth hides illusions, and within illusions hide the truth. Great Tang may look like it's on its guard at this very moment, but in truth, their guards could be said to be down as well. They would never expect us to engage in assassinations while their men are combing through the entire city."

King Sosurim raised his gaze majestically. His voice wasn't exceptionally loud, and it held compelling authority.

"An eye for an eye, this is how we Goguryeons have always operated. Retaliation, this is the best response we can give to their aggression, as well the best consolation we can offer to the warriors who have passed away. For the glory of our empire, what does personal sacrifice count as?

"It's the greatest glory for a warrior to give his life up for the empire! The empire will remember and honor their efforts forever!"

His words had strangled everyone's objections. Respect immediately gleamed in the eyes of the six assassins.

"Yes, Your Highness!"

"Three days later, when the final group of warriors arrives, we'll make our move. Also, add the Wang Clan into our hitlist as well. Since we are going to kill the influential officials of Great Tang, why don't we clear out that pesky clan while we're at it? Those who try to overstep their boundaries will have to pay for their sins!" King Sosurim harrumphed coldly as he walked down from his throne.

"Yes!"

After his departure, silence returned to the darkness.



                                                                        Chapter 256: Scouting! 

                                                                                
The mountainous wind raged angrily. While King Sosurim and the group of Goguryeon assassins were planning their next course of action, no one noticed a huge eagle circling the sky right above them within the deep darkness.

That eagle remained completely silent, but its sharp eyes seemed to be engraving everything it saw into its memory.

Sou!

After an unknown length of time, the eagle finally left the area, flying to the northeast amidst the furious gale.

Shu shu, the huge eagle flew across the crown of a tree as it descended, eventually reaching a small foothill of the mountain. A thick arm stretched out to allow the trained, intelligent eagle. At the same time, the other hand threw a piece of meat jerky over.

The huge eagle caught the meat jerky and swallowed it with a few forceful bites.

"To think that the Goguryeon base would actually be there!"

Beside the Old Eagle whose arm the eagle was perched on, Solitary Wolf grabbed his lower jaw as a dazed expression surfaced on his face. His gaze was directed to the scenery in the distance, where the tip of a monastery could be vaguely seen amidst the winding mountains.

"These Goguryeons sure are cunning. To actually take a monastery deep in the mountains as their base! If we haven't known of it in advance, who would have thought that this would be their base of operations?"

Steel Arms couldn't help but feel relieved. If not for Old Eagle's trained eagles following the ravens that the Goguryeons use to communicate into this monastery, he would have never thought that the Goguryeons would be hiding here.

"I remember a merchant reporting to the royal court that he would donate to have a monastery built in the middle of the mountains four months ago. From the looks of it now, they started their preparations all the way from back then."

Wang Chong looked at the southwest direction and saw the massive monastery too, and a deep frown immediately appeared on his forehead. This monastery was rather famous in his previous life too, but who could have thought that it would actually be a gathering point for the Goguryeons?

Thinking about it now, this monastery probably played an important role as to why King Sosurim was able to escape the from Great Tang's pursuit and successfully return back to Goguryeo.

"Since this monastery is the gathering point of the Goguryeons, then without a doubt, the merchant who donated to it must be a Goguryeon as well. I heard that the workers he recruited also prohibited outsiders from approaching the area during the construction. Most probably, the monks and the construction workers are all Goguryeons as well."

"Given how huge an affair it is, the Goguryeons couldn't possibly have delegated the jobs to outsiders!"

A strong wind blew across the small hill, brushing by the grim faces of the group.

King Sosurim was much more cunning than they had thought.

Even if something were to happen, no one would lay doubt on this monastery! After all, everything was done openly—the establishment of the monastery was officially reported, and it was constructed beneath the eyelids of the royal court—so there was no reason for the royal court to suspect this monastery!

"No matter how many people they brought and how cunning they are, this operation is bound to be a failure. Old Eagle, how is the situation?"

Ma Yinlong turned to ask Old Eagle, who was busy feeding his eagle.

"Not very good. They have a sentry every three steps and a patrol every five. I'm afraid that we would be noticed by the Goguryeons before we can even approach the monastery. Not only so, this area is filled with flora and fauna, and the geography is complicated, thus making it easy for him to escape. Even if the Goguryeons were to realize that their plan was doomed, they could simply abandon the monastery and escape whenever they wish to!" Old Eagle replied grimly as he fed the last piece of meat jerky to the eagle perched on his arm. The wariness of the Goguryeons was far greater than he had expected. There was no opening he could see that they could exploit.

Under such circumstances, it was nearly impossible for them to approach the monastery. Before their army could even get close, their target would have long escaped.

Hearing Old Eagle's words, everyone frowned.

As long as they didn't resolve this problem, it would be nearly impossible for their mission to succeed even though they had found the Goguryeon's last gathering point.

"Not only so, have you forgotten about the elites they have dispatched over? Since King Sosurim intends to deal with the influential officials, the troops he brought over are the top-notch experts of Goguryeo. In fact, some of them are even of commander rank. If we don't have sufficient manpower, we might just end up being wiped out by them instead!" Steel Arms said grimly. It was due to his carelessness that he lost an arm a dozen years ago. The harsh lesson he had gone through then was still deeply engraved in his mind.

"Gongzi, there's a matter that you must take note of. The Goguryeons that we eliminated in the previous few bases are just ordinary warriors. On the other hand, the assassins that King Sosurim is going to deploy for assassinating the influential officials are all elites from Goguryeo.

"If we want to clean them up, we must be exceptionally careful. None of us can bear the consequences should our mission fail!"

The Goguryeon incident had caused a huge storm in the capital, and everyone's attention was on it. This included the foreigners, such as those from the Western Regions, as well.

If this operation were to fail and the Goguryeons manage to escape, the reputation of the Wang Clan would surely plummet greatly.

"Leave minor affairs such as this to me." After a moment of contemplation, Wang Chong smiled.

"I'll liaise with the royal court through King Song and have them send the most elite troops they have. As long as I tell them that the matter from more than a decade ago is about to happen once more, so that they understand the severity of the matter, the royal court should know what to do."

The matter that happened more than a decade ago had dealt a crushing blow to the royal court, and it was still fresh in the minds of most of the older officials.

In truth, Wang Chong wouldn't have to do too much. He believed that just by describing the situation, the influential officials would surely be rushing forward to offer their strongest men to him. There was no need for him to worry about the issue regarding manpower.

Ma Yinlong, Old Eagle, Steel Arms, and Solitary Wolf glanced at one another, awed.

This was exactly the power of possessing influence and a strong background!

To them, this matter which could be done with a few words on Wang Chong’s part was completely unachievable for them. At least, if they had connections like Wang Chong's, they wouldn't have suffered such a tragic defeat back then, and their brothers wouldn't have ended up laying the groundwork for King Sosurim's “greatness”. They also wouldn't have been plagued with nightmares for years afterward.

Regretful as they might be, they also felt relieved to have a scion on their side. This had been a great convenience for their operations.

Not to mention, the four of them had also been expelled from the Bureau of Military Personnel and Bureau of Punishments, so they could only count on Wang Chong on this matter, anyway.

"We also have to find a way to deal with the sentries, as well! This is crucial to the success of the operation," Steel Arms said.

"Don't worry, they won't get away!" Wang Chong chuckled. He raised a finger and started drawing on the ground. His strange actions immediately attracted the attention of the crowd.

"I just gave it some thoughts, and given the terrain around the monastery, there is no need for us to encircle the entire area. As long as we deploy an army over here and here to jam the path, they won't be able to get away."

Wang Chong swiftly drew out a rough map of the terrain. Having spent the latter half of his previous life in battlefields, he was extremely familiar with the mountains and rivers across the Central Plains.

Even veterans like Ma Yinlong, Solitary Wolf, and the others were not too familiar with the terrain, and yet, a youth like Wang Chong was able to draw it out so casually. Deep within, they were astonished.

"But how do we do it? It's impossible for such a large army to be mobilized without alarming the Goguryeons. As soon as an army leaves the city gates, King Sosurim would surely be on his guard," Ma Yinlong said.

Wang Chong's idea was good, but it wasn't too practical.

"Who said anything about deploying the Imperial Army within the capital?" Wang Chong burst into laughter.

"Every year, the Bureau of Military Personnel will have a regular reshuffling of personnel. At that moment, we'll just have to slip in some elite troops within the group and have an army head northward."

"Bureau of Military Personnel?!!"

The few men glanced at one another in shock. The idea of using the reshuffling of personnel of the Bureau of Military Personnel to surround the Goguryeons was inconceivable to the four of them.

As the foundation of a nation, the military must be managed with prudence.

There wasn't a single order from the Bureau of Military Personnel that could be taken lightly. Thus, Wang Chong's idea was something that could have never crossed their mind.

Yet, Wang Chong spoke of it so lightly, as though it was nothing at all.

"It's not that I want to start fearmongering, but have you thought of the consequences of having the influential officials of the royal court slaughtered? Surely some falsified deployment is nothing in comparison with that. Orders are just mere words, whereas we are alive. If the outcome turns out to be well, the means would be accepted by everyone else. Besides, this doesn't have to be large-scale military personnel redeployment. The men just have to head to the closest fortress to the capital; this way, the impact would be reduced to the minimum,"  Wang Chong explained, aware of what the four were thinking about.

The four contemplated silently for a moment, and eventually, they nodded in agreement. If it was just a small-scale redeployment, it would still be acceptable to them.

"What's left is King Sosurim, then!"

In that instant, the atmosphere grew grim.

This time, even Wang Chong had fallen silent. It wasn't that he was unwilling to offer any ideas, but that there was nothing worthy he could offer. He had never met King Sosurim before, and the other party’s appearance was a complete mystery to him.

Under such circumstances, even if King Sosurim were to be standing before him, Wang Chong would still be unable to recognize him. How could he possibly lead a team to capture or slay a person he couldn't even recognize?

Not only so, the previous few confrontations had also shown that on top of being vicious, King Sosurim was also a sly fox.

This monastery before them served as the greatest evidence to that.

"Old Eagle, I'll be depending on you then. When our operation begins, you'll have to send all of your eagles out to keep a lookout for the Goguryeons who manage to escape our encirclement. We mustn't allow even a single one of them to escape. You should know that this is probably our last chance!"

"Un!"

Old Eagle, Steel Arms, and Solitary Wolf nodded their heads grimly, and they shared a gaze that left an ominous feeling within Wang Chong.

Wang Chong opened his mouth to say something, but he eventually closed it without saying a word.

Without alarming anyone, the five of them retreated silently from the mountain forest.



                                                                        Chapter 257: Encirclement of the Monastery 

                                                                                
Regardless of whether it was the Goguryeons or Wang Chong, both sides were hastening their preparations. Wang Chong didn't know the Goguryeons had brought forward their plans, and the Goguryeons didn't know that Wang Chong and group were planning to strike their nest.

Even though neither side had realized it yet, it had already turned into a race against time.

If the Goguryeons were to launch an assault before Wang Chong and group were done with their preparations, the operation would be a tragic failure.

The monastery was simply too close to the capital!

Similarly, if Wang Chong and the others could finish getting the various parties to work together with them and deploy the necessary troops in the crucial regions, the Goguryeons would be bound for failure.

At such a crucial moment, no one was willing to conduct any intelligence gathering by capturing the other side's men and interrogating them—that was simply way too dangerous. They risked alarming the other party by doing so.

------

Three days passed swiftly.

"It's finally accomplished!"

Within the massive monastery on the mountain beyond the capital stood a bald Goguryeon warrior dressed in a cassock, feigning to be a monk. He sighed deeply, and the excitement in his voice couldn't be concealed.

It had taken some time, but they were finally done with their preparations. The top-notch experts from Goguryeo who would be assassinating the influential officials from Great Tang had all arrived at the monastery. Soon, Great Tang would find itself shrouded in a storm of bloodshed.

All those who managed to climb to an influential position had well-guarded residences filled with experts. Assassinating them was no easy feat; this was the reason why they had to go all the way out to bring in the best experts from their empire.

To them, this was no longer a simple assassination mission. Rather, it was a war they had to win at all costs for the sake of their homeland.

Everyone knew that it would be hard for them to get out of this alive, and they had already mustered their will to fight to the last breath.

"Are you all ready?!"

The Goguryeon dressed as a monk raised his arm and yelled. In an instant, loud cheering crashed into the surroundings.

"We are ready!"

"For the empire!"

---

Looking down from the mountain, the monk was surrounded by many black-clothed Goguryeon elites with three sabers hanging behind them. Their sharp eyes were the only thing exposed on them, gleaming with passion, excitement, and a killing frenzy.

The killing intent that had welled up felt like a massive wave crashing down onto the area.

A long, elaborate preparation spanning over four months had finally been completed. More than a thousand brave warriors of their empire had gathered here in this massive monastery.

Furthermore, unlike the Goguryeon warriors who were killed in those bases back then, these were the true experts, true elites of the Goguryeon army. They were handpicked from thousands of their fellow peers.

Fifteen years ago, another group of elites on such a scale had caused a river of blood to flow through Great Tang's capital before escaping safely.

Today, history would repeat itself!

"For His Majesty!"

"For Your Highness!"

"For the greatness of Goguryeo!"

"Kill!!! ~"

Amidst their passionate shouting, the thousand or so masked Goguryeon assassins drew their sabers and pointed them at the heavens. Beneath the starlight, the swords shone with bone-chilling gleams.

Boom! In the next instant, the Goguryeon experts began leaping over the high walls of the monastery, headed toward Great Tang's capital.

"Go, my brave warriors. Make Great Tang bleed at its core!"

Amidst a strong gust of wind, three powerful auras suddenly surged forth from the roof of the monastery. At this moment, their figures felt like living mountains.

The three of them gazed at the army of Goguryeon assassins beneath them who were charging forward, and in their eyes shone lights so bright that even the stars would pale before them.

All arrangements were made and done. The tunnel into the city was under the management of their own men, and a group of experts would enter first. Even if some kind of accident occurred and a patrol squad were to notice their presence, they would surely be able to purge the squad swiftly, preventing any news from leaking out.

And after tonight, Great Tang would fall into disarray, whereas the Goguryeon empire would hold them as their pride.

Yiiiii!

Just as the group of men gazed in the distance with ambitious thoughts, a change abruptly occurred. In the night, a brilliant firework suddenly whizzed into the sky from afar.

A brilliant light with a long trail of smoke; even from afar, it was extremely conspicuous.

"What's going on?"

On the roof of the monastery, the three men suddenly froze in astonishment. And they weren't the only ones. The Goguryeon experts who were charging forward were also dumbstruck. With their gazes fixed on the sky, they subconsciously came to a halt.

This was the wilderness, a significant distance away from the capital. It should be impossible for such fireworks to appear here.

And today wasn't a festival of any sort, either. It was impossible for fireworks to appear here!

In that instant, heaven and earth fell silent. The cheerings disappeared into the void. Only the furious wind continued to rage on above them.

A hint of unease surfaced in everyone's hearts.

But the surroundings were completely silent. Other than the firework that rushed into the air, nothing peculiar happened at all.

That single instant felt like an eon to everyone here. Just as everyone was wondering why nothing was happening at all, the next instant——

Boom!

It was as if huge intangible hands were shaking the entire mountain range, sending innumerable birds fluttering into the sky.

"Charge!!!~"

Deafening war cries shook the mountains. In the next moment, amidst the shocked gazes of countless Goguryeons, the Great Tang Imperial Army guards suddenly charged in from all directions.

"How is this possible?"

On the roof of the monastery, the faces of the three Goguryeon experts immediately warped in shock, and they nearly fell from the roof.

"This is impossible! How can there be so many guards here? How in the world did they get here?"

"Where are our patrols? Where are our damned patrols? Those bastards are already here, why didn't they send any signal at all?"

"Be careful, it's an enemy attack!"

...

Desperate, panicked, and furious cries in Koguryoan filled the air. In an instant, the Goguryeon army fell into chaos.

What they thought they would be facing were the powerful guards of those influential officials, not a standard Imperial Army of the Great Tang!

What should have been an assassination operation had turned into a true battle now.

"For the glory of our empire, kill those bastards!"

Klang klang klang! Some Goguryeon elites quickly recovered from their shock and drew their sabers immediately to put up a defensive pose.

However, they were still a step too slow.

Hong hong hong!

Before the Goguryeon elites could react, they were already impaled in the chest by thick steel arrows, pinning them firmly to the ground.

"Master archers! Be careful! Those bastards have master archers with them!"

A lone cry echoed in the air, only to be extinguished at the next moment. That Goguryeon was shot in the forehead, dying instantaneously.

"Defend!"

Those who were deployed here were all the elites of the Goguryeon empire. After the initial attack, they swiftly scattered to look for cover before swiftly retreating.

Their figures flitted among the various tree trunks with astounding agility that few could rival.

"Charge!!"

But before they could retreat back to the monastery, the neighing of war steeds reverberated in the air, and the first wave of Imperial Army cavalry surged forth.

These steeds were cloaked with steel barding, and every single one of them was exceptionally tall. Their powerful bodies harnessed incredible might, reminiscent of a monster, allowing them to even knock down trees that stood in their way. It seemed as though there was nothing that could stop their charge.

Hong long long!

In just an instant, the two powers collided with one another. Two different types of martial halos lit up simultaneously before clashing against one another.

The immense force crushed the trees in the surroundings into shreds, and wooden shavings clouded the air ten zhang high.

【Congratulations to user for killing 691 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 692 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 693 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

...

On the other hand, on a small hill not too far away, Wang Chong stood beneath a lush tree. A familiar voice sounded in his head once more, and his Bane of the Battlefield aura began growing again.

"A war-type halo... Indeed, the best way to grow it is through more battle!"

Amidst the frenzied wind, Wang Chong felt his strength growing at a rapid pace. Every single cell of his body was nourished with a powerful energy, leaving him incredibly energized.

This kind of method that allowed his strength to grow without doing too anything was truly too pleasurable.

"It's a pity that I'm only one of the commanders in this battle. The true commander is the man over there!"

Wang Chong turned his gaze over to a certain direction.

There an austere-looking Imperial Army general sat above a towering steed. His gaze was directed forwards, and he carried an overwhelmingly valiant disposition. Clearly, he had been in a large-scale battle on the battlefield before.

He was the man that the royal court dispatched here.

Even though Wang Chong was favored by King Song, he wasn't a member of the Imperial Army. In order to prevent the Goguryeons from escaping, too many Imperial Army members had to be mobilized for the operation, and so, a sufficiently high-ranked Imperial Army commander had to be dispatched over.

He was the true commander of this battle.

Thus, it couldn't be helped that the benefits Wang Chong could obtain from this battle would be thinned. However, it was fortunate that King Song's token was still in his hands, and this base was also found by Wang Chong. Thus, he would still be granted the greatest rewards from this operation.

"It's fortunate that I called uncle over. After this operation, he should be promoted once more. With this contribution, his qualification will exceed many others, and it will only be a matter of time before he rises through the ranks!"

Wang Chong turned over and gazed at Uncle Li Lin in the distance, who had led the army up to the monastery. A hint of a smile crept onto his lips.

Even if Wang Chong didn't gain the right to lead the army, he still wanted his uncle to claim the greatest credit!
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"Brothers, charge!"

"Don't waste too much time with them. Remember, our goal is King Sosurim. No matter what, we mustn't allow him to escape!"

Just as Wang Chong was in the midst of contemplation, he suddenly heard a loud bellow by his ears. Following which, the galloping of horses echoed in the air. Before Wang Chong could stop them, Ma Yinlong, Solitary Wolf, Steel Arms, and Old Eagle charged forward on their steeds with reddened eyes, leaving a cloud of dust behind them. 

Wang Chong intended to have them enter the battlefield a little later, but the four of them simply couldn't remain seated when their mortal enemy was right before them. After some thought, he decided to allow them to go.

Having stifled themselves for more than a dozen years, it would be a wonder if they could hold themselves back.

---

In the distance, the battle was slowly closing onto the monastery.

Boom! At that moment, the ground trembled. Suddenly, Wang Chong could perceive an overwhelmingly powerful aura gushing out from the direction of the monastery.

Peculiarities occurred wherever the invisible aura touched. One after another, the ground beneath the Goguryeon assassins' feets suddenly lit up, and a mysterious thorn-shaped halo suddenly appeared. Then, the second one, and finally, the third one!

The monastery shook for a total of three times, and three brilliant halos lit up beneath the assassins.

"General! There are official Goguryeon commanders in the monastery!"

Seeing the halos lighting up the darkness, the crowd at the hill was shocked. Even Wang Chong couldn't help but blink in shock.

If one were to train a war halo up to a certain point, one would be able to affix it to one's subordinates. This was the greatest trait of a war halo.

This was also where the name came from.

However, only those whose cultivation had reached an impressive level would be able to do so.

And these kind of commanders, regardless whether it was in Goguryeo, Great Tang, Ü-Tsang, or Abbasid Caliphate, were all viewed highly. No empire would be willing to sacrifice them so easily.

If a commander of this tier were to die here, it would be a significant loss to Goguryeo.

"The Goguryeons sure have put their all into this matter!" Wang Chong sneered coldly. Without doubt, this was the work of those leaders whom Old Eagle had scouted out in the monastery.

Considering how the Goguryeons had even brought out commanders of this tier, they were clearly determined to succeed in this operation.

Indeed, compared to a direct battle on the battlefield, this kind of operation reaped greater results for a smaller investment.

Boom!

As soon as the three Goguryeon heads released their war halo to cover all of the Goguryeons, the Imperial Army head commander of the operation drove his steed forward, and with a slight jolt, he activated his war halo as well, and a blinding light covered all of the Imperial Army guards in an instant.

"Charge!!!"

In the distance, a frenzied gale blew ceaselessly, and innumerable cries shook the heavens. Halos clashed with halos and Stellar Energy collided with Stellar Energy. As the soldiers of the two factions clashed against one another, the battle swiftly intensified.

On the surface, Great Tang seemed to be in the absolute advantage, but the Goguryeons were retaliating vigorously as well. The anticipated swift breach of their defenses didn't happen. They managed to make use of the complicated terrain and the dense forest to their advantage.

Furthermore, these Goguryeons were swift, dexterous, and fierce. Their vicious Three Saber School fighting technique allowed them to stand their ground, thus causing the battle to make little progress.

"Hmph, they are still holding on despite being in such a situation?" Wang Chong sneered coldly. The Goguryeons were truly an obstinate bunch. No matter what desperate kind of situation they were put under, they would still fight on relentlessly so as to return the favor to their enemies.

It didn't matter whether it was a one-to-one duel or a group fight such as this.

However, if the Goguryeons really thought that they could stand against so many people with just their thousand elites and this terrain, they were being way too hopeful.

Weng!

Wang Chong abruptly lifted his leg and stomped down. Hong long long, the world shook. In an instant, an invisible ripple spread out across the mountain range with Wang Chong at its center.

This time, the effects of the ripple were not directed at the Imperial Army, but the opposing Goguryeons. Wherever the ripple passed, the Goguryeons in the area would find the halo beneath their feet suddenly vanishing.

This abrupt change shook the entire army.

It wasn't easy for the Goguryeons to reorganize themselves and put up a defensive line, but this abrupt change caused them to descend into chaos instantly. Without the support of the halo, the Goguryeons immediately suffered heavy casualties.

Not too far away, noticing the changes in the battlefield, the austere Imperial Army general turned his face over for the first time and gazed deeply at Wang Chong in astonishment.

However, Wang Chong didn't have the attention to bother with him at the moment. At this moment, a familiar voice sounded in his head once more.

【Congratulations to user for killing 721 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 722 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 723 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

...

【Congratulations to user for killing 834 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 835 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 836 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

...

A huge bunch of notices bombarded Wang Chong, and the Bane of the Battlefield halo within him grew significantly within a very short period of time.

"You are being too naive if you think that you can stand against an army of the Imperial Army's tier that easily in Great Tang's territory!" Wang Chong sneered.

As long as he was present, the Goguryeons' hopes of holding their ground with their elites would never come to be. He would never give them such an opportunity.

"Miyasame Ayaka, tell them to make preparations. We'll be joining the battlefield very soon!" Wang Chong said.

"Yes, gongzi!" Receiving the order, Miyasame Ayaka turned around and left. Wang Chong didn't wield much authority in this battlefield; the bulk of the authority was with the Imperial Army general.

However, through utilizing King Song's token, he had still managed to gain command over a small group of the Imperial Army. While Wang Chong wasn't a military officer, he was confident that there were very few in the entire world who could grasp the flow of a battle as well as him.

"Offense for defense, advance for retreat; these Goguryeons sure are smart. They know that if they were to flee now, their deaths would only come faster. By then, none of them would be able to get away. Thus, they formed a defensive line first to stand their ground first before finding a way to break through the encirclement forcefully later on... It's a good plan, but too bad it isn't feasible!" Wang Chong sneered.

There were indeed many formidable figures within this group of Goguryeons. Despite the abrupt attack, they were able to reorganize their troops swiftly to withstand the onslaught. After which, they could focus their forces on a single point to breach the encirclement and escape. Given their fighting prowess as elites of their empire, that was indeed the best course of action.

However, given that Wang Chong was here, they were doomed to fail.

He would never give them such a chance. To pit their military strategies against his? They would only be humiliated.

"Gongzi, I've finished gathering the men!" a voice sounded behind him. Miyasame Ayaka knelt on the floor with a lowered head. Behind her were around a hundred valiant Imperial Army cavalrymen. Riding their steeds, they gradually appeared on the hill.

They were all well-built, and they exuded an extraordinarily powerful aura boasting superior strength that would allow them to challenge a hundred men simultaneously. They were all elites specially chosen by Wang Chong from the Imperial Army.

"Prepare yourself! Arrow Vanguard Formation!" Wang Chong grabbed the steed beside him and leapt onto it. Then, he drew his sword and pointed forwards with a commanding gaze.

Somehow, the Imperial Army suddenly felt awe while looking at Wang Chong's back. Initially, when they heard they were to come under his command, they were fearful that he might blindly order them about.

But Wang Chong's current majestic disposition had dispelled the doubts they harbored in their minds. At this moment, he felt like a veteran general who had been put through hundreds of battles.

One second, two second, three second...

Wang Chong gazed into the distance without moving at all. After an unknown period of time, just when everyone was thinking that the sword in Wang Chong's hand would never cut down, the long-awaited order finally arrived.

"Charge!"

Like ferocious tigers, the hundred cavalry charged forward amidst deafening calls from their steeds. They surrounded Wang Chong, Miyasame Ayaka, and the others, and all of them advanced furiously, like an arrow shot out from this very hill.

Hong long long!

The ground trembled as the scenery flashed by their sides, and their wind roared by their ears.

The galloping and neighing of the horses, the blazing sparks in the distance, and the cold gleam of the weapons... In this instant, Wang Chong felt his heart beating wildly.

His consciousness drifted to a faraway time-space continuum, and he felt a jolt in the depths of his soul—the battlefield was summoning him.

The battlefield, this was where he belonged!

Weng!

Like some kind of miracle, an opening suddenly appeared within the formation of the Goguryeons. Hong long! In the next instant, the hundred cavalry that Wang Chong led stabbed deep into the opening and tore it into a gaping hole.

The immense might from the charge of the cavalry sent the Goguryeon assassins flying one after another.

"Kill them!~" A deafening war cry resounded in the heavens, and in just a split instant, the defense line of the Goguryeons was cut into two halves. In an instant, they descended into chaos.

---

"Bastard!" The faces of the few Goguryeons standing on the roof of the monastery darkened. Wang Chong's charge had rendered their previous efforts completely useless.

Their faces turned cold, and the intent to wipe out this group of cavalry sprouted within them. However, the ferocious army of Great Tang came pouring in at this instant, and they found themselves preoccupied.

This time, they had to join the battle themselves as well.

---

"Prepare yourselves, we'll be going in once more!"

After charging past the hordes of Goguryeon troops, Wang Chong's elite cavalry came to a halt on another hill and gazed coldly down at the Goguryeons.

From Wang Chong's point of view, he could see the Goguryeons slowly reining in their formation to rebuild their defense line.

However, this didn't make a difference to him at all. He could already see it; one more charge and they would be completely defeated.

War was something very different from assassination!

From the moment that the situation turned into a war battle, the Goguryeons were already caught in his tempo.

"Prepare yourself, the second charge!"

Hong long, when Wang Chong led the hundred elite cavalry through the Goguryeon formation once more, the army of a thousand Goguryeon elites finally collapsed. They found themselves unable to form a proper defensive line anymore.

It broke down into a situation where they had their hands full with just preserving their own lives.
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If the Goguryeon elites were unable to regroup, then no matter how numerous they were or how powerful they were individually, it would be impossible for them to stand against an entire army.

From the moment that Wang Chong charged through their formation for the second time and scattered their formation, the fate of the thousand Goguryeon elites were already sealed.

"Retreat! Everyone, retreat!"

The assassins fled chaotically, like birds scattering into the surroundings. No one wanted to retreat to the monastery; they would only be completely trapped then.

Boom!

On the other hand, Wang Chong's troops pursued the Goguryeons, who were marked by brilliant halos in the dark night.

——In truth, they could have posed a threat were they to retaliate. However, with their minds fixed on escaping, death only came faster for them.

【Congratulations to user for killing 1111 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 1112 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 1113 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

...

【Congratulations to user for killing 1257 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 1258 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 1259 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】

...

A whole bunch of notices cascaded down on Wang Chong's head. His Bane of the Battlefield grew to a radius of more than ten thousand meters, and it continued to expand outward swiftly.

The adrenaline from having his strength growing rapidly left Wang Chong feeling exhilarated.

Another seven hundred, and I will be able to reach level 2 in it!, Wang Chong thought.

It was getting harder and harder to upgrade his halo the further he progressed. Initially, Wang Chong only had to kill a single foreign soldier to activate his halo.

But from level 0 to level 1, he had to kill one hundred soldiers, and each of these soldiers had to possess a cultivation realm of at least Origin Energy Tier 9. This was no easy task at all.

On the other hand, to reach level 2, Wang Chong would have to kill two thousand foreign soldiers!

At level 1, Wang Chong's Bane of the Battlefield was a destructive nerfing force against all martial artists of True Martial realm 1-dan and below.

However, its effects were limited against martial artists of True Martial realm 2-dan and above.

If Wang Chong wanted to strip off the martial halo of a True Martial realm 2-dan expert, his Bane of the Battlefield would have to reach level 2 first.

Roar!

While Wang Chong was in the midst of contemplating on the back of his horse, a furious howl suddenly echoed from the monastery. A huge gust of wind swept into the surroundings, blowing a huge wave of tree leaves down the mountain.

"It's from the monastery. They are currently crossing blows with the Goguryeon leaders!" Miyasame Ayaka's voice whispered in his ear. The frenzied wind had left her night suit fluttering in the wind.

Wang Chong glanced over and saw that the walls of the monastery had been knocked down. Within the monastery, Uncle Li Lin, Ma Yinlong, Old Eagle, Solitary Wolf, Steel Arms, and the austere Imperial Army commander dispatched from the royal court were currently engaged in an intense battle against the three Goguryeon heads.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

A deluge of Stellar Energy gushed out and covered the entire area. Everything that stood in its way, be it the walls, monastery, fake mountain, stone tablets, or dormitories, it all collapsed as if made of tofu.

As various Stellar Energies clashed with one another, a huge tempest that rose up several zhang high covered half of the entire monastery.

Amidst this destructive storm of Stellar Energy, all of the Imperial Army soldiers were forced to retreat from the area around the monastery.

Hu!

Several dozen zhang of flames gushed into the air, bringing a bright shade of crimson to the night sky. The saber qi and sword qi intermixed with it threatened to tear even heaven apart. Amidst the searing storm, one could even see some fearsome phenomena.

Even Miyasame Ayaka couldn't help but blink in astonishment looking at the huge storm on the hill, and she subconsciously retreated in fear.

Profound Martial realm!

Miyasame Ayaka was very certain that all of them were Profound Martial realm experts. Even if that wasn't the case, it was certain that they weren't too far from that level. Because only Profound Martial realm experts could conjure up such a fearsome storm.

They are strong!, Miyasame Ayaka thought.

It was impossible for a True Martial realm to stand against a Profound Martial realm. If not for the numerical advantage and the presence of Profound Martial realm experts in the midst of the Imperial Army as well, she would never participate in a fight of this tier.

"Don't worry, their fight won't affect us,” Wang Chong smiled.

Even though Miyasame Ayaka was skilled, she had never been on the battlefield before, so she wasn't very experienced with this. “Soldier against soldier, general against general”; while the others could escape, the three Goguryeon heads couldn't possibly flee, and needless to say, the Imperial elites rushed over here to get rid of them.

This was also the reason why the Imperial Army general which the royal court dispatched had been waiting alongside Wang Chong before. This was also the same reason why the Goguryeon heads didn't flee; Great Tang was not going to let them get away.

Unlike normal soldiers, many eyes were on them, and unless they were confident of getting away, they wouldn't escape.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

Stellar Energies that were far beyond the capability of any True Martial realm expert clashed furiously, their fearsome shock waves diffusing into the surroundings. Even the entire mountain shook beneath the might of these top-notch experts.

In just a short moment, the monastery which took four months to build was two-thirds destroyed. Shattered bricks and wooden fragments were swept into the air by the Stellar Energies, mixing together with the searing storm.

Ever since his reincarnation, this was the first time Wang Chong had seen a fight among Profound Martial realm experts.

A battle of this fight was far beyond Wang Chong's tier, and it would be impossible for him, or any of his allies, such as Miyasame Ayaka, or the troops from the Zhuang and Chi Clans, to lend their assistance.

However, it was still possible for him to slightly interfere in it.

"Call Luo Chong over!" Wang Chong instructed with a smile.

Luo Chong was the name of the brawny master archer whom King Song had assigned to Wang Chong's side. It had taken him much effort before he managed to get the man’s name out of him.

The fellow was simply way too reticent!

"Gongzi." Amidst the frenzied wind, the fully-armored Luo Chong arrived behind Wang Chong with a specially-crafted humongous bow behind his back.

Standing at two-meters tall, his presence was pressurizing all by itself.

As a subordinate highly-regarded by a qinwang of Great Tang, Luo Chong's archery was indubitably formidable. In this battle, he had killed several times the number of True Martial realm experts as the master archers from the Imperial Army.

This was a true disparity in capabilities.

Without a doubt, Luo Chong was the strongest person he had here, as well as the one he trusted and relied on the most.

"Luo Chong, can you see the situation within the monastery?" Wang Chong said as he pointed to the bottom of the hill.

Those words immediately caught the attention of everyone around Wang Chong. The hundred elite cavalry troops that Wang Chong brought immediately turned their sights to him.

"It's useless, they're moving too quickly. Besides, the interference from the storm of Stellar Energy is too great. I fear that I might accidentally hit an ally," Luo Chong's voice echoed from within his thick armor. 

Wang Chong's intentions were clear. His thought was good, but it wasn't feasible.

“Every split second counts in the fight between experts”. With Luo Chong's capabilities, he could pin the heads of True Martial realm martial artists onto the ground with certainty—they wouldn't even have a chance to dodge at all. However, against Profound Martial realm experts such as the three Goguryeon heads, the effectiveness of his arrows would be greatly lowered.

Their reaction speed was simply too fast!

Besides, his enemies and his allies were in close proximity to one another. In such close combat, the slightest error in one's actions could lead to one's death. Should his arrow miss, he could end up hindering his own allies instead.

Furthermore, given the huge number of potential obstructions to his arrows around the monastery—the tree leaves, soil, brick, wooden shavings, flames, saber qi, etc...—he wasn't entirely confident that his arrows would stay on his anticipated trajectory.

Since that was the case, he was of little use at all.

This was also the reason why he hadn't made a move despite seeing the battle in the monastery.

Wang Chong was simply underestimating things.

"Do you see the toad's head behind the monastery?" Wang Chong smiled as he suddenly lifted his fingers and pointed to the bottom of the hill.

"Toad's head?" Luo Chong was taken aback. Along with many other astonished gazes, he turned to look in the direction where Wang Chong was pointing at.

Of the one-third of the remaining monastery, at the part closest to the battlefield, there was indeed a toad standing at the top of the roof.

In the construction of buildings, this kind of design was rather common.

Just that, no one could understand how it would help them deal with the Goguryeons.

"Later, when the flames blaze up to eleven zhang, I'll issue an order and you'll lower your wrist by three fen, four li, and two hao from the toad's glabella and shoot." Wang Chong pointed at the distance and instructed confidently, his other hand behind his back.
(1.199cm)

Weng!

Hearing Wang Chong's words, Luo Chong's heart suddenly jolted. A hint of astonishment reflected in his eyes. Three fen, four li, and two hao, such precise measurement terms were used only by archers.

As precision stood at the core of archery, there was very little room for errors. Top-notch Imperial Army archery instructors would usually use such terms to correct the shooting position of their trainees.

However, as everyone had different heights, arm lengths, bow-wielding habits, and centers of gravity, this correction had to be specially tailored to the individual.

And to do so, one had to possess a deep understanding of archery. However, there wasn't the slightest archery callus on Wang Chong's hands. On top of that, he had never seen Wang Chong wield a bow before.

He found it hard to believe that Wang Chong would possess an expertise in archery as well.

But doubtful as he was, Wang Chong's confident expression and posture made it hard to doubt him.
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Xiu!

Drawing a specially-crafted arrow from his quiver and holding it between his forefinger and middle finger, Luo Chong doubtfully walked over to the place Wang Chong pointed at before nocking the shaft onto his bow. After which, he turned around to look at Wang Chong.

Wang Chong found the sight rather hilarious. How could he possibly not know what Luo Chong was thinking?

He indeed did not know much of archery, nor was he a master archer. However, he didn't need to rely on his archery talent to guide Luo Chong; just his experience and sharp judgement were enough.

“'Master one and you master all. Having neared the peak of martial arts in his previous life, peaking at Saint Martial realm pinnacle, it was a walk in the park for him to gauge Luo Chong's height, arm length, and center of gravity so as to correct his shooting angle.

He might be only be at Origin Energy Tier 9 at the moment, but hidden within his young body was the bona fide soul of a Saint Martial realm pinnacle martial artist.

On the entire battlefield, he was the only one who was qualified to interfere in the battle within the monastery.

"Wait for my order!"

Wang Chong shot a glance over before turning around to staring intently at the scene of the monastery below, not moving in the slightest.

However, his head was whirring into action.

It has been too long!..., Wang Chong thought.

This was the first time he made use of the experience from his previous life to interfere in a fight far beyond him.

The mountain wind raged, rustling the trees and the shrubs. Wang Chong and the hundred Imperial Army cavalry remained motionless on top of the hill.

Within the deep darkness of the night, it seemed like the huge uproar in the monastery had turned into the center of the world.

After some time-

"Release!"

Wang Chong uttered sharply, and boom!, a thick metal arrow whizzed out, seemingly ripping the sky into two. The intense wind from the sheer might of the arrow slapped on faces like whips.

This was the first time Wang Chong and the others had seen Luo Chong in action beside him. In that instant, even the night sky seemed to have dimmed further.

Weng!

Like a work of magic, amidst a shrill shout, a massive storm of crimson flames rushed into the sky. Behind the crimson flames, a figure miraculously leaped up and appeared at the point between Luo Chong and the toad on the roof.

Hong long!

The arrow pierced through the chest of the Goguryeon expert in an instant, and the astounding momentum of the arrow threw him out of the crimson storm.

Weng!

In that instant, the eyes of everyone on the hill widened in shock.

"Gongzi?!" Miyasame Ayaka turned around to stare at Wang Chong in shock, trying to reassess the young man before her.

In this battle between Profound Martial realm experts, even she was unable to intervene at all. There were simply too many interfering factors.

Yet, Wang Chong was able to accurately predict the moment when the Goguryeon commander would leap out, as well as his position, and even issued precise instructions of Luo Chong to shoot him.

She had never known Wang Chong to possess such capabilities.

"Th-this is too incredible! To think that the Wang Clan's heritage was this powerful!"

In truth, the hundred Imperial Army elites deployed under Wang Chong's command weren't too content with their role. Even though Wang Chong had led them on two crucial charges that destroyed the formation of the Goguryeons, they still thought that he was too young and inexperienced to command them.

But upon seeing this sight, every single one of them fell silent.

Wasn't this youth of the Wang Clan a little too formidable?!

But the one who was the most shocked of all was Luo Chong!

Only he himself knew exactly what had happened. “Every split second counts in the fight between experts”; when he drew his arrow and released the bowstring, the Goguryeon didn't step away from the surface of the ground at all.

But as if Wang Chong had peered into the future, the Goguryeon abruptly leapt up and fell into the trajectory path of his arrow.

In that entire process, he did nothing more than to pull the arrow. All he did was lend his strength to Wang Chong.

"It is no wonder why His Highness King Song has such a high view of him... He really cannot be gauged through common sense!" In that instant, countless thoughts flashed across Luo Chong's mind.

He was a man in the field of archery, and only experts in the same field could win his respect. And at this very instant, Wang Chong had won his acknowledgement!

Luo Chong finally understood why Wang Chong favored him so much. In his entire life, he had never seen a talent like that.

"Lord!"

A shout in Koguryoan suddenly echoed from the monastery. Putting aside Luo Chong and the others, even the other Goguryeon heads were stunned by the sight.

The two Goguryeon heads suddenly exerted a monstrous strength, and despite the numerical disadvantage, they pushed back Li Lin, Ma Yinlong, and the others, and immediately rushed in the direction where the Goguryeon head was shot.

"Seems like we shot quite a formidable figure!" Wang Chong muttered in surprise. But soon, a smile crept up on his lips.

"That works better for me."

In truth, Luo Chong's arrow didn't kill the Goguryeon head, but it did seal the conclusion of this fight. Outnumbered, the three Goguryeon experts were already hard pressed to stand their ground. With one severely injured, it wouldn't be long before they fell.

More importantly, the arrow’s impact also broke the intimate cooperation among them.

It was due to this very cooperation that they withstood the combined might from the group for so long!

Compared to how the allies on Wang Chong's side were fighting independently, the Goguryeon warriors showed incredible synergy in their teamwork.

Boom!

With a resounding boom and a few cries of agony, the battle at the monastery finally came to an end. The three powerful Goguryeon heads had finally fallen.

The surroundings were a complete mess.

【Congratulations to user for killing Grade-5 Commander Dae Hyeonseok! For changing the flow of destiny, you are awarded 3 Destiny Energy.】

【Congratulations to user for killing Grade-5 Commander Dae Insu! For changing the flow of destiny, you are awarded 1 Destiny Energy.】

【Congratulations to user for killing Grade-5 Commander Dae Gyeonhwang! For changing the flow of destiny, you are awarded 1 Destiny Energy.】

As the the trio fell, three independent notices sounded in Wang Chong's head.

"Hm, Dae Hyeonseok, Dae Insu, and Dae Gyeonhwang..."

Wang Chong was surprised. In Goguryeo, commanders whose name were granted the title of 'Great' possessed superior standing to their peers.

Regardless of what their surname was before, upon reaching that rank, they would be addressed as “Dae”, such as Dae Hyeonseok. This reflected their standing within Goguryeo.

"Dae Hyeonseok, this name sounds a little familiar!"

Frowning, Wang Chong fell into deep thought. Soon, he suddenly recalled something. Dae Hyeonseok, wasn't that the Koguryoan name of the Goguryeon warrior Li Jiuhuan, who led a huge group of Goguryeon warriors to raid the northeast of Great Tang, resulting in massive unease among the populace back then?

In that period of chaos within the Central Plains, that person was the most hated Goguryeon warrior amongst the populace living around the Eastern Protectorate Manor. Who knew that he would actually end up dying here?

To think that he would be together with the King Sosurim from the very start. If not for this operation, he would have escaped back to Goguryeo together with King Sosurim after the assassinations and caused great harm on Great Tang's northeast border, Wang Chong thought.

Considering how Dae Hyeonseok, or rather, Li Jiuhuan, had been in Great Tang alongside King Sosurim for so long, it was no wonder why he would eventually lead an army back here and ravage the northeast border.

Too bad he wouldn't be given the opportunity to do so in this life!

But very quickly, Wang Chong's attention turned away from Dae Hyeonseok.

Hahaha, to think that I would actually obtain 5 Destiny Energy. It sure is an unexpected gain!,  Wang Chong chuckled heartily within as he looked at the additional Destiny Energy he had earned.

All he did was to lead a squad of cavalry and charge into the Goguryeons' formation twice before instructing Luo Chong to shoot an arrow, and yet, he had already earned 5 Destiny Energy.

He knew how hard it was to earn Destiny Energy, and so far, this 5 Destiny Energy had been the easiest to earn. He had practically obtained them just by speaking a few words!

Given Wang Chong's current strength, it would have been impossible for him to kill any of those three Profound Martial realm Goguryeon commanders and obtain this Destiny Energy. If it were on any other occasion, he would surely flee as far as he could. This time, he had benefited from the efforts of the Imperial Army that the royal court dispatched, as well as his Uncle Li Lin.

It's a pity that this is a one-time only event. There won't be such opportunities in the future anymore!, Wang Chong thought regretfully.

Enemy commanders would never appear alone, By their sides were always huge armies of elites.

Killing them was never, and would never be, an easy task!

With this operation, the Goguryeons had suffered a severe blow. They would be unable to conduct assassinations or the like within the capital for a short period of time. At the same time, the other nations, such as those from the Western Regions, would be deterred from plotting any schemes.

In other words, such easy Destiny Energy would be the first and the last time for him.

But at the very least, Wang Chong did learn a vital piece of news from this.

So it seems that if I kill a commander of a hostile state and change destiny, I'll be able to obtain a bit of Destiny Energy, Wang Chong thought.

In truth, he felt that this was his greatest gain from the operation. As the Stone of Destiny didn't mention such stuff, he had to uncover it himself.

While he only earned a total of five points from this, it was cumulative.

Stacking them up, they would surely form a sizeable harvest!
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"Right!"

At that moment, Wang Chong suddenly recalled something. If he could obtain 5 Destiny Energy from slaying three Goguryeon warriors, surely he could earn much more from foiling King Sosurim's plan for a mass assassination of Great Tang officials?

Upon thinking of this, his heart suddenly started pounding excitedly.

While the enhancement of his Bane of the Battlefield aura was a valuable gain, it couldn't compare with the Destiny Energy reward.

I wonder how much Destiny Energy I'll get for taking down King Sosurim... That, the 5 Destiny Energy from killing the three Goguryeon commanders, and the final reward, I've really made the right choice coming here today!, Wang Chong thought in delight.

He was certain that he would receive at least a total of 10 Destiny Energy from the entire operation as a reward.

When he first started on this agenda, he was only thinking of upgrading his Little Yinyang Art, enhancing his Bane of the Battlefield aura, and halting the Goguryeons' assassination. He never thought that he would gain Destiny Energy as a reward as well.

It was truly an unexpected but pleasant gain!

AHHH!

At that moment, a sorrowful cry echoed from the monastery, shaking the heavens.

"NO, NO! THESE FELLOWS AREN'T KING SOSURIM! ——"

That voice which was laced with irrepressible wrath immediately caught everyone's attention.

"It's Ma Yinlong!"

Taken aback, Miyasame Ayaka quickly turned her gaze over to the monastery. After days of working alongside with Ma Yinlong and the group, she had roughly deduced their history.

In this operation, Ma Yinlong's eyes were completely fixated on King Sosurim.

Is there no one within that is King Sosurim?, Miyasame Ayaka thought in shock.

There was no Profound Martial realm expert who could be termed as ordinary. Despite how the three Goguryeon heads could stand their ground for so long despite the relentless attack of such a huge group of people, none of them was King Sosurim?

If none of them were King Sosurim, then where could he be?

This was such a huge operation, but he wasn't on the field?

"Wait for me, I'll go down to take a look!"

A gleam flashed across Wang Chong's eyes as he leapt onto his saddle. Jya! Leaving a billowing cloud of dust in his wake, he galloped down to the bottom of the mountain.

In truth, although no one might have known, he had known from the start that none of the Profound Martial realm experts was King Sosurim.

Di da da!

The pitch-black war steed leapt across the tattered walls of the monastery and landed in the courtyard.

The Great Tang Imperial Army was indeed well-disciplined. Some of them immediately dashed forward to pursue the fleeing Goguryeon soldiers, whereas the others remained near or in the monastery, clearing away the corpses.

Such was the sight Wang Chong saw when he entered the premises.

"Wang gongzi, are those your subordinates?"

Within the ruins of the monastery, the austere but powerful Imperial Army general asked as he lifted his gaze. These were the first words he had spoken to Wang Chong since the start of the operation.

"Un," Wang Chong nodded.

"Not bad. They are true warriors." A hint of respect flashed across the eyes of the Imperial Army general. Leaving behind these words, he walked out of the monastery with his horse in hand.

Wang Chong was astonished by the abrupt praise, but soon, his attention was taken away by something else. Leaping down the horse, he walked over to the region where the battle had been the most intense.

At the very center of the monastery, the ground was distorted like fried dough. Innumerable deep depressions filled the ground, and fragments from the brick wall, floor tiles, and pebbles were scattered around the area.

At the center of this ruins was a broken down Ma Yinlong kneeling on the floor. The determination and sharpness he had displayed before had vanished without a trace.

Beside him stood the despondent Old Eagle, Steel Arms, and Solitary Wolf.

The battle had ended. They had managed to take down the three Goguryeon heads, but King Sosurim wasn't inside.

It had taken them fifteen years of waiting for this very day, but seeing their mortal enemy escaped right before them had crumbled all of their faith.

How many of their brothers had been killed and humiliated within the last fifteen years, and they actually allowed the culprit to get away!

They couldn't help but blame themselves for their ineptness. In the end, after all that was done, they still lost in this war against King Sosurim.

"Chong-er!"

Upon seeing Wang Chong, Uncle Li Lin sighed in sympathy. He had never known these men, but he had heard of King Sosurim's name. He was already a youth back when King Sosurim conducted his first round of mass assassinations.

Judging from the reactions of these men, Li Lin could roughly guess their history, but there was nothing he could do to help them.

"Allow me," Wang Chong said calmly.

"Un." Li Lin patted Wang Chong's shoulder before turning around to leave.

"Heh, you are giving up now?" Wang Chong chuckled.

The group of four remained completely silent, like statues built out of mud. No one here was in the mood to chat with Wang Chong.

"It can't be that you all think that King Sosurim has managed to get away?" Wang Chong laughed without the slightest hint of sadness in his voice.

Weng!

The hearts of the four immediately jolted, and they quickly raised their heads to look at Wang Chong.

"Wang gongzi, do you mean that King Sosurim hasn't gotten away yet? He made use of these three to divert our attention while he escaped alongside those Goguryeon soldiers?"

The one who spoke was Steel Arms. He acutely understood what Wang Chong was hinting through his words. A spark of flames immediately reignited within the eyes of the four.

"Heh, I didn't say that. The entire mountain is filled with members of the Imperial Army, do you really think that King Sosurim is that dumb?" Wang Chong shook his head, denying Steel Arms's conjecture.

The cunning chief spy of Goguryeo who came up with this monastery and spent four months to master it, built a secret tunnel linked to the interior of the capital, and was vicious enough to lay his hands on the officials of Great Tang...

How could such a figure be so shallow? One would be severely underestimating the famed chief spy with such conjectures.

"Then what else do you mean?"

In an instant, the flames of hope that had barely rekindled flickered weakly.

"Don't worry, he won't be able to get away." Wang Chong smiled mysteriously without explaining. There was no rush for the matter regarding King Sosurim; the urgent matter at hand was to clean up the battle.

"Speaking of which, it should be about time for them to move?" Wang Chong lifted his head and gazed into the depths of the mountain. Vague battle cries seemed to echo out from there. Finally, the ambush of troops that he had planted had worked its wonders.

What that awaited those fleeing Goguryeons was an elaborate net that sealed every single path of their escape.

The thousand Goguryeon elites were destined to be buried on this very mountain.

------

"To think that... it would be a failure!"

Pushing time back a bit, just when the monastery was consumed by raging flames, far away on another mountain, beneath a willow tree, a woodsman stood. His wrinkly face was slightly veiled under a bamboo hat, and his hunched back was carrying a bag of lumber. At this moment, complex emotions were gathering within his eyes.

From his location, he could clearly see the happenings on the monastery without risking encirclement from the Imperial Army.

Besides, there were plenty of woodsmen like him in the capital who entered the depths of the forest in the middle of the night to sell their wood in the day.

"It is never too late for a gentleman to get his revenge. These are the words from your Central Plains. Wait and see, you won't be delighted for too long!"

The old woodsman gazed motionlessly into the distance. He had no intention to warn the Goguryeons, and neither did he plan to change anything at all. Instead, he decisively turned around with his bag of lumber and proceeded down the mountain.

His movements were extremely slow but stable, just like an ordinary woodsman. From time to time, he would cut down some wood to add it to his bag. Soon, he reached the bottom of the mountain.

After resting by the road for a moment and taking a sip of water, he continued on his way.

It was still early. The woodsman didn't use the secret tunnel beneath the walls of the capital as he usually did—the monastery beyond the capital had been discovered and encircled, there was nothing that could be considered safe at the moment.

He would risk having his identity exposed were he to use it.

Thus, he walked over to the city entrance and took a seat by the wall, where the other woodsmen were gathered too.

Seeing the familiar face of the woodsman, some of them warmly greeted him and offered him their pipe to smoke.

They had met him several times on the mountain and by the city wall, and they had a good impression of him.

The old woodsman chuckled as he used fluent Han speech to reject the pipe.

The city gates would only open near dawn, so he would have to wait here for a moment.

The old woodsman was in no hurry, either. In his view, the more people there were, the safer he would be.

Relaxed, the old woodsman even closed his eyes and slept for a moment.

Hong long long, after some time, the city gates finally open. Slowly, the old woodsman rose from the ground, and amidst the crowd, he entered the city gates.

As it was still early and there weren't too many people on the streets, the old woodsman finally tossed aside his disguise and hastened his footsteps, displaying an agility that was in stark contrast to his age.

Turning through alley after alley, the old woodsman finally arrived at a barren lumber yard in the south of the city.

This was his safehouse in the capital. Not even those who were closest to him knew of it.

The old woodsman looked around, and after confirming that no one had followed him, he entered the lumber yard. There wasn't anything much within the lumber yard, but it was extremely clean.

The woodsman swiftly put down his lumber and took off his bamboo hat before skillfully opening the dusty boxes to the side of the room.

He took off his dirty woodsman clothes and switched them with a clean silk robe. In an instant, the woodsman had turned into a majestic silk merchant.

"I'm finally back!" Only at this moment did the woodsman heave a sigh of relief.
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The Great Tang Imperial Army might have found his arrangements in the monastery beyond the city, but he was still a step in front of them.

Sacrifice was inevitable for those who wish to achieve great things!

He didn't feel anything sacrificing a thousand Goguryeon warriors and three of his loyal subordinates.

Instead, he thought that it would be more worthwhile for them to die here than on the battlefield.

Once Great Tang invaded Goguryeo, the death toll wouldn't just be capped at a mere thousand. The best they could do now was to get rid the potential threats to them within Great Tang, and weaken Great Tang.

For that, this little bit of sacrifice paled in comparison!

All he felt was a little pity that the plan didn't go according to his design.

But regardless of how many men had been killed, as long as he remained, he would make sure that Great Tang would pay a terrible price for their deaths.

After a long moment, he took out a notebook from his chest, sat down by his bed frame, and fell into deep contemplation.

This was a habit of his—regardless of which operation it was, he would earnestly evaluate his actions and learn from the experience.

This was one of the main reasons why he was able to single-handedly grow the Goguryeon influence in Great Tang to such a huge scale and organize many assassinations within it, creating a long river of blood, yet still remain scot-free.

There's something very bizarre about this operation. Exactly where did I go wrong?, he thought grimly on the bed frame.

For more than a decade, his plans had not failed so utterly. Not to mention, it was on such a vital operation.

He had spent four months preparing for this operation, consisting of over a thousand elites from his homeland, and he had ensured that he had taken all aspects into consideration.

There were no giveaways throughout the entire process, and he hadn’t detected the slightest anomaly, either. Where could he have gone wrong?

A storm stirred up within his mind. If he couldn't resolve this problem, he would be unable to plan his next operation.

And that wasn't all of his worries. The dozens of gathering points in the capital were also established painstakingly through years of efforts.

For the past fifteen years, there had been no problems with them.

He made use of those taverns and gambling dens to draw Great Tang's attention. He had left out those operating those businesses, so it was impossible for Great Tang to find anything on them.

Those who were on the move were the customers and Han impersonators hidden amongst them.

For so many years, this strategic system he had implemented had not been exposed.

But with everything falling apart, he couldn't help but feel uneasy.

It was as if an opposing strategist had seen through all of his plans, and the feeling that he was completely exposed made him feel very uncomfortable.

He sat there silently as he thought through everything in his mind.

... Is it that young fellow from the Wang Clan?

His eyes narrowed, and his face suddenly turned cold.

After much thought, the most suspicious person he could think of was that lad named Wang Chong, although he still didn't think anyone could defeat him in a battle of wits.

But considering that lad's reputation in Great Tang, the possibility did exist.

I really underestimated him. I should have gotten rid of him first, before making my move.

Clenching his fists tightly, an overwhelming killing intent wafted into his surroundings.

However, it isn't too late. After I make arrangements at the final base, I'll bring more soldiers over from the empire and eliminate the Wang Clan once and for all!

Thinking so, he abruptly stood up.

He might have failed, but all wasn't lost yet. The final base he had was his last sliver of hope. The men in the base were all veterans who had been with him for a long time, and they were all very knowledgeable in the affairs of Great Tang.

As long as these “sparks” remained unextinguished, he would be able to swiftly reestablish dozens of bases and gather more experts from the empire. This was the main reason why he returned to the city.

After arranging matters with his subordinates in the final base, he would leave the city to stay out of the storm that would occur very soon. When things finally calm down, he would return to rebuild all that was lost and create something even bigger than before.

"It's time for me to leave."

He placed his bamboo hat on the bed frame with a smile. With his current image as a middle-aged silk merchant, even those woodsmen who had just greeted him earlier wouldn't be able to recognize him.

Needless to say, neither would his enemies.

Thus, he took his step out into the world with his new identity as a silk merchant.

When he stepped out from this room, no one else would be able to recognize him anymore.

Weng!

But right when he opened the doors, he sensed something that made his composed face warp in shock.

How is that possible?

His face paled, and his eyes widened to the brim. Peng! He immediately shut the door and retreated back to his room.

"Quick, this is the place! Surround it tightly..."

A loud bellow boomed outside. Following which, the clopping of innumerable horses sounded the outside.

His heart immediately sank.

Without much time for thought, he immediately stripped off his silk robe and threw it into the bottom of the box, buried by old clothes. Then, he donned his disguise as an old woodsman and grabbed the bamboo hat on his bed frame.

After a moment of thought, the old woodsman finally opened the door once more and walked out. The bag of lumber which he had carried back was placed right by the door. Lowering his back slowly, he carefully lifted it up before walking calmly over to the saw pit.

Even though he was alarmed by the sudden arrival of the Great Tang Imperial Army, he was entirely confident in his disguise.

He didn't think that he had left behind any openings that those people could possibly exploit.

"Hold it right there!"

But as soon as he walked over to the saw pit, a sharp bellow echoed above him.

"Gongzi, I am only a woodsman. I'll have to deliver the lumber to my customers later on, why must gongzi trouble me so?"

With a lowered head, the woodsman sighed with deep exhaustion in his voice. He sounded like a perfectly ordinary woodsman who had just toiled the entire night.

"Wang gongzi, are you certain that this is the correct location?"

Hearing the old woodsman's words, Ma Yinlong turned around to look at the young man beside him.

The ones who appeared at the saw pit were none other than Wang Chong, Ma Yinlong, Steel Arms, Old Eagle, Solitary Wolf, Li Lin, and dozens of Imperial Army guards.

After the battle at the monastery ended, Wang Chong brought the group here immediately, claiming that he would lead them to King Sosurim.

Everyone thought that they would be in for another bitter battle, but who knew that they would come to this humble abode instead.

"Chong-er, are you certain that this is the place?" Li Lin was a little doubtful at this turn of events. This was a perfectly ordinary residence for a woodsman; short, tattered, and old. There were plenty of similar residences across the capital.

He couldn't help but think that Wang Chong might be mistaken.

"Old man, let me ask you. Did you see anyone suspicious coming by here, especially any men wielding three sabers?" Li Lin asked with a frown on his forehead from the back of his horse.

"Old masters, you must be jesting. I'm just a woodsman, how could I possibly know so much?" The old woodsman shook his head with a bitter smile.

"Wang gongzi, are you sure?" Solitary Wolf also spoke up with a doubtful tone.

To think that they were so excited a moment ago. Was the man that Wang Chong led them to catch this old woodsman? This was ridiculous!

The others didn't speak, but their expressions reflected their disbelief as well.

"HAHAHA..." Hearing their words, Wang Chong burst into laughter.

"Elders, since I've said that I would bring you all to King Sosurim, I will definitely do as I have said. Men, surround this place!"

"Yes, my lord!" In an instant, the powerful Imperial Army cavalry immediately encircled this humble residence tightly.

Seeing this sight, the old woodsman's heart sank.

“Hahaha, King Sosurim! To think that Goguryeon royalty would actually pass themselves off as an old woodsman, you sure aren't picky at all!" Wang Chong's body tilted forward slightly from the back of his horse as he examined the old woodsman before him playfully.

After the end of the battle, Wang Chong checked and saw the old woodsman whom King Sosurim was playing off was walking slowly back to the city. Thus, Wang Chong waited calmly for him to return before dispatching his men to surround him.

Recalling the Goguryeon chief spy who introduced a huge wave of chaos within Central Plains in his previous life, and looking at the unkempt and exhausted old woodsman before him, Wang Chong couldn't help but think that life was truly reminiscent of a soap opera, and he couldn't help but want to laugh at it.

Since they were within the city, and there were so many experts around, Wang Chong didn't fear him escaping anymore.

"King Sosurim, you sure have worked hard to play off as an old woodsman so flawlessly. Soiled clothes, smoking pipe, and lumber, even your Han accent is perfect... You must have put in a great deal of effort into it." Wang Chong said playfully.

"I have no idea what gongzi is talking about." The old woodsman shook his head slowly. At this moment, his heart was cold as though the middle of winter, but he didn't allow it to show through on his face.

What in the world had happened?

Many scenarios flashed across the old woodsman's head, but he still wasn't able to comprehend how he could have possibly drawn the Great Tang Imperial Army over.

"Wang gongzi, even though I wish dearly to find King Sosurim to settle the debt, are you certain that this old woodsman is him?" Ma Yinlong turned around and asked grimly.

Rarely would he speak like that. From his expression, Wang Chong could sense that he was asking this question earnestly. Clearly, Ma Yinlong didn't believe that this old woodsman was King Sosurim. It was taking his all to hold himself back from lashing out at this moment.

"It's a pity that you don't recognize your mortal enemy." Seeing Ma Yinlong's expression, Wang Chong sighed. Logically speaking, Ma Yinlong should have a deep impression of King Sosurim. Were Ma Yinlong's eyes really that bad to not recognize his enemy, or was King Sosurim's disguise really that flawless? After all, on top of the latter's appearance, his accent and disposition had changed entirely as well.

But regardless of which one it was, Wang Chong knew he had to offer the other party an explanation. Otherwise, the four would surely think that he was just making a fool out of them.

"Old Eagle, do you remember the old woodsman I told you to keep an eye on a few days ago?" Wang Chong turned around and asked.

"I do. But isn't he just an ordinary woodsman?" Old Eagle replied in surprise.

"I remember that we looked into his identity, and there was nothing suspicious about his identity. He only delivered lumber to the monastery, and he would only remain there for a few seconds each time."

As everyone's doubtful gaze fell on him, Old Eagle smiled awkwardly and hurriedly explained the affairs from a few days ago.

For this, they would have to trace back to three days ago, when the birds whom Old Eagle sent to keep a lookout at the monastery noticed an old woodsman among them.

At that time, Wang Chong issued an order to have everyone who came into contact with the monastery investigated, and that included that old woodsman as well.

And Old Eagle did investigate him, and he found that there was no problem with the other party. The other party was just an ordinary old woodsman who delivered lumber to the monastery.

He would leave right after delivering the lumber each time, and he never stepped into the monastery.

When Wang Chong heard of the matter, he instructed Old Eagle to dispatch a nightingale to follow the old woodsman.

In the last fifteen years, Old Eagle had trained many different kinds of birds just so to prevent the Goguryeons from noticing him. After all, after the incident fifteen years ago, eagles had become his trademark.

But thinking that it was nothing much, Old Eagle forgot about the matter regarding the old woodsman as well.

Who could have thought that Wang Chong would eventually lead them to the abode of this old woodsman?
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"Hahaha. Old Eagle, you're taking it too lightly."

Wang Chong burst into laughter. Did Old Eagle think that he had instructed him to send a nightingale to follow the old woodsman for fun?

"An operation consisting of a thousand Goguryeon elites. Just the preparation itself spanned over four months, and they even built a monastery in the middle of the mountain for it... Given how much effort was devoted into this matter, did you think that King Sosurim wouldn't supervise it personally? Since he isn't in the monastery, there's no doubt that he would be in the surroundings to view the entire operation!" Wang Chong explained confidently. This was no longer a deduction to him, he bore no doubts whatsoever that the old woodsman before him was the elusive King Sosurim.

Weng!

The old woodsman's heart jolted. He didn't expect the young fellow from the Wang Clan to be so sharp. He had always kept his whereabouts a mystery, such that not even his own subordinates were aware of them.

Yet, Wang Chong was able to deduce it from this angle.

"... Also, King Sosurim has always been known to be a wary person. He even swapped all of the monks within the monastery to be Goguryeons as well. Considering that they were planning to kill the influential officials in Great Tang, do you think that he would actually allow an old woodsman of unknown background to come into contact with the monastery?" Wang Chong sneered coldly.

Even the slightest opening can expose the greatest of secrets. Even though the old woodsman was only there for a few seconds each time, there was still a chance he could have seen something that would have made him doubtful, thus compelling him to report it. If that were to happen, their previous efforts would have been in vain.

After much thoughts, Wang Chong felt that the old woodsman who sent lumber to the monastery everyday was the most suspicious of all.

Weng!

Initially, everyone was still skeptical of Wang Chong's words. However, after hearing his explanation, they began to become doubtful of the old woodsman before them.

Indeed! It was an operation involving a thousand True Martial realm Goguryeon elites, how could King Sosurim possibly stay out of it?

Given that they had searched through the monastery and there were no traces of him, only one possibility remained—King Sosurim must be viewing the entire operation from afar.

Given King Sosurim's cautious nature, there was no doubt that this was what he would do.

Furthermore, how could a person as wary as him possibly be so careless as to allow an outsider to deliver lumber to them every day?

The more they thought about it, the more suspicious it felt.

"Who in the world are you?" Ma Yinlong reached for the saber by his waist as he stared at King Sosurim with a grim expression.

"Old masters, I'm just a woodsman. I really have no idea what you are all talking about..." the old woodsman waved his hands as he backed away with a frightened expression. "Gongzi, why must you do this to me? I'm just an ordinary person, I really don't know anything about what King Sosurim you speak of."

The fearful expression on the old woodsman made everyone hesitant once more... Were they really mistaken? Judging from how unstable his footsteps were, he did seem like an ordinary man.

"Hahaha! King Sosurim, I heard that you are quite a figure yourself, but you are looking rather pathetic now trying to deny it even when cornered. None of us are fools here. Why don't you change your shoes before talking about it?" From atop his horse, Wang Chong gazed down at the old woodsman and sneered.

Those words immediately brought gazes to the old woodsman's feet, and vaguely, they could see a pair of cloud embroidered white silk shoes hidden beneath the tattered gray robe.

The old woodsman also noticed his shoes at the moment, and his face immediately darkened. He had always been a careful person, meticulous even with the smallest details.

Thus, when he switched to the appearance of a silk merchant, he changed the shoes and everything else as well. Who could have known that when he was changing back, he would actually forget about the shoes.

How could an old woodsman who had to toil every day to make a living possibly afford a pair of embroidered silk shoes? He had schemed for his entire life, but who knew that he would actually be caught by a pair of shoes?

It was impossible for him to deny it anymore.

"Since you specialize in disguise, there must be more than one costume inside. You few, go inside and search his room. There must be more clothes inside, and I'm certain that most aren't what an ordinary old woodsman could afford." Wang Chong chuckled confidently from his seat on his horse.

"King Sosurim, what else do you have to say?"

"Bastard, so you are the one!"

No matter how slow-witted Ma Yinlong was, it was clear that there was something very wrong with this old woodsman. With reddened eyes, a powerful aura gushed forth from him.

A destructive gush of black Stellar Energy rushed forth with incredible momentum toward the old woodsman.

Boom!

A resounding explosion echoed in the air. Ma Yinglong's attack was dispelled as swiftly as it came. An immense force jolted his entire body backward.

That powerful black Stellar Energy was torn apart in an instant. A powerful wind gushed into the surroundings, drawing dust and grit up into the air. The war steeds neighed uneasily as they retreated in fright.

Boom!

At that very instant when Ma Yinlong was jolted flying, a specially-crafted arrow harnessing ridiculous might instantaneously appeared in the courtyard, its trajectory heading straight for the old woodsman.

Luo Chong, who was hidden at the back of the formation, had made a move!

Luo Chong's archery surpassed all other master archers he had met. His arrows were as swift as lightning, rendering them impossible for anyone to dodge.

And the frightening might behind his arrows ensured a one-shot kill, pinning his enemy firmly onto the ground. Even the strongest True Martial realm expert was no exception to the rule.

Weng!

A hand reminiscent of a steel claw grabbed the shaft of the arrow, stopping this sure-kill arrow with sheer brute force.

Weng!

The surroundings instantly fell silent. Even Steel Arms, Old Eagle, and Solitary Wolf who wanted to rush forward to assist Ma Yinlong halted in their footsteps.

At 800 meters away, Luo Chong gripped onto his bow with an incomparably grim expression.

To think that he would be so strong!, Wang Chong sighed deeply as coldness welled in his heart.

Currently, Ma Yinlong and Luo Chong were the two strongest men by his side. The incredible black Stellar Energy that tore apart everything in its path that Wang Chong first saw back at the Bureau of Personnel yamen branch had left him with a deep impression.

On the other hand, the master archer which King Song assigned him with had refreshed Wang Chong's understanding of master archers with the incredible might of his arrows. To those beneath Profound Martial realm, he was no different from a God of Death.

With that archer standing behind him, Wang Chong felt extremely safe.

And yet, the both of them actually weren't able to stop this old woodsman. In fact, the latter even grabbed Luo Chong's arrow with his bare hand.

This situation was unprecedented!

With a strong sense of danger overwhelming him, Wang Chong immediately drove his war steed back. It seemed like he had severely underestimated this chief spy of Goguryeo.

"Hehehe!"

Grabbing the shaft of the arrow, the old woodsman released a sinister laughter.

"To think that a pair of shoes would be my undoing. Young man, I really have underestimated you. I intended to kill you a little later, but who knew that you would come seeking your death so anxiously."

Shua! Kacha!

He threw the bamboo hat onto the ground with his left hand while breaking the thick metal arrow in two with his right.

Then, the old woodsman slowly lifted up his head and tore off the mask tattered by the collision of Stellar Energy just a moment ago.

A foreign middle-aged man with narrow eyes reminiscent of a wary and cunning fox appeared before everyone's eyes.

The callousness projected through his distinctive facial features sent warning bells chiming in everyone's hearts.

Only with the viciousness of a wolf could one maintain an ironclad grip over an organization,

Only with the cunning of a fox was one able to escape from whatever dangerous position one was in.

Wang Chong had never seen King Sosurim before, but the features of the old man made him ever more certain that he wasn't mistaken.

The dangerous and vicious disposition he carried far surpassed any assassin or murderer. Even the three Goguryeon heads would pale before him.

"Gongzi, be careful!"

Sensing the hostility from the other party, Miyasame Ayaka's crouching figure immediately rushed forward to protect Wang Chong.

"King Sosurim, I'll kill you!"

The revelation of the other party's face smashed any remaining doubts the crowd had of his identity. With reddened eyes, Ma Yinlong, Old Eagle, Solitary Wolf, and Steel Arms dashed forward.

Roar!

Peng peng peng peng, powerful auras exploded from the four. Solitary Wolf with his massive saber, Steel Arms with his one-handed sword, Ma Yinlong with his fearsome Stellar Energy, and Old Eagle with his iron fists; the four of them charged forward.

"Hah, four losers actually dare to challenge me!"

The old woodsman, or rather, King Sosurim, crushed the lumber before him with his left hand, and three cold gleaming Goguryeon sabers immediately fell into his hands.

Boom!

A powerful surge of Stellar Energy mixed with sharp saber qi burst forth like a huge storm. In an instant, Ma Yinlong, Steel Arms, Solitary Wolf, and Old Eagle were all knocked back.

King Sosurim was too strong!

With his full strength raging out, he looked nothing like that weak old woodsman from before.

Other than Old Eagle, the other three were at Profound Martial realm 1-dan or 2-dan. Yet, even when collaborating with one another, they weren't King Sosurim's opponent at all.

Not only that, they even felt a fatal threat from the three sabers in King Sosurim's hands.

"Lad, you have foiled my plans too many times. Let me start with you!"

After pushing back Ma Yinlong and the others, King Sosurim dashed forward, his movement directed straight at Wang Chong.

Of everyone here, Wang Chong was the easiest target, as well as the target whose life he wanted to claim the most now.

This young lad from the Wang Clan had made him feel restricted no matter what he did. If he didn't kill the other party now, he wouldn't be able to continue on with his plans confidently.

This young lad was simply too smart!

Furthermore, King Sosurim had a feeling that if he were to allow this young lad to grow, he would eventually become a huge danger to the empire. By then, it would be too late!

Cornered as he was, he was confident in breaking out of this encirclement with his superior cultivation. By then, he could choose to either conceal himself within the capital or escape through the secret tunnel.

Even if there was someone standing guard at the tunnel, he was confident of getting past them to escape.

"Die!"

Three cold saber qi rushed straight for Wang Chong, who was galloping away on the back of his horse.



                                                                        Chapter 264: King Sosurim!, Part Three 

                                                                                
To think that King Sosurim would actually abandon an opportunity to get rid of Ma Yinlong and the others to deal with the weakest Wang Chong. Even Wang Chong himself was shocked by this turn of events.

"Gongzi, be careful!" the startled Miyasame Ayaka exclaimed as she drew out two daggers.

However, shadows flashed, and yet another figure appeared before Wang Chong with a much greater speed than Miyasame Ayaka.

"Chong-er, get away!"

In that crucial moment, Li Lin sensed that Wang Chong was in danger and rushed forward.

Boom! The next moment, a powerful force struck him, sending him flying far away.

Even Li Lin was no match was no match for King Sosurim's fearsome saber qi. However, his interference wasn't completely useless—he managed to dispel two of the three saber qi.

Boom!

A streak of black light flashed across the sky, and the final saber qi was crushed by Luo Chong's arrow from eight hundred meters away.

"No one will be able to save you!" King Sosurim sneered coldly. Xiu, at that instant when the three saber qi were taken down, he flicked his wrist, and a black screw-like dart curved in a unique trajectory, aimed straight for Wang Chong.

Even space distorted in the trajectory where the black dart flew. Its immense might seemed like it would even combust oxygen in the air.

"This is bad!"

A strong feeling of danger rushed up on Wang Chong like a tsunami. His body turned cold, and goosebumps rose.

He could sense King Sosurim's determination to kill him. It seemed that the other party would pay any price so long as he could take him down.

Xiu xiu xiu!

In that split moment, Wang Chong had little time to think. He struck the back of the steed to make use of the momentum to leap off it while shooting out six surges of Sword Qi of Massacre from his fingers.

The martial arts experience he had accrued in his previous life proved to be crucial at this very moment. With his cultivation of Origin Energy Tier 9, it should have been impossible for him to hit King Sosurim's rotating dart. Yet. three of Wang Chong's six sword qi did manage to land on its target.

Chi!

The dart flew past him by just the smallest of gap, tearing apart Wang Chong's sleeve and leaving behind a crimson streak on his shoulder.

That was close!, Wang Chong thought fearfully. If not for his sword qi changing the trajectory of the dart, given the force and sharpness of it, he would have surely lost an arm or even everything beneath his shoulder.

"All Imperial Army guards, stop King Sosurim! Don't allow him to get away!" Wang Chong issued an order. At the same time, as soon as he landed on the ground, he immediately dashed for another steed not too far away.

When the Imperial Army encircled the residence, they left their steeds outside. At this moment, they had become the straw of hope for Wang Chong's survival.

Jya!

Striking the back of the horse, he galloped into the distance.

Of all that were gathered in the area, he was the weakest. The Bane of the Battlefield aura was completely ineffective on King Sosurim. In other words, there was no doubt that he would die if he were to collide with King Sosurim.

For a Profound Martial realm expert, slaying an Origin Energy martial artist wasn't much different from killing an ant.

"How is this possible?"

Seeing Wang Chong's departing back, King Sosurim was stunned for an instant. His rotating dart wasn't any slower than Luo Chong's arrow. Given Wang Chong's current cultivation realm, it would be impossible for him to even perceive it clearly, let alone dodge it.

Yet, not only did Wang Chong dodge it, he even used his sword qi to change the trajectory of his dart thrice. This should have been impossible!

"Advance together, don't let him get away!"

At that instant, a formation consisting of dozens of Imperial Army encircled King Sosurim tightly. His cultivation might be impressive, but on a battlefield, what that would make the difference between a win or a loss wasn't one's individual prowess.

An army of ants biting an elephant to death—such sights couldn't be more common on the battlefield.

Hong long!

In an instant, Ma Yinlong, Steel Arms, Old Eagle, Solitary Wolf, and Li Lin charged forth. From afar, Luo Chong also shot arrows out at an incredible pace from behind Wang Chong as well.

While it wasn't suitable for him to interfere in this kind of chaotic battle, he could still spray his arrows out to prevent King Sosurim from pursuing Wang Chong any further.

Boom!

A saber qi rose more than ten zhang high. With just a single strike, five Imperial Army guards were knocked flying as blood spewed from their mouths. Boom! Yet another saber qi struck, and another group of Imperial Army soldiers was jolted flying once more.

Despite the collaboration of the group, they were still unable to stand toe-to-toe with King Sosurim. All they could manage was to encircle him at the moment.

However, judging from the situation, it wouldn't take long for King Sosurim to charge out of their encirclement.

"He's too strong!"

Upon seeing this sight, everyone's faces darkened.

Even though they were all using the arts from the Three Saber School, King Sosurim was clearly much stronger than the three Goguryeon heads in the monastery. Every single time his saber was raised, blood would surely splatter. The savagery of this fight was astonishing.

The three sabers seemed to come to life in King Sosurim's hands, turning to ferocious beasts that would tear apart those that they laid their fangs on.

In just a short encounter, Ma Yinlong, Steel Arms, Old Eagle, Solitary Wolf, and Li Lin were already injured. There were even deep cuts on the Xuan metal armor Li Lin was wearing.

Unlike Dae Hyeonseok and the other Goguryeon commanders, King Sosurim was much more cunning. While suppressing the crowd with his saber qi, he continuously moved among the crowd, leaving them unable to work together properly.

Furthermore, his movements were well-calculated to best use the bodies of others to block the group's attacks. Thus, despite the valiant sight of dozens of people surrounding King Sosurim, only a small handful of them could attack him at any given time.

In fact, the numerical advantage seemed to be even working against them. Most of the Imperial Army guards found themselves incapable of utilizing their strength. Instead, they were maneuvered by King Sosurim to hinder Ma Yinlong, Steel Arms, and the other Profound Martial realm experts' attacks.

While the circumstances seemed to be against King Sosurim, the truth was that he could possibly break through the encirclement at any moment.

"These Imperial Army guards have never learnt any offensive formation, so they aren't able to bring out their numerical advantage!"

With a glance, Wang Chong could see the core of the problem, and this had left him anxious. However, there was nothing much he could do at this point.

But after a short moment of contemplation, he suddenly thought of an idea.

"All of the Imperial Army guards, take eight people to be a group. There'll be a group that is in charge of offense whereas the others will back off and maintain the encirclement to prevent King Sosurim from escaping. Also, immediately call for assistance!"

Weng!

King Sosurim's face immediately darkened. Even amidst the chaotic battle, he still lifted his head, and amidst the gleaming swords, ferocious roars, and rain of blood, he saw Wang Chong in the far distance.

Strong killing intent emanated from his eyes.

This young man might be so weak such that he wasn't even qualified to participate in the battle, but King Sosurim still felt the greatest threat from him.

The other party could issue decisive and effective orders despite the tense circumstances. What left him feeling the most threatened was his instruction to 'call for assistance'.

He was currently at the very core of Great Tang, Chang'an. It might still be dark, and there weren't many people around, but he had no doubt that as soon as a signal for assistance were to be made, a huge crowd of experts would immediately come swarming over.

By then, his fate would truly be sealed!

Wang Chong had stepped right on his weakest spot.

"Seems like I really can't let you go!"

King Sosurim narrowed his eyes, and the overwhelming killing intent that came pouring out from him caused the temperature to plummet in an instant. Even from a hundred meters away, Wang Chong could sense an immense threat looming above him.

"Do as he says! HURRY!"

At this moment, the only other person who was capable of thinking rationally and could order the other Imperial Army guards was Wang Chong's uncle, Li Lin.

He possessed the utmost trust in whatever Wang Chong said, so he immediately ordered to have the other party's instructions carried out.

Weng!

With that order, except for the eight section leaders of the Imperial Army, the others immediately backed off. YIIII! At the same time, one of the Imperial Army guard took out a cylinder-shaped firework and lit it. A blinding spark of flame burst into the air, leaving behind a trail of white smoke.

The brilliant spark amidst the dim sky of dawn immediately caught the attention of many.

The patrol squads, the Imperial Army sentry at the city gates, as well as the royal palace... All of them saw this call for assistance in an instant.

Di da da!

A formless ripple spread across the surroundings, and in the blink of an eye, squadron after squadron of black-armored soldiers came rushing to the area where the signal was sent...

"Damn it!"

Seeing the signal, King Sosurim's face immediately twisted in frenzy. Not to mention, the new formation of leaving only eight Imperial Army section leaders to deal with him only further increased the pressure on him. With everything turning against him, the killing intent King Sosurim had against Wang Chong intensified.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

By forcefully taking the blows from Ma Yinlong, Steel Arms, Old Eagle, and Solitary Wolf, King Sosurim suddenly displayed a burst of immense might with his three sabers, and along with a furious gale of Stellar Energy, he actually managed to break out of the primary encirclement.

"This is bad, don't let him get away!" The group's faces immediately paled in shock.

Boom boom boom!

While dashing away from the primary encirclement, another powerful burst of Stellar Energy from King Sosurim sent more than a dozen Imperial Army guards flying. With the gap which he forcefully created, he actually broke out of the encirclement!

Sou!

As soon as he was out, King Sosurim shot a dozen rotating darts behind him. The immense might of every dart and their unpredictable trajectories forced the crowd to retreat. At the same time, with a burst of speed, he dashed towards Wang Chong.

Dragging an incredible shock wave behind him, King Sosurim's killing intent seemed to have materialized, twisting the space around him.

No matter what happened to him today, he was determined to kill this lad!

Boom!

Several dozen zhang were covered in an instant, and even before King Sosurim arrived before Wang Chong, his saber qi and flying darts were already whizzing for his target.

"Shit!"

Wang Chong immediately turned his steed around and galloped for the distance.

"You can't escape!"

King Sosurim's speed was actually even faster than the sprinting horse! His eyes reflected a vicious gleam, like a cat toying with a mouse.

If not for Wang Chong's spectacular performance, he could have put him off for later. But since that lad just had to get on his nerves, he had this coming!

No matter how many guards Great Tang sent after him, he was confident that he could escape after killing this lad.

Given his wisdom, there were simply too many ways he could avoid the pursuit of those guards.

Boom!

Words couldn't begin to describe how swiftly everything happened. Just as King Sosurim was about to reach Wang Chong, out of another humble residence by the side, a silhouette suddenly appeared, charging into the midst of King Sosurim's storm of saber qi.

Hong long! The saber qi immediately shattered, the Steller Energy was extinguished, and the overwhelming killing intent vanished. Right before King Sosurim, a green-robed, stern-looking elder suddenly appeared.

His hand held onto King Sosurim's throat as he measured the latter with a nonchalant gaze, as though what he was holding was a ragged doll. Just like that, the legendary chief spy was lifted from the surface of the ground by his neck.
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In that instant, the area around the saw pit turned silent.


The figure which had just appeared left everyone's mouth agape with shock.


They had experienced King Sosurim's immense might personally. Even a collaboration between Ma Yinlong, Old Eagle, Solitary Wolf, Steel Arms, and Li Lin couldn't stop him, and he managed to break out from their encirclement.


The incredible master archer whom King Song assigned to Wang Chong could kill a True Martial realm expert with every single arrow, but King Sosurim was able to catch his arrow bare-handed.


And yet, such a powerful person actually had his armor of Stellar Energy shattered so easily, and was currently clutched by his throat.


"Ol-old butler?"


Seeing the silhouette by the street, astonishment was suddenly reflected in Li Lin's eyes. The person who saved Wang Chong was no other than the old butler who was often by King Song's side.


"How could this be?" Li Lin muttered to himself. He had never known that the old butler by King Song's side was actually such an astounding expert.


"Lad, is this fellow the Goguryeon chief spy you were looking for?" The old butler nonchalantly ignored the dumbfounded crowd and turned to Wang Chong instead.


In his hands, King Sosurim was howling in fear, but he was unable to do anything at all. He found that he couldn't even lift his own arms.


On the other hand, seated on the back of his horse, Wang Chong wasn't any less astonished than the others.


He didn't know that the old butler would be so ridiculously powerful. In that momentary encounter, Wang Chong couldn't even sense his presence at all.


All of the sudden, the old butler suddenly felt like an enigmatic existence to him.


"To think that King Song would dispatch him!" Wang Chong muttered to himself. Even though Wang Chong was astonished, he wasn't really surprised by this turn of events. That was because he was the one who requested it.


For this operation, he had requested for King Song to dispatch an expert to assist him should the need arise.


It was just that Wang Chong didn't expect that person to be this old butler.


"Yes, it's indeed this person. I'll be depending on you, then." Wang Chong swiftly regained his calm and smiled.


Err err!


Hearing those words, King Sosurim's face was streaked with fear. Releasing frightened moanings, he mustered all of his strength to struggle. But, kacha! The old butler tightened his fingers and snapped the other party's neck.


Peng!


The old butler flicked his wrist before dumping King Sosurim's corpse onto the ground, right before Ma Yinlong and the others.


"Lad, I've already killed the man for you. You should settle everything else yourself."


Leaving behind these words, the old butler clapped his hands and left, as though he had just done something completely insignificant.


"Thank you, elder." Wang Chong bowed respectfully as he watched the other party leave. Only then did he leap down from his horse.


Hu la! At the same moment, Ma Yinlong and everyone else rushed forward to examine King Sosurim's body.


"He's dead!"


"He's really dead!"


"Unbelievable! We almost let this fellow get away!"


The group stared at King Sosurim's corpse with complex emotions. This fellow was cunning and vicious, possessing the traits of a wolf and a fox.


In the past fifteen years, he had been an unrivaled existence in the capital, causing destruction as he pleased... But now, he was lying lifelessly on the ground with nothing, but fear on his face.


Those who had once lived under the fear of King Sosurim could even more vividly feel how difficult it was to slay this Goguryeon chief spy.


"This matter... has finally ended!" Looking at the corpse on the ground, Wang Chong released a long sigh of relief.


On top of preventing the future assassinations and damage he would cause, killing King Sosurim also preserved Great Tang's dignity and honor.


It sent a stern message that the Central Plains would not allow any foreigners to act as they pleased on its lands.


【Congratulations to user for killing King Sosurim! For unraveling the assassination plot of the Goguryeon Empire, you are awarded 20 Destiny Energy.】


That anticipated message finally sounded in Wang Chong's mind, and a hint of a smile slowly appeared on his lips.


However, at that moment, a shocking incident occurred.


【Congratulations to user for killing 1581 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】


【Congratulations to user for killing 1582 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】


【Congratulations to user for killing 1583 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】


--


【Congratulations to user for killing 1588 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】


【Congratulations to user for killing 1589 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】


【Congratulations to user for killing 1590 soldiers of the Goguryeo Empire!】


Amidst a frenzied wind, great energy gathered from the surroundings and seeped into Wang Chong's body. In that instant, Wang Chong felt his Bane of the Battlefield aura rising to new heights. At the same time, the Goguryeon death toll also increased by 10.


"Hm? Killing King Sosurim is actually equivalent to killing ten Goguryeon warriors?"


Wang Chong was taken aback.


This was the first time he realized that killing a high-tier commander could translate to a higher death toll for ordinary soldiers.


"Uncle, I'll leave everything else to you," Wang Chong said.


"Un." Li Lin smiled. He understood Wang Chong's intentions. With King Sosurim's corpse, he would be the greatest contributor to this operation.


This was a huge merit. With this, as long as he could raise his cultivation up to the required level, he would surely be promoted. It would no longer be a dream for him to rise above the others and become an esteemed Marshal.


The clopping of horses sounded in the distance. Wang Chong chose to leave before those from the patrol squad and the city defense squad arrive.


------


Boom!


When the corpse of the culprit, King Sosurim, who had caused a huge storm in Great Tang by slaying many officials fifteen years ago appeared in the capital, it caused a huge uproar.


The royal court swiftly put up notices to confirm the authenticity of this matter.


When the offspring and family members of those victims of that tragic incident back then learned of this matter, they immediately broke down in tears.


Due to this incident, the Wang Clan won the gratitude of nearly every single official in the capital, and many even personally paid a visit to the Wang Clan to express this.


As such, the Wang Clan earned greater prestige and support from the populace and officials.


In fact, due to this incident, the Sage Emperor made an exception and summoned Li Lin, who led the operation, and Ma Yinlong, Steel Arms, Old Eagle, and Solitary Wolf from the Bureau of Military Personnel and Bureau of Punishments back then to the royal palace to reward them.


This incident also caused a stir amongst the foreign tribes and Hu in the capital.


King Sosurim, known as the “Fox of Goguryeo”, despite his anonymity in the Great Tang, was a well-known figure among the Hu.


After the things he had done, his influence had been immediately pushed to the peak.


There was no doubt that he was the greatest spy in Great Tang's capital. As such, his death had left many shocked.


A rare peace settled upon the capital for a period of time.


Even the fierce Goguryeons had decided to lay low and live their lives silently for this period of time.


------


"Damn it!"


To the far northeast of Great Tang, across many mountains and rivers, toward the east of the Eastern Protectorate Manor, in Hwandu City of the Goguryeon empire, a figure smashed his fist onto the table.


"Wang Chong, I'll remember your name! One day, you shall pay the price for your actions!"


The figure clenched his jaws and bone-chilling hatred burned in the depths of his eyes.


------


Time passed swiftly, Regardless of the uproar outside, after the event with King Sosurim, Wang Chong lived his days both peacefully and lavishly.


"Chong-er, eat more, eat more! How hard must you have worked to grow so thin? These are the sea cucumbers your father had General Zhang from Lingnan deliver over. They are very nutritious, so eat more."


On the dining table of the Wang Clan, Madam Wang grabbed a huge piece of sea cucumber and placed it on Wang Chong's plate dotingly.


His little sister wasn't around, his father and big brother were deployed elsewhere, and his second brother was in the death prison. Thus, Wang Chong tried to spend as much time as possible with his mother. However, after hearing her words, his outstretched chopsticks paused for a moment.


"General Zhang? Lingnan?"


Wang Chong glanced at the luxurious meat drizzled with rich soup on the fresh sea cucumber in his bowl in astonishment. His mother might not have noticed anything was amiss, but Wang Chong instantaneously realized something.


His father rarely sent anything back home, especially sea cucumbers such as this. With just a few bites, he could tell that this was no ordinary sea cucumber. These were top-grade jade sea cucumbers!


Other than its succulent texture, it was said to be able to lengthen one's lifespan and nourish one's body, allowing one to return back to one's youth. This was the favorite beauty product of the consorts in the royal palace.


Initially, Wang Chong thought that his mother had gone out to purchase this. After all, with the huge revenue from the Wootz steel business, the Wang Clan had become rather affluent and could afford this kind of luxury as well. However, from the looks of it, that wasn't the case.


"But father doesn't have any friends by the name of General Zhang, not to mention, Lingnan?"


His mother might not be well-versed in the affairs of the military, but how could Wang Chong possibly be ignorant of it? After his previous life, he had a good grasp on his father's connections and subordinates.


Putting aside how there weren't many people whose name went by Zhang in the military, he knew that his father had never been to Lingnan. So how could he possibly have connections there to have sea cucumber delivered here?


General Zhang, General Zhang... This is obviously Zhangchou Jianqiong!, Wang Chong thought.


Zhangchou Jianqiong wanted to enter the central political arena, and the Wang Clan had done him a huge favor this time. Wang Chong knew that the general was currently on his way here, but to think that he would send a few boxes of sea cucumbers over before even arriving here...


He... sure is incredible, Wang Chong smiled after he knew the origin of the sea cucumber.


If his father had been here, such gifts would probably not have been accepted.


However, Wang Chong was different. Knowing that it was from Zhangchou Jianqiong, he felt even more reassured.


"Chong-er, what's wrong?" Madam Wang asked in surprise.


"It's nothing,” Wang Chong replied, recovering from his thoughts, before burying himself in the food.


Judging from the time, Zhangchou Jianqiong should be arriving in the capital very soon, Wang Chong thought.


Jiannan was extremely far from the capital, but Wang Chong was certain that Zhangchou Jianqiong would surely trudge on regardless of day or night, so his traveling speed couldn't be gauged through normal standards.


It was a crucial moment in the selection of the Minister of War, so he had to be present at the scene himself.


Alright, it's about time for us to meet anyway!, The thought flashed across Wang Chong's mind before he started gobbling down the sea cucumbers again.


This meal was indeed sumptuous!


Chapter 266: Three Followers! 

                                                                                
Leaving the dining hall, Wang Chong headed straight for his study.

This was where he had been cultivating recently.

"Hm?"

Unexpectedly, when he entered the study, he saw four figures standing within. Before he could even speak, putong! The four figures immediately kneeled down.

"Elder Ma and the others, what are you doing?"

Astonished, Wang Chong quickly rushed forward to pull them up. He dared not accept such grand formalities from them.

"Wang gongzi, we can't possibly express our gratitude toward you with words. Please accept our kowtow!"

The four in the room was none other than Ma Yinlong, Steel Arms, Old Eagle, and Solitary Wolf. Their eyes were red with agitation as they lowered their heads to kowtow.

"Elders, how can I accept this?" Wang Chong was astonished. If he recalled correctly, Ma Yinlong and the others should have been meeting the emperor in the royal palace a moment ago.

They should have been celebrating after that. Why would they suddenly come here?

"Gongzi, you might not be able to accept it, but this is something we must do! Fifteen years, it has been fifteen years! If not for gongzi, we would have never been able to cleanse ourselves of this humiliation!"

Ma Yinlong, along with the other three, kowtowed heavily on the ground several times before getting to their feet.

Wang Chong could sense their emotions, and he felt deeply moved.

Be it Ma Yinlong, Steel Arms, Old Eagle, or Solitary Wolf, they were true men. It had been fifteen years since that incident happened, but despite being stripped of their positions and living entirely different lives, they could never put down the matter.

A part of it was for themselves, a part of it was for Great Tang, and a part for their deceased comrades... They were indeed people who were worthy of respect.

"You're being too courteous. King Sosurim has been slain, and everything is over now. That reminds me, I have yet to congratulate you all for your return to the Bureau of Military Personnel and Bureau of Punishments!" Wang Chong congratulated the four of them earnestly.

He had already received news that the Bureau of Military Personnel and Bureau of Punishments had invited back to their ranks during the meeting with the Sage Emperor.

Hearing Wang Chong's words, Ma Yinlong, Old Eagle, Steel Arms, and Solitary Wolf glanced at one another and smiled.

"Speaking of which, that's the very reason why we're here now."

"We've turned down the invitations from the Bureau of Military Personnel and Bureau of Punishments!" Ma Yinlong said.

"AH?!" Wang Chong's body jolted as he exclaimed in shock. "Why?"

The four of them had originated from the Bureau of Military Personnel and Bureau of Punishments. It was only due to that unfortunate matter fifteen years ago that they were demoted and transferred away. According to what Wang Chong knew of them, the four of them must be intent on returning back to their places.

The fact that they would reject such a precious offer was beyond Wang Chong's expectations.

"When I was first demoted to the Bureau of Personnel, I did dream of returning to the Bureau of Punishments once I cleansed myself of the shame. However, fifteen years have already passed, and the tenacity I had back then has faded."

"Indeed, we were still hot-blooded youths in our twenties then. But now, we're all in our forties already."

"Everything has changed! Our comrades back then are no longer there, are we to compete with those bunch of youngsters in there now?"

"What Old Eagle said is precisely what we are all thinking. Honestly speaking, we're already satisfied with avenging our comrades and cleansing ourselves of shame. Besides, the places in the Bureau of Punishments and Bureau of Military Personnel are already full. If we were to enter now, they would have to create some special positions for us, and the youngsters in there would be affected by our entry too. There's really no point to it."

"After so many years out here, we are already used to this life. Returning now would only make us feel uncomfortable. So, we turned down the offer..."

The group of four spoke their minds.

Wang Chong could see that there were many complicated emotions brimming in their eyes, but the strongest of all was determination. Clearly, they had thought this matter through many times, and their will was resolute.

"Since this is elders' decision, I will respect it. May I ask what do you all intend to do from now onward?" Wang Chong asked. After hearing that they wouldn't be returning to the Bureau of Military Personnel and Bureau of Punishments, some thoughts sprouted in his mind. However, he wasn't confident that they would be willing.

"This is precisely the reason why we're here. If gongzi doesn't mind, we would like to follow behind gongzi!" The one who spoke these words was Old Eagle. Saying so, he stepped forward.

"Same as well. If not for gongzi, who knows whether I could have avenged my brothers. I ask of gongzi to accept me." Solitary Wolf stepped forward and spoke grimly.

"If gongzi doesn't despise the fact that I only have a single arm, I ask of gongzi to accept me as well." Steel Arms stepped forward with a slight smile.

"What are you all saying? How could I possibly mind it? I'm more than delighted to take you all in!" Wang Chong said with a brilliant smile.

He was still wondering whether he could have them follow him since they were unwilling to rejoin the Bureau of Military Personnel and Bureau of Punishments. However, he had no confidence in recruiting them, and he had no idea how he should bring it up either.

Who knew that they would offer themselves instead!

Wang Chong had witnessed their amazing strength for himself. Even the single-armed Steel Arms had incredible offensive power.

Not to mention, most of them were Profound Martial realm experts.

Wang Chong didn't have any sizeable fighting force other than the guards in his residence. However, these guards were lacking in strength, and even Miyasame Ayaka could defeat all of them alone, not to mention there were plenty of experts stronger than her out there.

If these people could follow him, his strength of his fighting force would grow in an instant.

As such, he was excited to accept their offers.

Of the four, only Ma Yinlong hadn't expressed his decision yet.

"Gongzi, pardon me but I won't be able to follow you for the time being as... I have something important I must attend to. After I'm done, so long as gongzi doesn't mind, I'm willing to serve you for life."

After a moment of silence, Ma Yinlong spoke with a voice tinged with deep sorrow.

"Just that, I've no idea how long it would take for me to resolve the matter. It might be a year, ten years, or perhaps even longer than that."

"Hm?" Wang Chong was slightly surprised, but he soon smiled.

"Don't worry, elder, feel free to do whatever you need to. Should you need help, feel free to look for me."

Everyone had their own secrets. Even though Wang Chong didn't know what it was that would take Ma Yinlong such a long time, his instincts told him that it was something related to the matter back then.

"There's no need for it." Ma Yinlong waved his hands with a smile. "I'll be counting on gongzi to take care of my brothers. Gongzi is the offspring of Duke Jiu, and your eyes are on the entire world. Perhaps, my brothers would be able to achieve much more beside you than being in the Bureau of Military Personnel and Bureau Punishments. Also, Solitary Wolf is a money-grubber, and he has heard that gongzi is earning huge buckets of money every day. I'll have to ask gongzi to take care of that as well."

"Hahaha..."

Hearing Ma Yinlong's teasing, Wang Chong burst into laughter.

"Elder, don't worry. I may not be confident in anything else, but my ability to earn money is still on the mark!"

The group of four immediately burst into laughter.

"Gongzi, you need not call us elders in the future. Just call us by our nicknames, Solitary Wolf, Old Eagle, and Steel Arms!"

---

Watching Ma Yinlong's back disappear into the distance, Wang Chong sighed.

Even though they hadn't worked together for too long, he had an extremely good impression of the Fang of the White Tiger.

"Elder, I wish you luck." Wang Chong mumbled.

After arranging some matters with Old Eagle, Steel Arms, and Solitary Wolf, Wang Chong grew busy once more. Even though the matter with the Goguryeons had come to an end, he still had a bunch of matters he had to attend to.

The attack on the Goguryeon bases had brought Wang Chong incredible gains—dozens of chests filled with Goguryeon ginsengs. Other than leaving a few for his own use, he sent to the rest to the spirit vein for the consumption of selected recruits.

They would become the Wang Clan's strength in the future, as well as Wang Chong's future subordinates. Thus, without second thought, he decided to give these precious ginseng to them.

Following which, Wang Chong called Tuoba Guiyuan and settled the matter regarding the Wootz steel weapons.

Only when all of these were done did Wang Chong finally find some time to spare.

------

Unknowingly, eights day flew by.

The mountain range beyond the capital was filled with lush trees. At the very peak of a certain mountain, white steam filled the entire area. In the middle of the steam, a man was meditating motionlessly.

Spiritual energy gushed in from the surroundings, seeping into that man's body.

"Hahhhh!"

After a long moment, Wang Chong exhaled deeply, and his eyes opened amidst the white steam. The golden rays of a morning sun shone from the horizon, traversing through the trees, dyeing the entire area yellow.

Gazing downward, one could see a flight of stairs linking the bottom of the mountain to the top.

There were many beautiful infrastructures to be seen along the both sides of the stairs, be it elegant pavilions or long corridors. The number of infrastructures only increased the further one proceeded.

At the very peak of the mountain stood a majestic cluster of halls divided into the residential area, training area, and resting area. There were also gardens, ponds, fake mountains... It seemed as though everything could be found here.

Not too far away from Wang Chong, a group of young men and ladies were busy cultivating and sparring. A sharp gust of wind could be heard with every punch and kick they made.

The group of ex-Imperial Army instructors whom Wang Chong recruited were standing around them. With austere gazes and stern bellows, they corrected the various faults of these young recruits.

"It truly wasn't easy to come this far!"

Wang Chong took a deep breath as he looked at the scene before him with deep pride and a strong sense of accomplishment.

After devoting a huge amount of manpower, resources, and money, Wang Chong's base centered around the spirit vein was finally completed after five months of work.

Even though it was still a humble base hidden in the depths of the mountain, everything was on track already.

Eventually, this would become his strength to change the future of the world!

"In the future, I'll have to expand the number of recruits. Also, I mustn't limit myself to this one base. Eventually, I'll have to establish a large number of such bases in every single province."

Wang Chong gazed at the rising sun as hopes for the future sprang within him.

This spirit vein might be his starting point, but it wasn't where he was going to end. In the future, he would expand this model throughout the Central Plains and recruit even more people. His base would be built on meritocracy; orphans and ordinary civilians would be given an equal chance as the scions from prestigious clans.

Wang Chong had maintained a narrow outlook in his previous life. He had never thought of using his own birthright as a strength to wield.

But when the catastrophe struck, the thin line between the wealthy and the poor faded entirely. Everyone went by just a single identity—men of the Central Plains. There was nothing shameful about wielding what the heavens had blessed him with at birth as his own strength to rally others.

"Chong-er!"

Just as he was deep in contemplation, a familiar voice suddenly sounded by his ears.
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Turning around, Wang Chong saw a familiar figure staring at him from beneath a tree.

"Teacher!"

Laughing, Wang Chong rushed forward.

The man beneath the tree was none other than Wang Chong's teacher, Demonic Emperor Old Man. After months of absence, the Demonic Emperor Old Man was visibly much stronger than before, and his complexion looked significantly better as well.

His aura seemed to have changed as well. The aura of callousness that he, as a man of the unorthodox, had once carried had faded, and in its place was gentility and composure.

Those who didn't know of his background would surely think that this gray-robed smiling elder before them was just an ordinary old man.

"Teacher really has changed a lot."

Looking at his teacher who was sipping on a cup of fragrant tea, Wang Chong thought. It was as if the dying man he had met back then wasn't the same man as he was seeing before him right now.

Even though Wang Chong didn't know how it all happened, he felt happy for his teacher.

"How is your progress in your martial arts going?" The Demonic Emperor Old Man asked as he placed his teacup down.

"It's still going fine, but I haven't managed to gather my Origin Energy to form the white ripples yet," Wang Chong bowed and replied respectfully.

He had reached Origin Energy Tier 9, but to be able to create the white ripples, his Origin Energy would need to be further refined.

Once he mastered it, his fighting prowess would increase by leaps and bounds.

This was exactly what Wang Chong had been doing every day on the spirit vein.

"Un. In order to create the white ripples, your Origin Energy must be compressed to the limit. This is also the reason why I called you here. You should proceed slowly and not get anxious. Given your talents, within five days at maximum, you should be able to make a breakthrough,” the Demonic Emperor Old Man said.

"Yes, I understand," Wang Chong replied respectfully.

No matter how fearsome a reputation the Demonic Emperor Old Man had out there, there was no denying that the latter did treat him very well. Rather than his disciple, the latter seemed to regard him as kin, instead.

Humans would reciprocate feelings. Unknowingly, Wang Chong also viewed the Demonic Emperor Old Man as his kin, as well.

"Haha, third brother, you're here!"

Suddenly, a laughter as crisp as the ringing of bells sounded. Then, a small figure with two conspicuous braids reminiscent of horns rushed out excitedly.

"What are you here for? Are you done with your homework already?" All of the sudden, the gentle Demonic Emperor Old Man's face turned stern, and he reprimanded the small figure sharply.

Shua!

As though a pail of cold water was poured over her, the excited little sister of the Wang Family suddenly stopped, and fear surfaced in her eyes. But soon, she pouted angrily and glared at the Demonic Emperor Old Man indignantly.

"Why? Do you feel indignant?"

"Hmph, what is there for you to be so smug about? To think that a person of your age would actually bully a small child like me!"

"Heh, say whatever you like, but as long as you can't defeat me, don't even dream about leaving here!"

"Old fogey!"

Seeing the old man and the young girl glare at one another, Wang Chong nearly burst into laughter.

His little sister possessed extraordinary strength, but her boisterous personality made her incapable of cultivating silently for prolonged periods, thus resulting in her indolence. Unfortunately, no one in the Wang Family could keep her under control, either.

Wang Chong did have the mind to intervene, but it was a pity that he wasn't able to defeat her yet.

But this time, his little sister seemed to have met her nemesis. Acting coy, playing cute, feigning pity, pleading, throwing a tantrum, insulting, assaulting, sneaking out... For the past few months, in order to get off the mountain, she had tried every means at her disposal.

But none of it would work on the Demonic Emperor Old Man.

Little sister, don't blame me for this. You were the one who came up here out of curiosity, Wang Chong chuckled inwardly.

"Third brother, you should quickly return and gather your troops. Let's call big uncle over to slaughter this old fogey!" Failing in the glaring contest, the little sister of the Wang Family rushed forward in a frenzy to her elder brother for help.

"You must be joking, like I will agree to that!"

Wang Chong was nearly laughing his guts out. If his little sister were to know that his mother had specially sent a letter to him to allow her to cultivate diligently here, she would probably be even more frenzied.

"Little sister, big uncle is busy and can't possibly come over. Your cousin and I aren't a match for him, either. I think you should just listen to him obediently and cultivate. When you finally surpass him, you will be able to leave here,” Wang Chong advised with a mock bitter face.

"AHHHH! I'M ABOUT TO GO INSANE! THIS OLD MAN FORCES ME TO TRAIN EVERY SINGLE DAY! ..." the little sister of the Wang Family complained angrily, unaware that her brother was in cahoots with the old fogey before her.

"Hmph, old fogey, just you wait! One day, I'll surely defeat you!" She pointed a finger at the Demonic Emperor Old Man angrily. Defeated, she could only fling her arms and walk over to her brother despondently for consolation.

Wang Chong didn't know whether to laugh or cry at this. Just as he was going to console her, suddenly——

Haha, I got you! Just as she was passing by the Demonic Emperor Old Man, a cunning gleam suddenly flashed across her beady eyes.

The Demonic Emperor Old Man couldn't see it, but on the opposite side, Wang Chong could see everything clearly.

Th-this... Little sister is actually resorting to trickery!, Wang Chong widened his eyes in shock.

Was this still the innocent little sister he knew? Or was his little sister forced to awaken her hidden talents?

However, something even more shocking awaited him.

Peng!

His little sister leaped up with a jumping power that was disproportionate to her body size. Following which, a powerful fist came falling upon the Demonic Emperor Old Man.

Boom!

Powerful shock waves and Stellar Energy diffused into the surroundings. That tiny fist that his little sister wielded carried unimaginable strength. Kacha! The tree behind the Demonic Emperor Old Man fell instantly under that powerful shock wave, and the tiles on the ground cracked immediately.

After this, a brilliant and giant green halo emerged from his little sister's small body.

Wang Chong had never seen such a huge halo before. Rather than a halo, it seemed like a humongous light sphere instead. Within the light sphere, Wang Chong could feel the might of the mountain and earth.

Under the effects of the immense green halo, his little sister's aura seemed to vaguely harmonize as one with the mountain range and trees beneath her. Spiritual energy rushed out from the spirit vein to fuse together with her small fists, amplifying her strength further.

Boom!

A powerful might emanated into the surrounding, causing the entire mountain to tremor ever so slightly. At the same moment, Wang Chong clearly saw a vague image of the winding mountain range behind her.

Halo... Little sister has already reached True Martial realm! Wang Chong was astonished.

If he hadn't witnessed this personally, he really dared not believe that her little sister would have made a breakthrough to True Martial realm after a few months with his teacher. Furthermore, he had never seen such a halo before, and it was unimaginably powerful. It far surpassed any True Martial realm halo that Wang Chong had seen.

With such strength, probably none in the True Martial realm could surpass her!

It seemed that his little sister had grown much more than him during this period of time!

"HAH!"

While such thoughts were running through Wang Chong's mind, the little sister of the Wang Family bellowed loudly as a storm-like barrage of fists harnessing her full might fell upon the Demonic Emperor Old Man.

Boom boom boom!

A thick white mist immediately filled the entire field. No matter where or how powerful the little sister of the Wang Family attacked, the Demonic Emperor Old Man was able to easily deflect it with just a single finger while his other hand rested behind his back.

Left, right, up, down, front, back... No matter where the attack came from, the Demonic Emperor Old Man could deflect it easily without moving a step. It was as if that single finger was the strongest barrier in the world, taking down every single attack the little sister of the Wang Family could possibly launch at him.

"AH!!! I quit!" Seeing that her attacks were completely ineffective, the little sister of the Wang Family shouted furiously and threw a tantrum. However, at that moment, she lost her balance and fell to the ground. In an instant, her mouth pouted even more angrily.

"Hmph! Old fogey, I'll surpass you one day!" Furious, she harrumphed angrily and immediately charged back into the hall to cultivate.

"Teacher, her halo..." Wang Chong was astonished. Just like the previous him, his little sister was an indolent person who was content with living her life leisurely.

In his previous life, his little sister had never managed to cultivate a martial halo, so the appearance of the massive green halo had left him shocked.

Everything was already different from his previous life.

"That is the 'Halo of Mountains', a True Martial realm 1-dan halo. It allows one to gather strength from the mountains, granting her incredible might. It can be considered as a strength-type halo, but of the highest tier," the Demonic Emperor Old Man said.

There was no need for him to hide anything from Wang Chong. Since the first time he saw that girl, he could already sense the astounding talent and strength emanating from her.

It would be difficult to find even one like her amongst a million people. If not for that case, he wouldn't have forcefully taken her in as his disciple and had her remain here to cultivate.

"What's going on?" Wang Chong was bewildered by the situation. There were many types of strength-type halos, such as the Halo of Great Might and the Halo of Herculean Strength... They did boost the strength of martial artists, but never to such a ridiculous extent.

His little sister's ability to harness the power of the mountain was completely inconceivable. That halo was nearly to the class of a Profound Martial realm martial artist by itself.

"Even though I'm not too sure, either, I can fathom a guess. Year, month, day, and time, these are known as the Four Pillars. Every single pillar consists of two words, and together, they form the Eight Characters of Birth. This is the divination art that I once studied when I was younger."

"I have asked your mother about it, and your little sister is born in the yiwei year, which possesses the yin attribute. If I'm not mistaken, she was probably born in a yin year yin month yin day yin time, thus giving her an “Eight Characters of Perfect Yin”, also termed as the Moment of Absolute Yin.

"A person who was born at such a time will be aligned with the secrets of the world, granting them superior talents from birth. Extreme yin will require the complementation of extreme yang, thus her body is exceptionally potent in absorbing yang energy. Even if she does nothing at all, she would still possess herculean strength. And once she starts cultivating, even absorbing the essence of the mountain wouldn't be beyond her.

"Given her talent, as long as she puts in a little more effort, her future accomplishments will be limitless! It is very possible that she might even surpass the me back then!"

The Demonic Emperor Old Man couldn't help but sigh in contentment at this moment. To be able to accept these two incredibly talented disciples in his later years, he was without any regrets now.

"!!!" Wang Chong stared at the Demonic Emperor Old Man in shock. To think that there would be such an explanation behind his little sister's herculean strength.

Shocking!
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"Such talent really shouldn't be wasted. Since your Wang Clan is a clan of ministers and general, you should leave this young lass with me. In the future, she might become an invaluable expert to your clan!" the Demonic Emperor Old Man said.

"Teacher, don't worry. Feel free to teach her as you please. I'll explain everything to my mother," Wang Chong replied.

It wasn't easy to find someone who could curb his little sister. Wang Chong was no samaritan, so his little sister was truly foolish to have thought that she could have depended on him to talk his teacher out of this.

It was already a huge kindness on his part that he didn't get his teacher to intensify her training.

"Un."

The Demonic Emperor Old Man nodded before looking at Wang Chong worriedly.

"I don't know whether it's a right decision for me to impart to you the Little Yinyang Art—your progress is too fast. I thought that since you weren't a member of the martial world, your cultivation wouldn't progress too fast. To think that being in the military would actually augment your cultivation instead. This ultimate technique might be powerful, but it has a fatal flaw.

"This also played an important reason as to why I was done in by that unfilial disciple back then. Chong-er, you must remember that you mustn't rush with the Little Yinyang Art. If possible, it would be best for you to slow things down so as to prevent any future problems."

"Teacher, rest assured. I know what I must do," Wang Chong chuckled, thinking nothing much of it.

The reason why he was interested in the 《Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art》 was because it was the quickest way to raise one's cultivation. As for the side effects he would incur due to it...

If he could change Great Tang's fate and prevent that catastrophe, what did those side effects count as?

The Demonic Emperor Old Man didn't say anything, but he clearly saw the nonchalance in Wang Chong's eyes. Knowing that there was nothing he could say that would change the young man's mind, he could only sigh.

He was the one who had imparted the Little Yinyang Art to Wang Chong, so he was the origin of this all. All he could do now was to see if he could find a solution to resolving the flaws of both the Little Yinyang Art and the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art.

Let's hope I can succeed! …, the Demonic Emperor Old Man thought, looking into the brilliant yellow sky.

Having lived in the martial world for too long, he was accustomed to schemes and vicious battles. Suddenly coming into contact with the Great Tang royal court and an ordinary worldly life with the Wang Clan, he suddenly found the tension he had accumulated over his life loosening rapidly.

There were no schemes here, no one knew that he was the Demonic Emperor Old Man, and no one feared him like the plague. All there was here was this simple and peaceful life.

Teaching a decently talented disciple; cultivating at a spirit vein in the depths of a mountain where no one knew him; facing the assaults of a young lass from time to time while bickering with her everyday, forcing her to work diligently in her cultivation.

When he was free, he could even brew a cup of fragrant tea, have some braised beef with sesame seeds scattered on it, and take a few sips of wine.

The peaceful life had brought unprecedented calm to his soul as well, and he found himself completely relaxed.

The Demonic Emperor Old Man was extremely fond of the current life he had.

And he really loved the two students he had accepted in his declining years, as well. They bore no malice or schemes toward him. Well, the lass did attack him from time to time, but that was due to her fervent wish to get off the mountain.

As for Wang Chong, the Demonic Emperor Old Man could sense that there was something extremely heavy buried deep in his heart, but that was not aimed at him.

He could sense that Wang Chong treated him completely earnestly, and there was no falsehood behind his gestures.

He could tell that Wang Chong really thought of him as his teacher.

And to the Demonic Emperor Old Man who had lived his life in bloodshed and betrayal, such sincere kinship was invaluable.

No matter what, he didn't want anything to happen to these two children.

Flinging his sleeves, the Demonic Emperor Old Man turned around and walked into a hall.

At the same time, Wang Chong looked around the surroundings before walking over to the corner of a man-made hill.

"How is it?" Wang Chong asked.

"Reporting to gongzi, as per your orders, the construction of Training Grounds Number 2 is ready, but there aren't sufficient living quarters and dining halls at the moment. Thus, we might still need a few months before we can set everything in place," a middle-aged Wang Clan guard reported from the side of the artificial hill.

This guard went by the name of Xu Ping, and just like Meng Long and the others, had been in the Wang Family Residence for more than a decade now. While his martial arts weren't on par with Shen Hai and Meng Long, nor was he a very intelligent person, he excelled in getting things done.

Anything that was instructed of him would surely be completed perfectly and on time.

Training Grounds Number 2 was Wang Chong's plan to open up another base aside from this one here.

The spirit vein Wang Chong had discovered extended over a vast area, and a training ground for his recruits didn't require that big a space. It would be a huge pity to let it go to waste.

Thus, Wang Chong initiated his “Training Grounds Number 2” plan. At the northern end of the spirit vein, a considerable distance away from this camp, he would establish another training ground and open it to the public.

That training ground would serve a similar purpose to the residence he constructed just beyond the White Tiger Peak, and it was an equally important link to his plans, as well.

"How many people can Training Grounds Number 2 house at the moment?" Wang Chong asked as he gazed at the northern end of the mountain range. He couldn't see it clearly due to the lush forest in between, but in the distance, there was an arched roof rising slightly above the forest, dyed golden by the rising sun.

It was probably one of the buildings in Training Grounds Number 2, still in progress.

"It can house around thirty to forty people at the moment," Xu Ping replied seriously after a moment of contemplation.

"That'll suffice. The Training Grounds Number 2 should be able to be officially opened by the time I return," Wang Chong chuckled.

If he were to make good use of the Training Grounds Number 2, not only could he enhance his own influence, it could also serve as a valuable money tree.

After all, that was a spirit vein! An immense spirit vein that harnessed an astonishing reserve of Origin Energy!

All the large clans would be dying to lay their hands on it!

As long as Wang Chong made good use of this resource, it could possibly become his next mountain of gold, after the Hyderabad ore.

However, this matter would still have to be settled a step at a time; haste would only make waste.

After giving instructions for the future to Xu Ping, Wang Chong pondered for a moment before walking over to one of the training fields in the base.

By the side of the training field stood an old instructor, who was presumably in his fifties. He was supervising the training of the young men and women on the field. His sideburns were snowy-white, and he had a stern expression which indicated professionalism in this job.

"Gongzi!"

Upon seeing Wang Chong walking over, the old instructor hurriedly walked over and bowed respectfully.

"Gongzi!!"

At the same moment, the young men and ladies also noticed Wang Chong as well, and they hurriedly put aside their training and bowed to Wang Chong excitedly.

Their eyes were filled with admiration and delight, as though they were meeting with their idol.

"Un," Wang Chong chuckled as he waved his hand, "You should continue with your training."

Those simple words incited a wave of excitement across the group, and some of the younger ladies were screaming in delight.

Wang Chong might still be young, but the accomplishments behind him far surpassed his age. As such, the crowd was under a slight illusion that Wang Chong was significantly older than them.

"Elder Xiang, this way please!"

Amidst the enthusiastic gazes of the crowd, Wang Chong smiled and walked around alongside the old instructor. The old instructor went by the surname of Xiang, and he was the chief instructor whom his little uncle and the eight initial instructors had strongly recommended.

Even though he wasn't the first to arrive at this base, he did possess the greatest prestige here, and it didn't seem like this would change anytime soon.

All of the Imperial Army instructors viewed him as their leader and respected him deeply. It truly wasn't easy for Wang Chong to invite him here.

Before him, Wang Chong didn't dare to pull his weight as the offspring of Duke Jiu, so he too respectfully addressed the other party as “Elder Xiang”.

"There are strict regulations for those who have retired from the Imperial Army, and these rules forbid us from accepting requests such as that of gongzi's, not to mention, gongzi seems to have great ambitions in this aspect. However, Duke Jiu is a respectable man with high morals; the world has seen this for themselves. Furthermore, gongzi has displayed a heart that worries for your country, and a willingness to bear the burden. It is because of these that I accepted your request," Elder Xiang said as the duo walked by the perimeter of the training field. There were many prestigious and powerful clans in the capital, and many had the intention of engaging his expertise. But he had turned down every single one of them without fail.

The only reason why he made such an exception was because he bore a very high opinion of Wang Chong. The regional commander incident was an extremely sensitive issue, and it took great guts to report this to the Sage Emperor.

One must know there was a good chance that one might be executed for this matter.

Not to mention, Wang Chong also came from the respectable and incorruptible lineage of Duke Jiu. These were the main reasons why he accepted this undertaking.

"I thank Elder Xiang for your compliments. The main reason why I established this base is indeed to serve the country in times of need. In the present circumstances, there are many hostile gazes eyeing us—Ü-Tsang, the Turkic Khaganates, Goguryeo, Mengshe Zhao, and the Abbasid Caliphate. These powers aren't what they used to be. Their militaries have grown strong, and they have displayed strong aggression against us. However, few of the entire royal court is aware of this matter, and even fewer are paying it any heed. All I hope is that my actions may prove to be of some use in the perilous times that we're venturing into," Wang Chong sighed.

Wang Chong would never say such words to the other instructors, and neither would they ask him about them, either. However, Elder Xiang was different. Having spent twenty-seven years of his life as an instructor, he had groomed many generations of Imperial Army soldiers. In fact, most of the current instructors were his students.

His prestige, influence, standing, and rallying power were incredible in the Imperial Army.

On top of that, Elder Xiang had also participated in several major campaigns in the past, and this had helped him to build a strong relationship with many military officers and governmental officials. As such, he was well aware of the various affairs surrounding the empire.

Little Uncle Wang Mi had emphasized multiple times in the letter that he must treat Elder Xiang earnestly and not hide anything from him, and that he wouldn't be able to do so even if he tried to.

If he could win Elder Xiang's favor, he could win considerable help through the rallying prowess of the other party.

Elder Xiang stopped in his footsteps and turned to look at Wang Chong with a pair of eyes that could peer deep into one's soul. A short while later, he nodded his head. He could see sincerity in the other party's eyes.

Wang Chong meant what he said.

"It's a good thing that you can think of all of this. As a child from a clan of general and ministers, it's a blessing for the nation that you noticed the threats surrounding the empire and are facing them. I have seen many scions in my life, be it from the royalty, prestigious clans, or nobility. Some of them live their life idly and without purpose, some of them vie with one another for fame and prestige... but very few of them can truly see past themselves and share the burdens of the nation. This is truly a rare trait among your peers.

"If you can protect this earnest heart of yours, you'll achieve great things in the future. I've already sent a few letters to my old friends and students in hopes that they can lend you a hand in your future endeavors!"

Elder Xiang spoke slowly, but his words struck a chord of joy in Wang Chong's heart.

"Thank you, Elder Xiang!"

Elder Xiang's friends and students didn't just number in the dozens; just his old friends themselves numbered in the hundreds, not to mention his students!

Given Elder Xiang's standing in the Imperial Army, his words would surely have a huge and instantaneous influence on the retired Imperial Army instructors.

With this, what Wang Chong had to worry about now wasn't whether there were sufficient Imperial Army instructors to support his base, but whether there was sufficient space to support the inflow of Imperial Army instructors!
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"It's good that you accepted these people, but if you wish to do something considerable for the empire, just these hundred recruits won't be enough," Elder Xiang said as he turned to look at Wang Chong.

"Elder Xiang, don't worry. This is only the first batch of recruits. I'll bring more people in later on, and they won't be limited to the men of the Wang Clan," Wang Chong replied earnestly.

"Oh?" Elder Xiang was slightly surprised by those words, but he also thought that it was commendable.

"It seems like you have a concrete plan in mind. That's great. My worries are unfounded."

After chatting with Elder Xiang, Wang Chong returned back to the main hall.

---

Time passed swiftly. Soon, three days had gone by.

Meditating by the edge of the spirit vein, Wang Chong drove his Origin Energy through his meridians and acupoints relentlessly. However, fatigue piled up on him with every single circulation.

Circulating one's Origin Energy around the body would sap one's spirit!

The effects weren't too obvious at the start, but as Wang Chong's cultivation realm advanced and he grew stronger, the amount of spirit that was sapped by his Origin Energy circulation became more apparent.

As such, even though his Origin Energy would grow during his training, he would feel slightly drained by the end of it, and he would need some rest to recuperate.

As Wang Chong's spirit was significantly stronger, exhaustion didn't set in very quickly for him. But even so, he could clearly feel it being drained by his Origin Energy.

A sight of nothing but pure darkness loomed before him. With a calm mind, Wang Chong continued meditating without moving at all.

After a long moment, a ripple suddenly appeared amidst the darkness.

Somehow, Wang Chong could sense that something was gathering around his surroundings.

It's coming!, Wang Chong thought.

This feeling was no stranger to Wang Chong. In the past few days, he had been feeling this sensation. There seemed to be something within the darkness, but it wasn't the trees, pavilion, mountain, river, or that sort...

It was something far smaller than that.

Something that even the eyes couldn't see!

It felt like it was about to come within reach, but it was extremely far away at the same time… As if there was a very thin barrier between them, preventing him from traversing beyond it.

The law of the world!, Wang Chong thought.

The energy of the world dictated its law, and a martial halo was a manifestation of the law. Only upon comprehending the law of the world would one be able to wield a martial halo.

This was also the reason why Miyasame Ayaka didn't have a martial halo, but Li Zhuxin did.

Not every True Martial realm expert would possess a martial halo, and cultivation wasn't the only determining factor as to whether or not one had a martial halo!

But without doubt, under the circumstances that both individuals possessed similar prowess, the one who possessed a martial halo was bound to be far stronger than the one who didn't!

If one wanted to wield a martial halo, one must comprehend the law of the world first, and before one could do so, one had to first encounter and feel it.

Origin Energy Tier 9 was the start to everything.

Only after coming in contact with the law of the world and feeling its existence could one comprehend it. Otherwise, everything would simply be empty talk. This was exactly the state that Wang Chong was currently in.

Time passed slowly. Wang Chong didn't forcefully attempt to break that thin barrier. Instead, he allowed himself to go along with the flow, moving to wherever it brought him to.

Everything had its own nature!

The essence to forging the white ripples at Origin Energy Tier 9 was to allow one to “go with the flow”, allowing one's spirit to fuse naturally with one's Origin Energy before tempering it further.

The more one tried to force it, the more difficult it would be to comprehend the law of the world. One's cultivation might even go berserk instead.

Weng!

When his Origin Energy finally reached saturation after absorbing sufficient spirit, it began to metamorphosize. 

Boom!; in the darkness, an intangible barrier had broken, enabling him to comprehend something.

In the next instant, the Origin Energy that was trapped within his meridians came free, and Origin Energy suddenly gushed out from his pores and acupoints like a jet of water.

Boom! The space trembled, and from above, one could see a clear and powerful aura rushing out from Wang Chong's body. When the aura finally peaked, it suddenly compressed together to form white ripples.

The white ripples felt as strong as metal, as if nothing could destroy them.

Boom!

At a distance a zhang away, a black artificial hill was caught within the white ripples, and it immediately shattered into small fragments, forming a cloud of dust a zhang high in the sky.

"I've succeeded!"

At the center of the shock wave from the explosion, Wang Chong abruptly stood up, and a sharp light gleamed in his eyes.

While this breakthrough had no effect on the might of his zhenqi, it represented a vast difference in fighting prowess.

Boom! Wang Chong abruptly punched out, and his Origin Energy immediately jolted and shot out along with his fist. At the very tip of his fist, a white ripple diffused into the surroundings.

Boom! This fist threatened to crumble even mountains beneath it, just the immense shock wave from it had already whipped up a huge gale.

Incredible!, Wang Chong thought excitedly. He could finally bring out the full strength of Might of the Barbaric God! In terms of strength, Wang Chong was unmatched by any Origin Energy Tier 9 cultivator at the moment.

However, he didn't stop with just a single punch.

He executed the movements of the Dragon Bone Art that he had cultivated previously one by one. Every single movement he made, be it kicks or elbow strikes, would generate the white ripple, augmenting the force of his movements.

With just a light kick, he could easily smash a boulder to smithereens.

With his experience from his previous life, he could easily bring out the white ripple from any part of his body.

"I should try the Hundred Steps Divine Fist!"

Wang Chong gazed around his surroundings for a target, and his eyes finally fell upon a lush tree twenty zhang away. Boom! A comet-like fist qi shrouded with white ripples shot out, and with a resounding explosion, the lush tree along with six others in the surroundings were smashed to pieces.

A great wind swept up the grass and sawdust from the ground.

"Are Origin Energy Tier 9 cultivators that formidable?"

Astonished mutterings sounded behind him. Turning around, Wang Chong noticed a huge crowd consisting of a hundred young men and women standing at the edge of the training field, watching him.

"It doesn't seem like it's the Origin Energy Tier 9 cultivation that is formidable, but the Hundred Steps Divine Fist."

"That's impossible. I've seen the Hundred Steps Divine Fist before, and it isn't as strong as that!"

The groups began to argue with one another.

Seeing the bunch of young men and ladies squabbling with one another, their faces reddened in agitation, Wang Chong chuckled. Before they realized it, Wang Chong's figure had already disappeared into the distance.

His original plan was to remain on the mountain for around ten days or so to forge the white ripples, and since he had met his aim, it was time to leave.

Sou sou sou!

In just a short moment, Wang Chong's silhouette had already vanished.

"Lad..."

The Demonic Emperor Old Man sipped on a mouthful of the Snow Butterfly Tea as he watched Wang Chong disappear among the trees below through his window, and a slight smile crept onto his lips.

But soon, the smile turned into a stern frown.

"What are you idling around for? Hurry up and cultivate!"

"HMPH!" an indignant voice sounded within the hall. Then, everything fell silent.

---

"Gongzi!"

At the exterior of the training base, three carriages had stopped. Steel Arms, Old Eagle, and Solitary Wolf were standing by these carriages as three eagles circled in the sky.

Wang Chong nodded in acknowledgement of their presence before asking, "What's the location?"

"The Goguryeon's Ten Sun Tavern in the city's west!" Old Eagle said, as he passed an invitation letter over. Two large crimson words reminiscent of fresh blood were written on a black background, “Invitation Letter”.

"Heh, as expected of him. Only a person with such boldness would dare to stir up such a matter."

Wang Chong shook his head as he took the invitation letter from Old Eagle's hands before lowering his head and stepping into the carriage.

Jya!

With a shout and the crackling of a whip, the three carriages began to move slowly toward the capital. There, a person whom Wang Chong had been anticipating for a very long time was waiting.

No one knew that a storm was currently brewing in the Great Tang empire.

And no one knew what this storm would represent. Only many years later would its aftereffects start to show.

------

In the city's west, the Goguryeon's home turf, a row of lanterns was hung along the street. However, perhaps due to the gloomy atmosphere, it looked exceptionally dim.

King Sosurim's death was like a huge wave that had swept past this entire area, washing away the arrogance of the Goguryeons, leaving them meek and fearful.

Wang Chong was currently standing on this Goguryeon turf.

The bustling streets looked much colder than before, and the prosperity it had once enjoyed seemed to be long gone.

The Goguryeons had actually attempted to kill the influential officials of the royal court, even recruiting over a thousand soldiers from their homeland for the operation...

The revelation of this matter was a huge blow to the Goguryeons.

Most of the Goguryeon shops were now cold and deserted.

In the short run, this was unlikely to change.

Steel Arms frowned. "Gongzi, surely this isn't good? Those people must be dying to kill us after we have cleared away King Sosurim and their army. To come to their turf at this moment..."

No one could have expected the influential Southern Protector-General Zhangchou Jianqiong to host a banquet on the Goguryeon's turf.

After the matter with King Sosurim, the Goguryeons had to be filled with hostility towards them. In fact, there was news that every single Goguryeon had a portrait of him in their home.

"Hehe, so what about it? We aren't the ones who should be fearing the Goguryeons, they are the ones who should be fearing us. On Great Tang's territory, why should we fear those foreigners?" Wang Chong spoke nonchalantly with his head held high.

He could already sense the gazes coming from the windows and door cracks, but he didn't pay them any heed.

It was high time that their arrogance should be curbed, especially after all they had plotted and done in Great Tang.

Before long, the group of four arrived at a peculiarly-designed yet extravagant tavern. Its exterior was painted black and golden.

"Ten Sun Tavern!" Wang Chong gazed at the three words on the black signboard outside. There was also a picture of the ancient legend of a man shooting down the ten suns above the signboard.

This was the place Zhangchou Jianqiong had invited him to.

_________________

Tl Note: The ancient legend refers to the Chinese folklore regarding Hou Yi and the ten suns. It depicts an era of suffering where the men of the world had to suffer under the searing heat of ten suns. Thus, the legendary archer Hou Yi drew his bow and shot down nine of them, leaving behind just a single one. 

Also, the Three-legged Crow is a symbolism of the sun. 



                                                                        Chapter 270: A Heavyweight of the Empire, Zhangchou Jianqiong! 

                                                                                
Zhangchou Jianqiong had entered the capital inconspicuously, such that even Wang Chong had only just received news of the arrival of this influential Southern Protector-General at the capital.

Considering how he had come to the capital personally, he must be determined to succeed.

"Let's go in," Wang Chong beckoned to the others, before stepping into the Ten Sun Tavern himself. The crimson Persian mat was woven with pictures of raging flames. The golden ornaments on both sides of the corridors weren't just gilded, they were forged with real gold.

Precious gems, agate, and fine wooden furniture made using invaluable ancient trees a thousand years old could be seen around this extravagant Goguryeon tavern. Even black crystals were found throughout the place.

This Ten Sun Tavern was the pinnacle of luxury among the Goguryeon establishments. Of course, the price charged here was also equally ridiculous.

Before this, the Vast Crane Pavilion of the Yao Clan was nothing in comparison. Without immense wealth, it was impossible for one to afford dining here.

However, Zhangchou Jianqiong didn't lack money for this. This wasn't just due to his stipend as the Southern Protector-General.

In his years guarding Annan, he had made quite a fortune from Erhai and the Six Zhao as well.

However, Wang Chong paid it no heed. Zhangchou Jianqiong's hands were pretty clean in that aspect—while he did extort quite a fortune from foreigners, he never took what didn't belong to him from the inside.

As such, the royal court also turned a blind eye to his actions as well.

A figure was already waiting by the stairs of the Ten Sun Tavern. He was wearing a casual loose black robe with a crimson gold belt fastened at his waist, giving him an authoritative appearance.

"Chong-er, you're here."

Upon seeing Wang Chong, Big Uncle Wang Gen's frown smoothed out as he beckoned him over.

"Big uncle!" Smiling, Wang Chong hurried over to greet him. After another period of absence, his big uncle seemed to be in better condition than before. The authority that he naturally exuded with his gestures felt more vivid than previously.

After tidying up the various crises in the clan, Wang Chong knew that his big uncle was currently enjoying immense influence in the royal court. Even though he hadn't been given any promotion yet, he had gained a significantly higher standing and authority there. The crimson gold belt at his waist was a gift from the Sage Emperor.

After the matter with Consort Taizhen and the regional commanders, the reputation of the Wang Clan had risen significantly. As Wang Chong wasn't a member of the royal court, the greatest beneficiary of it all was Wang Gen.

The members of the Wang Clan shared the same roots; they prospered as one, and they suffered as one. Even though the one benefitting from it all wasn't Wang Chong himself, he felt sincerely happy for his big uncle.

After the retirement of his grandfather, his big uncle had become his protector and voice in the royal court. As Wang Chong had no way of influencing the royal court, he could only assist his uncle in such a manner.

"You must have waited for a long time." Wang Chong walked over casually.

"Not really, I've only just arrived myself, as well." Wang Gen smiled faintly with the care and concern an elder would have for his juniors.

This was the true kinship among family members. This had been unimaginable for the Wang Chong of his previous life. In this life, it had become his greatest pride and accomplishment.

He enjoyed the lack of scheming against one another, the pure relationship and interactions between an elder and a junior.

"You should have received Zhangchou Jianqiong’s invitation letter?" Wang Gen asked,  his hands behind his back.

"Un, it was unexpected. I didn't think that he, as the Southern Protector-General, would actually invite me over."

There was no need for Wang Chong to hide anything before his big uncle. He was indeed surprised by the invitation. Zhangchou Jianqiong was the influential Southern Protector-General who had struck fear into many, a person of equal standing with Fumeng Lingcha, Go Seonji, Geshu Han, and Zhang Shouhui; a true heavyweight in the military.

And Wang Chong... while he couldn't be considered a nobody, he didn't have the slightest official rank. In strict terms, even the smallest section leader in the military was ranked higher than him.

The disparity between the ranks of the two was like heaven and earth. That was why Wang Chong found it bizarre.

"You need not be so humble, you played a huge part in why Zhangchou Jianqiong is able to come to the capital this time around. Besides, you are an offspring of the Wang Clan. Let's see who would dare to belittle you." Wang Gen harrumphed coldly, with a fearsome might in his voice.

 Wang Chong was currently the most outstanding offspring of the Wang Clan, as well as its future. Looking down on him was equivalent to looking down on the entire Wang Clan!

"Hehe."Wang Chong chuckled, a warm feeling in his heart. Even though his big uncle didn't speak of it directly, the protectiveness in his voice was clear.

"Right, big uncle. Is little uncle here yet?" Wang Chong asked.

Since Zhangchou Jianqiong hoped to pull the Wang Clan over to his side, there was no reason for him to leave out his little uncle. Even though little uncle wasn't stationed in the capital, his deployment site wasn't too far away from it.

"I asked him not to come," Wang Gen replied directly.

"Hmm?" Wang Chong looked at big uncle, astonished.

"It's best for our Wang Clan not to get too deeply involved in this matter. Just the both of us is enough, there's no need to drag your little uncle in as well." Wang Gen replied deeply, staring at Wang Chong.

"Please enlighten me." Wang Chong retracted his smile and bowed slightly. Clearly, the reason why his big uncle was here wasn't just to catch up on their uncle-nephew ties, but to teach him an important lesson as well.

Even though Wang Chong had two lives of experience, he knew better than to assume that he was smarter than others, or to underestimate his big uncle.

Having immersed himself in politics for decades, his big uncle was definitely far more experienced than him in this aspect.

"Zhangchou Jianqiong is a decisive person with great ambitions, it would be unwise for us to offend such a person. However, we mustn't assume that he would be on our side just because we helped him. A person like him wouldn't ally with any faction or anyone—he himself is a faction."

As Wang Gen spoke, an intangible ripple flowed out from him and shrouded their surroundings, thus preventing any words from leaking out.

Wang Chong was astonished. As he knew the path of destiny, he understood that Zhangchou Jianqiong did possess great ambitions, and he had an unquenchable thirst for power. It was impossible for him to lower himself to ally with any faction.

But big uncle...

It was just a while ago that his big uncle, due to his inability to grasp Zhangchou Jianqiong's character, came over to consult him on the matter. But now, with his decades of experience in politics, he actually managed to grasp the latter's personality accurately.

And through such, he made the judgement to stop little uncle from coming and waited here so that he could advise Wang Chong.

All Wang Chong remembered of his big uncle in his previous life was his sternness and unsentimental personality, as well as that single wrong step that he took that led the Wang Clan into a downward spiral of decline.

But in this life, he had seen a very different side of the man.

"I understand," Wang Chong replied.

"Un. So, at the banquet later, you must make sure not to offend Zhangchou Jianqiong, but at the same time, you mustn't display too much intimacy to him. Zhangchou Jianqiong is unlike Yang Zhao; Yang Zhao might not understand the idea behind this, but Zhangchou Jianqiong does. Thus, you must make your stand clear through your attitude." Wang Gen spoke with a deep tone.

He had entrusted his hopes onto this nephew of his, and he didn't wish for the latter to face any severe trips before stepping into the royal court. This was especially so when dealing with important figures such as Zhangchou Jianqiong. Any mistake wouldn't be a joke at all.

"Has big uncle met Zhangchou Jianqiong before?" Wang Chong asked abruptly.

"Un."

Wang Gen was taken aback by the question, but he hurriedly nodded in response. "I saw him from a tavern when he was entering the city."

Wang Chong nodded. There was simply no need to point some things out too clearly, it was sufficient for Wang Gen to have understood his point.

Since Zhangchou Jianqiong was waiting inside, it would be impolite for them to chat outside for too long. After the chat with Big Uncle Wang Gen, Wang Chong knew what he had to do.

Thus, the duo headed forward together and walked up the stairs.

Contrary to the desolate and deserted street outside, the Ten Sun Tavern was bustling with life.

With a slight glance, Wang Chong saw a few black-armored generals roaring in laughter as they drank and frolicked.

These must be the commanders that Zhangchou Jianqiong brought here from Annan, Wang Chong thought.

These people carried the distinctive traits of those from the Jiannan region. Since Zhangchou Jianqiong had decided to enter the capital, he couldn't possibly come alone. Thus, it was natural that he would bring some trustworthy commanders along with him.

Other than the commanders that Zhangchou Jianqiong brought over, there were also some Goguryeons on the second floor as well. Upon seeing Wang Chong, they immediately glared at him in deep hatred.

"Hmph!"

Harrumphing coldly, he walked up to the third floor with Big Uncle Wang Gen.

"Hahaha, Jiexin, you're here! ——"

Before reaching the third floor, he could already hear a laughter roaring on top, and a deep voice welcoming them.

This person... should be Zhangchou Jianqiong!, Wang Chong thought.

Despite the lively atmosphere on the third floor, it was much quieter than the second floor.

Even though Wang Chong had never seen Zhangchou Jianqiong before, with a quick sweep through the crowd, he could easily identify the Southern Protector-General.

At the left corner of the hall, seated near the wall beneath a statue of the Three-legged Crow, a mustached man with vast shoulder blades and a muscular back stood up from his chair.

This simple movement felt as though an entire mountain had suddenly risen from the ground, creating an illusion of the earth shattering apart.

In his previous life, Wang Chong wasn't qualified to meet these influential Protector-Generals.

As such, it was his first time meeting Zhangchou Jianqiong.

Zhangchou Jianqiong had an extremely powerful disposition that surpassed most men that Wang Chong knew. As expected of a military man, he felt as tough as steel.

Anyone who saw him would instantly realize that he was no ordinary commander, but a marshal!

However, what drew Wang Chong in was his pair of eyes.

That was a pair of eyes brimming with unconcealed ambitions!

Zhangchou Jianqiong!

Standing by the end of the stairs, Wang Chong assessed the heavyweight who had a decisive impact on the empire, be it the present or the future.

____________________________

Tl Note: Jiexin is Wang Gen's other name. 



                                                                        Chapter 271: The Banquet Starts! 

                                                                                
Minister of War!

The position that Zhangchou Jianqiong was aiming for was significant for anyone. No deployment in the Bureau of Military Personnel could circumvent the orders of the Minister of War.

Unlike the previous Minister of War, Zhangchou Jianqiong possessed both power and ambition. If he were to rise to that position, there was no way he would be content with being a puppet who would defer to anyone.

This was precisely the reason why the topic regarding Zhangchou Jianqiong's promotion had been delayed for so long. Even Big Uncle Wang Gen had to reaffirm this matter with Wang Chong twice before agreeing to make a stand.

Zhangchou Jianqiong was an outsider in the royal court. He was an uncontrollable variable whose appearance would mess up the distribution of power.

This was precisely what the veterans of the royal court feared about him.

The Southern Protector-General becoming the Minister of War all of a sudden was no joke.

As such thoughts emerged in Wang Chong's head, he quickly regained his calm as he took a stand beside Big Uncle Wang Gen.

"Brother Zhangchou, I've kept you waiting!"

At the same time, Big Uncle Wang Gen also stretched out a hand as a display of courtesy and walked forward. In the entire Wang Clan, the only person who was of equal standing to this Southern Protector-General was probably Wang Gen.

The only difference between them was that Zhangchou Jianqiong was a military officer, whereas Wang Gen was a government official.

Even though their fields of expertise didn't overlap, Wang Gen's credentials in the royal court weren't beneath that of Zhangchou Jianqiong. In fact, due to the Wang Clan's standing, he had participated in the decision-making process determining Zhangchou Jianqiong's promotion. In that sense, his influence did exceed Zhangchou Jianqiong.

It was to satiate his desire for such power that Zhangchou Jianqiong wanted to enter the royal court.

"Haha, this must be famous young genius of the Wang Clan, Wang Chong!"

After chatting with Wang Gen, Zhangchou Jianqiong didn't take a seat, but turned his gaze meaningfully to Wang Chong instead.

"Thank you, lord, for your undue compliments, I am indeed Wang Chong. I have yet to express my gratitude to you for the matter regarding the regional commanders incident!"

Since Zhangchou Jianqiong had turned his sight to him, there was no need for Wang Chong to hold back either. He stepped forward and bowed graciously to the latter.

"Haha, there's no need for thanks." Zhangchou Jianqiong waved his hands casually. "It was a matter involving the fate of the empire, I only helped you out of my own conscience. There's no need for you to think too much into it. Rather, despite Wang gongzi's young age, the fact that you possess such astute judgement, magnanimity, and a heart that worries for the nation is truly rare. You'll surely achieve great things in the future."

He had noticed Wang Chong as soon as the younger man started walking up the stairs. Perhaps Wang Chong thought that he wouldn't attract any attention just by maintaining a low profile, but this was impossible in itself.

There were two main people he wanted to meet by inviting the Wang Clan over to the Goguryeon's Ten Sun Tavern. First, would be the influential Wang Gen, who wielded the bulk of the authority in the clan, and the other would be the proud scion of the Wang Clan, who caused such a huge uproar with his actions.

Humble when required, outspoken when needed; magnanimous in speech, graceful in gestures; a position that neither demeans nor overstep his boundaries... As expected of a scion from a prestigious clan. Everyone claimed that with only Wang Gen propping up the clan, the Wang Clan would surely decline when Wang Jiu Ling passed away. From the looks of it now, that doesn't seem to be the case. The Wang Clan's prosperity will survive yet another generation!, Zhangchou Jianqiong thought as he instantaneously made a precise judgement of the Wang Clan.

Duke Jiu was old, and Wang Gen had already reached the peak of his career. As such, the Wang Clan's future lay on the shoulders of the third generation offspring.

Among all the children of the Wang Clan, the most outstanding one was clearly Wang Chong. Despite his young age, he had met the Sage Emperor and managed to walk out of the imperial prison alive. Not to mention, he was currently favored by the Sage Emperor, so his future was likely to be boundless.

Back in their time, regardless of whether it was Wang Gen or Zhangchou Jianqiong, neither had succeeded in receiving the favor of the emperor! As long as Wang Chong didn't err badly, he would surely become yet another influential figure on the royal court.

Having read the pulse of the Wang Clan, Zhangchou Jianqiong understood what he had to do to reinforce his standing in the capital.

"Hahaha…!"

At this moment, a loud laughter suddenly sounded out, capturing everyone's attention. Wang Chong turned around and saw a figure walking out from one of the compartments on the third floor at this very “coincidental” moment.

This person was dressed in a white robe and a black coronet. He had a graceful disposition reminiscent of a scholar.

"Yang Zhao!"

Recognizing that figure, Wang Chong fell into a short moment of thought. Yang Zhao had clearly arrived early, but he chose to remain out of sight in the compartment by the side. Only after Zhangchou Jianqiong had greeted both his big uncle and him did he choose to make a timely appearance.

This seemed to be the effect that Zhangchou Jianqiong and Yang Zhao were intentionally going for.

"... Lord Zhangchou, how is it? I'm right, aren't I?" Yang Zhao chuckled heartily.

"Indeed! Wang gongzi sure is an excellent youth, a dragon that soars above all men. How could a person who comes from the noble Wang Clan possibly be ordinary?" Zhangchou Jianqiong smiled in response.

The tone that Zhangchou Jianqiong and Yang Zhao took with one another was much more casual and intimate, as though they were true brothers. With just a glance, it was certain that they had a deep relationship.

"Hahaha, we're all one family. Come, Lord Wang, do take a seat!"

With an amiable chuckle, Yang Zhao walked over with a raised hand. Astonishingly, he actually overstepped his boundaries and invited Wang Gen to his seat in place of the host, Zhangchou Jianqiong.

Yet, Zhangchou Jianqiong continued smiling cordially, paying it no mind at all.

What is going on?

Taking this peculiar scene into sight, Wang Gen's eyebrows twitched slightly in astonishment. He knew of Yang Zhao and Zhangchou Jianqiong's relationship, but it seemed that the duo was much more intimate than he had expected.

On the other hand, having expected this, Wang Chong wasn't surprised at all.

After all, Zhangchou Jianqiong was Yang Zhao's backing.

When Consort Taizhen hadn't risen to her current position yet, Zhangchou Jianqiong had already expressed his support for Yang Zhao in Annan, and even gave him a huge sum so that he could make the journey to the capital.

One must know that Yang Zhao was nothing more than a lowly hoodlum then, not to mention a compulsive gambler. The only notable thing about him was that he was Consort Taizhen's cousin in name.

Under such uncertain circumstances, Zhangchou Jianqiong still chose to spend a huge sum to invest in Yang Zhao and treated the latter with respect. In that aspect, he was truly a decisive person.

However, what Zhangchou Jianqiong never could have expected was that Yang Zhao would actually gamble all of his money away as soon as he arrived at the capital, thus resulting in the matter between him and Wang Chong.

Fortunately, Zhangchou Jianqiong's investment did pay off eventually. Even though Consort Taizhen was in a position of power, Yang Zhao wouldn't forget the favor the other party showed him back then.

Knowing this relationship between the duo, Wang Chong wasn't too surprised. On the other hand, Yang Zhao kept blinking relentlessly to him as a friendly gesture, leaving Wang Chong chuckling inwardly.

"You're being too polite!" Deciding not to think too much into it, Wang Gen raised his right hand politely for Yang Zhao to go ahead, too. With both the host and the guests seated down, a lively atmosphere started up.

The design of the seat was extremely elaborate. For the sake of earning more money, the Goguryeons seemed to have invested a lot into the furniture as well.

As soon as Wang Chong sat down, he began to examine his surroundings.

The Wang Clan wasn't the only one invited to the banquet. There were a few others on the third floor, as well. With a quick glance, most of them were Zhangchou Jianqiong's subordinates, whereas the others were probably his allies in the capital.

Having served as the Southern Protector-General for so many years, it was impossible for a person as ambitious of Zhangchou Jianqiong to not have planted any men in the royal court.

I wonder which of these men are Xianyu Zhongtong and Zhang Wentuo, Wang Chong thought.

All of the men whom Zhangchou Jianqiong brought had broad shoulders and a powerful disposition, reeking heavily of slaughter. It was clear that they were important commanders in the military.

But of them all, Wang Chong was only concerned with Xianyu Zhongtong and Zhang Wentuo.

The both of them had great significance to Wang Chong and Great Tang, just that he had never met either of them before.

There was a good chance that Zhangchou Jianqiong would bring his closest aides to the capital with him, but Wang Chong had no confidence that they would be here, too.

Typically speaking, Wang Chong should be able to deduce a thing or two from the seating positions. On Zhangchou Jianqiong's left was Yang Zhao, while on his right was an intelligent-looking man with a 八-shaped mustache. Rather than a soldier, he looked more like a strategist instead.

Thus, Wang Chong was unable to deduce who was Xianyu Zhongtong and who was Zhang Wentuo, or whether they were even here at the moment.

"Men, serve the dishes!"

At the very end of the table, Zhangchou Jianqiong raised his hand and beckoned for the waiters to serve the dishes. His gestures displayed the forthright nature of a military man.

On the other hand, there was a bizarre atmosphere shrouding the Goguryeons, but they also got to work. Before long, a few plates of exquisite dishes were served—Succulent Jade Fish, Braised Juicy Clams, Prosperity of the Dragon and the Phoenix, and Emerald Consort Chicken. These were extravagant dishes. At the very center of the table, a fragrant Roasted Suckling Pig with its perfect crispy skin and fragrant aroma was placed. In an instant, the atmosphere of the banquet grew lively.

Even though Wang Chong bore little goodwill to the Goguryeons, he had to admit that much effort was placed into making every single detail of this tavern exquisite.

Every single one of these dishes possessed distinguished appearance, fragrance, and taste. Just their very appearances would whet one's appetite. The likes of Vast Crane Pavilion could hardly compare with it.

"I heard that the Goguryeons worship the Three-legged Crow, which is a representation of the sun. As such, they named this place Ten Sun Tavern. It's not easy for us to come together like this, so allow me to treat you to this great feast here in this Ten Sun Tavern. All of you must make sure to enjoy yourself thoroughly today!" Zhangchou Jianqiong said.

"General, you're being too polite," the crowd hurriedly replied.

Of the entire tavern, the only one who was of equal standing to him and was worthy of such words was Wang Gen. How could the others possibly dare to accept such courtesy from him?

"Haha, there's no need to stand on ceremony today. Brother Jiexin, I have been in awe of you for a very long time, and I have always wanted to meet and chat with you. A pity it was that an opportunity never presented itself in the past. It's truly a pleasure to meet you today."

"Brother Zhangchou, you're being too polite. Once you enter the royal court, there will be many chances for us to catch up," Wang Gen replied with a rare pleasantry.

This was how politics worked.

Zhangchou Jianqiong might still be a military man at the moment, but once he became the Minister of War, the situation would be completely different. The both of them would surely require the help of one another in the future, so there was an imperative to maintain friendly ties.

"I'll be thanking Brother Jiexin for your auspicious words, then!" Hearing those words, Zhangchou Jianqiong's eyes lit up, and his mood immediately soared.

"Come! For Brother Jiexin's words, let's have a toast!"

Wine cups crossed one another, and even Wang Chong also raised his and sipped on it. After all, who would dare snub a friendly gesture from the Southern Protector-General?

__________________

TL Note: In ancient China, etiquette is extremely important. For example, the most important person in the room must be granted the main seat. Also, the higher your standing, the closer you are to the main seat. Similarly, a guest (Yang Zhao) isn't supposed to take the position of the host (Zhangchou Jianqiong) in hosting the other guests, especially in a matter such as inviting another to take a seat.

EDIT: To use a modern world example, it is similar to inviting an additional guest to a person's dinner party without informing them.

If you breach such etiquettes, it is considered to be extremely rude.

The gestures might be a little foreign. Basically, the host would walk over to the guest and raise a hand to gesture for the guest to go to the seat (this is considered as a very polite and respectful gesture). In reciprocation, the guest would also raise a hand to invite the host over as well. Usually, this would only happen if the duo is of equal standing (such as in the case of Zhangchou Jianqiong and Wang Gen). Otherwise, it would be one-sided.



                                                                        Chapter 272: Big Uncle's Wisdom! 

                                                                                
With a cup of wine gulped down, the relationship between the two grew more cordial.

Even though the both of them hadn't met one another before, they belonged to the same generation. They had long heard of one another, and they were also very familiar with the other's affairs.

Zhangchou Jianqiong even knew that Wang Gen's private name was Jiexin, and Wang Gen also bypassed usual formalities to address the other party intimately as Brother Zhangchou.

"Brother Jiexin!"

Putting down the wine cup, Zhangchou Jianqiong spoke earnestly. "There's no need for me to hide anything before Brother Jiexin. After spending decades by the border, I hope to move on and enter the royal court. I truly desire to win the Minister of War selection this time round. Given that Brother Jiexin is an influential official and a veteran of the royal court, I hope that you can give me some advice. I'll be extremely grateful to you if you can do so."

Those words immediately left the entire floor silent. All gazes fell upon Wang Gen in an instant. Men of the military liked to dive straight into the topic at hand, and while Zhangchou Jianqiong harbored great ambitions, he was no exception to the rule.

While one of the aims of this banquet was to get acquainted with Wang Gen and forge connections with the Wang Clan, what Zhangchou Jianqiong was the most concerned about was his promotion to Minister of War.

"Brother Zhangchou, I understand." Wang Gen stroked his beard with a contemplative look. He wasn't surprised by Zhangchou Jianqiong's abrupt question. He had been anticipating this question from him ever since he received the invitation letter.

"Brother Zhangchou has contributed greatly to Great Tang by maintaining peace and stability in Jiannan. With that credential, it's more than enough for you to become the head of the Bureau of Military Personnel. Based on my estimates, there is at least a forty percent chance that Brother Zhangchou will emerge victorious in the selection."

"Forty percent?"

Zhangchou Jianqiong couldn't conceal the disappointment he felt. After all he had done, he wasn't content with just a forty percent chance.

These weren't the words that Zhangchou Jianqiong wanted to hear. Nevertheless, given Wang Gen's experience, it was unlikely for him to be wrong on this matter. He also didn't think that Wang Gen would lie to him about it either.

This was also the reason why he was extremely respectful to Wang Gen.

"Only forty percent? I beseech Brother Jiexin to guide me as to what I should do. I'll surely return the favor in the future!" Zhangchou Jianqiong replied earnestly.

Zhangchou Jianqiong seems to be more anxious than I thought, Wang Chong observed, looking at the scene calmly from the side.

A person of Zhangchou Jianqiong's standing wouldn't stoop down to reneging on his own promise. Since he gave his word, he would surely fulfill it in the future. He could have mentioned this in private, but he chose to speak of it openly at this banquet instead. This reflected how anxious he was about this matter.

Perhaps he had been waiting too long, or maybe he thought that this was the final opportunity he would get, but Wang Chong could feel that Zhangchou Jianqiong was really putting everything at stake for the sake of taking the position of Minister of War.

To think that I thought I might still have a slim hope of retaining Zhangchou Jianqiong in Jiannan, seems like it's entirely impossible now, Wang Chong thought.

Zhangchou Jianqiong was like a stabilizing pillar for the southeast region of the empire. A part of the reason why the events in the future turned out as they did was due to him forcefully leaving his position as the Protector-General to enter the royal court.

His absence had left a hole in the defenses of Jiannan for powerful enemies such as Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang to exploit.

But despite being aware of all of this, there was little that Wang Chong could do.

The river flows down and a human climbs up; this was the natural way of things. Zhangchou Jianqiong's determination wasn't something that Wang Chong could change, so he could only sigh regretfully.

"It is best for Brother Zhangchou to stay low during this period of time." Stroking his beard, Wang Gen spoke nonchalantly, but his eyes were gleaming with the wisdom he had accrued from decades in politics.

"Brother Zhangchou, do you know where the greatest impediment to your promotion comes from?"

"King Qi? The Yao Clan?" Zhangchou Jianqiong asked, testing. In truth, even if Wang Gen were to affirm those words, he would never believe it. He had already communicated with the both of them, and they had expressed their support for his promotion.

But this was exactly where the problem lay. No one was objecting to his promotion, but somehow, the matter seemed to have stalled entirely.

"Of course not, how could it be them?" Wang Gen chuckled as he raised his wine cup and sipped on it.

"It's Fumeng Lingcha, Go Seonji, Geshu Han, and the other generals in the military. This is especially so for Eastern Protector-General Zhang Shougui, as well!"

Upon hearing Wang Gen's answer, Zhangchou Jianqiong and his subordinates from Jiannan was taken aback. Even Wang Chong was slightly surprised by that answer.

Wang Chong had only heard bits and pieces of the matter from the royal court, and he had never tried to analyze it, either. However, even he could tell that the matter regarding Zhangchou Jianqiong's promotion was stalling for a little too long.

In his view, this was the doing of the various powers in the royal court in hopes of driving away the outsider' Zhangchou Jianqiong.

But Big Uncle Wang Gen had given a very different explanation for the matter.

Even though Wang Chong was taken aback by the words initially, he soon understood what his big uncle was driving at.

"Think about it. As fellow generals and Protecter-Generals, Fumeng Lingcha, Go Seonji, Geshu Han, and Zhang Shougui have made great contributions to Great Tang, as well. If Brother Zhangchou could enter the royal court, wouldn't they harbor the same thoughts, as well?"

Wang Gen stroked his beard. Due to the many implications of every single action, the matters of the royal court couldn't be understood that easily. Zhangchou Jianqiong might be a formidable force in the military, but he was lacking in experience in the royal court.

The opposition to Zhangchou Jianqiong didn't just come from the various clans and nobility in the capital, but the generals and commanders in the military as well.

"They dare!" Zhangchou Jianqiong's face immediately turned livid. In truth, he was just asking the question to test out Wang Gen, he didn't expect to receive a concrete answer.

However, after hearing the answer that Wang Gen gave, his face immediately darkened entirely.

If it was just opposition from the factions in the capital, he could just pay them a visit through utilizing his identity as the Southern Protector-General. No matter what, the others would still have to sell him this favor.

Zhangchou Jianqiong was confident that even if he couldn't convince them to support him, he could at least convince them to retract their opposition.

This was the advantage he possessed as the newcomer. As he hadn't come into much contact with any factions, he didn't have any grudges or hostility with anyone.

But if the opposition came from the military instead, from the Western Protector-General, Western Regions Protector-General, Big Dipper General Geshu Han, and other generals of that tier, this matter would become troublesome.

In terms of merit, they didn't pale to him at all.

He could still pull out and preach about his contributions before Wang Gen, Yao Guang Yi, and the others; but before Fumeng Lingcha and the others, there was very little that he could say.

Furthermore, due to the lack of major battles in Jiannan, Zhangchou Jianqiong might even yield to them on certain aspects.

"Lord Wang, is there solution to this matter?" Yang Zhao spoke anxiously. Even he couldn't hold back his anxiety after hearing all of this. Even though these were just deductions on Wang Gen's part at the moment, Yang Zhao could tell that there was a high chance that this would be the case.

After acquainting himself with quite a few influential officials in the time that he had been in the capital, he thought that he had gained a good grasp over the affairs of the royal court, and he felt smug about it, too.

But at this moment, he realized that he had been too shallow. In the end, he was still an ignorant amateur.

"Fumeng Lingcha and Go Seonji are established generals in Great Tang, and they have their connections in the royal court. But if it's just them, Brother Zhangchou need not worry too much. After all, they have a fatal flaw that prevents them from competing with you—in the centuries of history of Great Tang, there has never been a Hu Minister of War. Even if we were to go further back into the previous dynasties, there has never been such a precedent.

"Thus, the person whom Brother Zhangchou has to be guarded against is Eastern Protector-General Zhang Shougui!" Wang Gen said.

Weng!

Before the others could react, astonishment appeared on the faces of Zhangchou Jianqiong and the middle-aged man strategist beside him.

"Just like Brother Zhangchou, Zhang Shougui is a Han and a Protector-General of the empire. With his army, he suppresses the Goguryeon empire, Khitan, Kumo Xi, and the Eastern Turkic Khaganate. His means are similar to Brother Zhangchou, perhaps even slightly more domineering. If Brother Zhangchou hopes to get into the royal court, he's the person that you must be careful of!" Wang Gen spoke slowly.

On the other hand, Wang Chong fell into deep thought by the side. This was the first time he was coming into contact with a matter like this.

It could be said that the matter behind Zhangchou Jianqiong's promotion had displayed the intricacies of the royal court clearly.

Politics had always been Wang Chong's weakness, so he chose to remain silent, watch the situation, and learn from it.

"But this shouldn't be where Brother Shougui's ambitions lie?" Zhangchou Jianqiong said with a grim expression.

The name of Eastern Protector-General Zhang Shougui weighed down on him heavily, like the shadow of a towering mountain. The both of them were heavyweights in the military, but one was stationed in the east while the other was stationed in the south, so there wasn't much interaction between them.

But Zhangchou Jianqiong knew that Zhang Shougui's credentials were far deeper than his.

Zhangchou Jianqiong's achievements were centered in the Annan region, whereas Zhang Shougui's accomplishments were spread across Ü-Tsang to the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganate, and from Goguryeo all the way to Kumo Xi. From his youth, he had shown astounding talent and incredible achievements.

And unlike him, Zhang Shougui once had a chance to enter the royal court to become the Prime Minister.

Even old generals like Fumeng Lingcha and Go Seonji were filled with fear of him.

If Zhang Shougui were to vie for the position of the Minister of War, the other party would surely prove to be an unprecedentedly powerful opponent. The only consolation he had was that Zhang Shougui's eye was on the seat of the Prime Minister, an end goal far higher than his.

"There's no mistake that Zhang Shougui's eye is on the seat of the Prime Minister, but has Brother Zhangchou considered the consequences if you were to become the Minister of War?"

In an instant, the entire tavern fell silent.

The brows of the strategist by Zhangchou Jianqiong's side was slowly furrowing. He already understood what Wang Gen was driving at.

Zhangchou Jianqiong's promotion didn't just affect the royal court, it affected the entire military, as well.

If he were to become the Minister of War, it would mean that Zhang Shougui, Go Seonji, Fumeng Lingcha, Geshu Han, and the other generals would fall under his jurisdiction, and he could potentially curb them with his authority.

Thus, even if their ambition didn't lie on becoming the Minister of War, they wouldn't allow Zhangchou Jianqiong to ascend to the position.

On this aspect, all of them shared the same interest.

Hearing those words, Zhangchou Jianqiong's forehead unknowingly creased into a horizontal 川-shape.
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He already had his hands full with the matters of the royal court. If there were to be severe objections from the military as well, the chances that he could become the new Minister of War would become extremely low.

"May I know if Brother Jiexin has any plan in mind?" Zhangchou Jianqiong asked.

"Even though it won't be easy, there is still hope in this matter. Of the remaining sixty percent, ten percent lies with King Qi, ten percent with the current Prime Minister, and forty percent with His Majesty. If Brother Zhangchou can convince His Majesty of this, nearly no one would be able to stop you anymore. But before that, it would be best for Brother Zhangchou to avoid agitating Fumeng Lingcha, Go Seonji, and Zhang Shougui so as to prevent any unnecessary problems."

"Once the verdict is out, Brother Zhangchou can sleep easy," Wang Gen smiled. He could only offer these words of advice to Zhangchou Jianqiong. After all, the one who was after the promotion was him.

If he couldn't even do this much, no one would be able to help him.

"Hahaha, I understand. Brother Jiexin, thank you for your enlightenment!"

Zhangchou Jianqiong's eyes lit up as the furrow on his forehead softened. There was no need for him to worry about the forty percent from the Sage Emperor at all.

The forty percent from the Sage Emperor and the forty percent from his qualifications would give him an eighty percent chance at success. That was sufficient for him.

Thinking so, Zhangchou Jianqiong glanced at Yang Zhao silently, and the duo exchanged meaningful gazes.

As the saying went, “the mind of an emperor is unfathomable”. Typically speaking, convincing the Sage Emperor should be the most difficult of all.

However, to Zhangchou Jianqiong, it was instead his trump card.

Consort Taizhen was currently in favor with the Sage Emperor, and for her, the Sage Emperor was even willing to make enemies with more than half of the entire royal court. As long as Consort Taizhen spoke up for him, the forty percent from the Sage Emperor was a done deal.

"Since Brother Zhangchou intends to enter the royal court, how do you intend to deal with Annan? The promotion of a Protector-General is not a small matter. If the handover of the position isn't settled properly, it could possibly lead a gap in our defenses. While it's fine for Brother Zhangchou to step forward, you must ensure that no problems crop up behind you!" Wang Gen said.

With his eyes set on the position of the Minister of War, it was very easy for him to neglect the handover of authority by the army at the border. A failure to ensure a smooth transition of authority could lead to many severe implications.

Should any matter crop up right behind Zhangchou Jianqiong at this moment, his dream of becoming the Minister of War would be shattered instantly. No one, not even Consort Taizhen, would be able to reverse the situation then.

Any matter regarding the military was no joke. As long as Zhangchou Jianqiong hadn't become the Minister of War yet, it would be his responsibility to ensure the security of the border.

"Hahaha, I've brought my successor to the position of Southern Protector-General here. Zhongtong, stand up and greet Lord Wang," Zhangchou Jianqiong said as he turned to the brawny, tanned man to his left.

"Yes, l-lord!" With his name being called, that brawny man quickly stood up in a near-panic. It seemed like he had never participated in this kind of gathering before.

“"X-Xianyu Zhongtong pays respect to Lord Wang!"

Weng!

Wang Chong's body suddenly jolted violently, and he hurriedly turned his head over to take a look.

So he's Xianyu Zhongtong!!, Many thoughts flashed across Wang Chong's mind as he looked at the brawny, tanned figure.

Other than Zhangchou Jianqiong, the two people whom Wang Chong wanted to meet in this banquet were Xianyu Zhongtong and Zhang Wentuo.

Initially, Wang Chong thought that Xianyu Zhongtong wasn't around, but to think that the wooden-faced, restrained man who had been drinking silently all this while was actually the future Southern Protector-General, Xianyu Zhongtong!

Wang Chong assessed the future Protector-General before him. Darkly tanned and broad-shouldered, the other man carried the powerful and candid disposition of a military man. However, his wooden expression seemed to suggest his lack of adaptability. In Wang Chong's view, the other party didn't seem to be suited to serve as the highest commander.

Is this the successor Zhangchou Jianqiong chose for himself? Wang Chong shook his head.

Every single general and Protector-General in Great Tang was an outstanding individual who could command an army to stand their own ground against any enemy.

But Wang Chong couldn't see such a quality in Xianyu Zhongtong.

Putting aside established military commanders such as Fumeng Lingcha, Geshu Han, Go Seonji, and Zhang Shougui, Xianyu Zhongtong seemed to pale far in comparison even against Yao Guang Yi and his peers.

At the very least, Yao Guang Yi did possess considerable talent in formations and scheming, a quality that the middle-aged man before him was unlikely to have.

"Haha, Zhongtong's surname is Xiang, but we are all used to calling him Xianyu Zhongtong. He is a veteran general who has been with me for many years in Annan. While his capability isn't on par with other Protector-Generals such as Zhang Shougui and Fumeng Lingcha, he possesses aptitude in defense.

"I once conducted a rehearsal with him, and even if I were to lead an army against him personally and go all out in offense, it would still be difficult for me to defeat him. He's more than suitable to take over my position.

"Besides, it has been a decade since any major battle in Annan. What it needs at the moment is defense, not offense. Given Zhongtong's ability, even if Ü-Tsang and Erhai were to invade, he would surely be able to fend them off with ease."

Zhangchou Jianqiong patted Xianyu Zhongtong's back with glee. With a defensive general like Xianyu Zhongtong and the army of 180,000 elites he had groomed, he was confident in Annan's defenses.

Besides, given the current peace Annan was enjoying, it was better to stand their ground rather than to engage in offense. After all, the more one did, the more openings one would expose.

Not to mention, an offensive general would also be likely to be filled with ambition, and thus be more difficult to keep reined-in.

Thus, Zhangchou Jianqiong was rather satisfied with his arrangements.

Through a loyal defense general like Xianyu Zhongtong, Zhangchou Jianqiong would be able to guard his “establishment” and solidify his power.

While looking at this from the side, Wang Chong's worry intensified.

As a capable general of the capital, the Southern Protector-General, Zhangchou Jianqiong did possess a sharp eye in matters relating to the military. He definitely didn't choose Xianyu Zhongtong out of recklessness.

But this did little to alleviate Wang Chong's fears.

Zhangchou Jianqiong only chose Xianyu Zhongtong because he was an excellent defense general who could guard his power base. Never in his dreams would he expect that Xianyu Zhongtong would one day leave the territory which he was well aware of to take the offense.

Just imagine what would happen if a general specializing in defense were to go on the offense, something he had no expertise in whatsoever.

"General Xianyu need not stand on ceremony. Since Brother Zhangchou believes that you have the capability to become the Southern Protector-General, there should be no problem regarding this matter," Wang Gen nodded.

He was a governmental official, not a military official. As such, he didn't think too much into Zhangchou Jianqiong's selection of Xianyu Zhongtong as his successor.

The previous Protector-General did possess the right to recommend their successor. For example, the current imperial tutor of the crown prince, Wang Zhongsi, recommended Geshu Han, and Fumeng Lingcha also recommended Go Seonji. This was the usual practice.

Naturally, Zhangchou Jianqiong also wielded this privilege.

"Also, this is Wang Chong, Wang gongzi. Don't underestimate Wang gongzi just because he's young. With his prestige and fame, there's no one in the capital that doesn't know his name. Despite his young age, he has already met the Sage Emperor. There is less than a handful of those in his generation that can rival him. Hehe, there will only be benefits to getting along with Wang gongzi."

Unexpectedly, Zhangchou Jianqiong started to introduce Wang Chong as well.

"Lord, I am unworthy of your compliments. I'm just a recruit studying in Kunwu Training Camp at the moment, and I am without any military rank yet. I don't live up to lord's excessive praises," Wang Chong hurriedly replied.

Zhangchou Jianqiong and Xianyu Zhongtong were both influential figures in the military; one of them was the future Minister of War, whereas the other was the future Southern Protector-General. Given Wang Chong's current standing, how could he possibly accept such compliments from the other party?

"Wang gongzi, pleased to meet you."

Opposite him, Xianyu Zhongtong turned around and bowed to Wang Chong respectfully after hearing Zhangchou Jianqiong's words. He was so polite that Wang Chong was starting to feel embarrassed.

"Lord Xianyu is too polite." Wang Chong hurriedly stood up and bowed back.

"Zhongtong, Wang gongzi possesses incredible means in the capital. It's your first time coming into contact with politics, so it's natural for you to be unaware of many things. Should you find yourself in a bind, you should consult Wang gongzi," Zhangchou Jianqiong gestured to Wang Chong as he spoke.

"Hahaha, Brother Xianyu, Lord Zhangchou is right. Wang gongzi is a person who can even move King Song. There's no mistake in getting close to him," Yang Zhao chirped in as well.

He was Wang Chong's sworn brother. Even though they couldn't make this relationship known on the surface, Zhangchou Jianqiong was aware of it.

Given that Zhangchou Jianqiong thought so highly of his brother, Yang Zhao also felt proud as well. In a sense, it was indeed his accomplishment in convincing Wang Chong to ally with them.

"Wang gongzi, I'll be counting on you in the future," Xianyu Zhongtong hurriedly said as he glanced at Wang Chong.

As a purebred military man, this was the first time Xianyu Zhongtong was in the capital, as well as his first time coming into contact with high-ranking officials and nobility.

Even though he was introverted and reticent, he was definitely no fool.

The young man before him was the favored scion of a prestigious clan of generals and ministers. Just the very birthright of the other party placed him a far higher position than many others. It was likely that he would become a high-ranking official or be conferred as a noble in the future.

Not to mention, this young man was a rare genius as well.

Xianyu Zhongtong was aware that this humble young man opposite him was the greatest contributor as to why the Protector-General was able to enter the capital.

"Hahaha, we're all brothers, there's no need for you to be so modest," Yang Zhao laughed heartily.

"Come. let's drink!"

"Cheers!"

Once again, wine cups clinked against one another, and a joyful mood returned to the room.

"Lord Zhangchou, there's a gap in the defenses of the Southern Protectorate Manor at the moment. If Ü-Tsang were to make use of this opportunity to strike, what will the protectorate do? Can the Southern Protectorate Manor stand its ground?"

Suddenly, a discordant voice sounded. In an instant, the entire room plunged into silence.

However, after seeing where the discordant voice came from, Yang Zhao, Wang Gen, Xianyu Zhongtong, and everyone else were dumbfounded.

"Wang gongzi?"

Zhangchou Jianqiong glanced at Wang Chong, and his brow furrowed slightly. He didn't expect the one who had just spoken to be Wang Chong.

"Chong-er, what are you doing?! Lord Zhangchou is Protector-General of the Southern Protectorate Manor, do you think that you would not have considered such a possibility? Do you think that it's necessary for you to point it out?" Wang Gen chastized sharply.

Wang Chong's words were truly very offending.

If taken lightly, he was disrespecting Zhangchou Jianqiong as the Southern Protector-General. However, if one were to dig deeper into it, he could be considered to be cursing Zhangchou Jianqiong.

Zhangchou Jianqiong had come to the capital filled with ambition, and yet, Wang Chong had to point out something inauspicious at this moment, spoiling the other party's mood.

However, Wang Chong continued staring at Zhangchou Jianqiong with ardent eyes. He knew his big uncle was asking him to back down.

But Wang Chong couldn't do so now.

It was impossible to talk Zhangchou Jianqiong out of becoming the Minister of War now; he would only view anyone who tried to stop him as his mortal enemy.

On the other hand, the candidate whom Zhangchou Jianqiong had chosen after deep consideration couldn't possibly be changed that easily. Without a doubt, Xianyu Zhongtong would become the next Southern Protector-General.

All paths were sealed.

Thus, Wang Chong could only use his own forceful way to attempt changing destiny.

This way might offend and displease some, but he had no choice!

The opportunity was already in his hands. Zhangchou Jianqiong, Xianyu Zhongtong, Yang Zhao, and the generals of Jiannan were all here...

If Wang Chong didn't try to do something now, his heart would never be at ease.
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"It's fine."

Zhangchou Jianqiong suddenly started chuckling, and he waved his hands to gesture to Wang Gen that it was fine.

"So, Wang gongzi is interested in military affairs as well. I guess there's no way an offspring from a military clan wouldn't be interested in the military. It's fine, coming into contact with such matters now will be useful for you in the future anyway."

As expected of a Protector-General, Zhangchou Jianqiong was able to dispel the awkwardness of the situation with just a few words.

"Indeed! I've chatted with Wang gongzi a few times, and Wang gongzi has shown particular interest in military affairs. It's a rare opportunity to meet Lord Zhangchou, so it would be a huge waste not to exchange ideas. Hahaha!"

Yang Zhao also swiftly reacted and mended the situation.

Hearing those words from the duo, the atmosphere in the banquet alleviated. Those generals from the Southern Protectorate Manor were initially rather displeased by Wang Chong's rudeness, but they nodded in acceptance at the offered explanation.

Wang Chong's father, Wang Yan, and eldest brother, Wang Fu, were both commanders in the military. It wasn't surprising for Wang Chong to be interested in it as well, under their influence.

As one of the great Protector-Generals of the empire, it was natural for him to want to learn from Lord Zhangchou on such matters.

"Wang gongzi hasn't really ventured out of the capital yet, so it's natural that you don't understand much about the situation. Ü-Tsang is situated on a plateau, and the path to Jiannan is dangerously steep, making it difficult for an army to march through it. Not to mention, the Tibetans have never been to the Central Plains before, so they are unfamiliar with the forces and terrain here. Unless there's someone to guide them along, it's impossible for them to achieve anything significant against us."

"On top of that, Tibetans have a distinctive trait that sets them apart from the citizens of Great Tang—their red faces. Every single Tibetan who enters Great Tang through Jiannan has to undergo stringent checks. Other than the cities along the Tea Horse Road, they are banned from entering any other cities in the Central Plains. Also, the population density in Ü-Tsang is very sparse, making communication extremely inefficient as well. To put it bluntly, even if the whole world knows that I am at the capital, it might still be a few years before the Tibetans learn of it," Zhangchou Jianqiong waved his fingers before Wang Chong and smiled.

Hahahahaha!

A burst of laughter resounded from the various commanders seated in the room. As elites from Annan, they were more aware of the situation regarding the Ü-Tsang than anyone else.

Wang Chong didn't say anything, but his brow inconspicuously furrowed darker, reflecting the deepening of his worry.

"Of course, we would never base our defense on the enemy's mistake. I have been managing the Southern Protectorate Manor for several decades now, and I can confidently tell you that it's no different from an infallible fortress. All of the protocols are set in place such that the military can move even when I'm not around. Not to mention... the 180,000 men strong elite army that I have spent a large part of my career grooming is stationed there. With those, what is there to fear even if the Tibetans were to head southward?" Zhangchou Jianqiong harrumphed coldly with haughty pride. It was impossible for one to become the Southern Protector-General, one of the top generals in the empire, without possessing true capability.

The reason why the southern border could enjoy more than a decade of relative peace wasn't just due to its advantageous terrain, nor luck. It was based on true strength! And as the saying goes, “there are no weak soldiers under a strong commander”. Similarly, Zhangchou Jianqiong wouldn't tolerate any weaklings under him!

The army of 180,000 elites was the greatest fortification to the empire's southern border!

"To think that even Zhangchou Jianqiong would be thinking like that!" Hearing Zhangchou Jianqiong's words, an indescribable emotion reminiscent of astonishment, sorrow, and disappointment gripped Wang Chong.

Without a doubt, Zhangchou Jianqiong was a formidable commander. It wasn't a coincidence that his Annan could enjoy such a long period of peace.

A complete system of protocols, a powerful army of elites, and a group of well-trained commanders: all of these bore testament to Zhangchou Jianqiong's capabilities.

But even Zhangchou Jianqiong could have never imagined that the catastrophe that would collapse the southwest and northwest of the empire would originate from the Southern Protectorate Manor that he once governed!

His entire army of 180,000 elites would be completely wiped out!

The Southern Protectorate Manor would become the first Protectorate in history to be abolished due to a tragic defeat!

Our ancestors lie not; survive amidst hardship, die amidst contentment. Even a commander of Zhangchou Jianqiong’s caliber possesses this kind of negligent mindset; needless to say, so would Xianyu Zhongtong, whom he has great influence over. I intended to have Zhangchou Jianqiong remain in Jiannan, but it seems that even if he was there, history still wouldn't change itself!

Such thoughts surfaced in Wang Chong's mind, and deep sorrow welled up within his heart.

Zhangchou Jianqiong had spoken these words with confidence, Wang Chong could tell that the latter was confident of his set-up in Annan.

But the more this was so, the more Wang Chong felt disappointment and dismay.

Wang Chong had always that the tragedy originating from the southwest was just a coincidence, and things could be changed easily. But at this moment, it suddenly struck him that it was actually inevitable that everything went down as it did back then... Regardless of whether it was Zhangchou Jianqiong or Xianyu Zhongtong lording over the Southern Protectorate Manor, the tragedy was unavoidable.

Great Tang had been peaceful for too long. This arrogance had not only seeped into the royal court, but the military as well.

"Has lord ever considered the possibility of Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao working together?" Wang Chong suddenly asked.

As those words echoed in the surroundings, Zhangchou Jianqiong’s proud smile abruptly vanished, and everyone in the room immediately fell silent. Should a pin drop at this moment, it would surely clamor loudly.

Wrath surfaced in the eyes of those commanders of the Southern Protectorate Manor as they glared at Wang Chong.

Wang Chong might have thought that those words were a joke, but to them, it was the place where they belonged to, the place where their families were at. This wasn't a matter they would allow anyone to jest about, not even in passing, not even Wang Chong.

"Wang gongzi, don't you think your words are a little overboard?" the middle-aged strategist sitting by Zhangchou Jianqiong's side spoke up.

"Hehe, Wang gongzi, let's stop our discussion here. Come, let's eat!" Yang Zhao tried to swiftly wrap things up.

He was feeling very gloomy on the inside. This sworn brother of his had always been a sharp and casual person. Yet, for some reason, he chose to bring up those useless but sensitive matters on this occasion.

He was intending on closing the relationship between Zhangchou Jianqiong and the Wang Clan through this banquet; if this were to go on, the banquet might have to end early, and everyone would disperse displeased.

"Mengshe Zhao has just swept across Erhai and conquered the other five Zhaos. With these victories laying down the groundwork, their emperor, Geluo Feng, is currently impassioned over his ambitions. I heard that he has even turned down Great Tang's summons recently. On the other hand, Ü-Tsang is currently bulking up its military, training a huge army of cavalry and mass purchasing metal alloys. I heard that their number of cavalry has grown by 300,000 in recent years.

"If they don't have ambitions, why would they expand their military? Annan stands in the middle between Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao. If both sides were to ally together, what will happen to Annan?” Wang Chong asked as he gazed deeply at Zhangchou Jianqiong.

Even before the renowned Southern Protector-General, Wang Chong had no thought of backing down at all. The matter at Annan concerned an entire army of 180,000 soldiers, as well as countless innocent citizens. Even if he had to risk incurring Zhangchou Jianqiong's wrath, he knew that he had to say these words.

At the current moment, from the top to the bottom of the Southern Protectorate Manor, from Protector-General Zhangchou Jianqiong to the ordinary footsoldiers, no one had the slightest realization that danger was just lurking before them.

At this moment, there must be a harsh voice to remind them of the threat they faced. Otherwise, it would be too late by the time everything came to be.

Wang Chong felt glad that he met Yang Zhao by the Bluebottle Pavilion back then. It was because of that chance encounter that he was given this chance.

The reason why he rushed over there to attend this banquet instead of cultivating at the spirit vein wasn't to fawn on Zhangchou Jianqiong or pull over the commanders of the Southern Protectorate Manor over to his side. What he wanted was an opportunity to speak before all of them.

It didn't matter to him that this would bring him Zhangchou Jianqiong's hostility.

"Chong-er!"

Wang Gen looked at his nephew with a hint of worry in his eyes. Before this banquet, he had emphasized to Wang Chong not to be rude or get too close to Zhangchou Jianqiong in fear that it would bring them more trouble.

Yet, at this very moment, Wang Chong was challenging Zhangchou Jianqiong.

At this moment, Wang Gen wasn't really worried about Zhangchou Jianqiong—the current Wang Clan wasn't so weak as to need to fear him.

Rather, what he was alarmed by was Wang Chong's current unnatural state.

"You brat, what nonsense are you spouting?"

"Do you think that this is the way you should be talking to our general?"

"Don't think that you can step over our heads just because you're Duke Jiu's grandson!"

The commanders of the Southern Protectorate Manor finally hit their limit. With livid faces, they stepped forward and berated Wang Chong.

It was out of goodwill that their general invited everything to this banquet, and this was supposed to be a joyous occasion, a celebration. Yet, this young master of the Wang Clan just had to challenge them on this occasion.

It was enough that he mentioned that they were at risk of an attack from Ü-Tsang. Now, he was even raising the possibility of a collaboration between Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao against the Southern Protectorate Manor. He was truly going overboard.

Would he only be happy if a war broke out in Jiannan?

"Lord Wang, we respect you as an important official of the royal court, but what do you mean by offending our general like that?"

Wang Chong was young so it wasn't appropriate for them to argue with him. Thus, they turned their attention to Wang Gen instead.

In truth, most of them thought that this was a play staged by Wang Gen.

"All of you, shut up!"

But at that moment, Zhangchou Jianqiong's face suddenly turned cold, and he roared at his commanders as he raised his hand. As the Southern Protector-General, he couldn't be so narrow-minded as to allow such comments to go to his head.

Contrary to the expectations of the others, instead of getting angry, Zhangchou Jianqiong fell into deep thought instead.

Initially, he thought that that lad was just causing a pointless ruckus. But after hearing the full story from Wang Chong's side, he suddenly found his anger evaporating entirely.

That was because what Wang Chong had said was the utmost truth.

It was a recent matter that his scouts received intelligence that the Ü-Tsang Empire's Seventh Tsenpo was currently mass conscripting nomadic tribes to train them to become cavalry near Qinghai Lake.

And Geluo Feng of Mengshe Zhao was gradually cultivating a haughty and belligerent attitude toward Great Tang. He had a far clearer idea of this than anyone else.

Mengshe Zhao was a vassal state of Great Tang. In the past, Geluo Feng had still treated Zhangchou Jianqiong with considerable respect. But now, Geluo Feng was disregarding every single command from Great Tang, even those that came from the Protector-General personally.

The most recent news he had received was that Geluo Feng had sacked the ministers and envoys who were intimate with Great Tang, and promoted younger, more militaristic officials.

This wasn't good news for the Southern Protectorate Manor.

Mengshe Zhao and the Ü-Tsang Empire were already showing signs of defiance and aggression, this was already sufficiently clear to Zhangchou Jianqiong. However, intent on entering the Bureau of Military Personnel, he was hoping to push this responsibility onto his successor.

Who knew that this fifteen-year-old offspring of the Wang Clan would actually point all of this out right before him.

Has the Wang Clan's intelligence network reached so wide?

In that moment, Zhangchou Jianqiong stared deeply into Wang Chong's eyes as countless thoughts flashed across his head. A moment later, he turned his gaze to Wang Gen.

In the depths of his heart, Zhangchou Jianqiong still found it difficult to believe that all of these had come from a man as young as Wang Chong. He would much rather believe that all of this was Wang Gen's idea instead.

And Wang Gen's silence seemed to affirm his doubts as well.

As an important official and a veteran of the royal court, Wang Gen has the privilege to meet the Sage Emperor. Since that is the case, it is unlikely that these words spouted by his nephew came out of nowhere. Could this be... the Sage Emperor's intention?, Zhangchou Jianqiong thought in astonishment.

But of course, he was gravely mistaken this time around. All of these was Wang Chong's own initiative. The only reason why Wang Gen remained silent was due to the astounding trust he had toward his own nephew.

And Wang Gen was far from being the only one, King Song was the same as well.

Thus, no matter what Wang Chong intended to do, Wang Gen and King Song would never stop him.

This was because the both of them knew that this child would never engage in anything pointless.

History had shown this to be the case simply far too many times!

____________________________

Tea Horse Road: This is a transportation network for merchants centered around the Southwest of China. The name is believed to have originated from the ancient practice where Tibetans exchanged ponies for Chinese tea.

Just to clarify, the citizens of Ü-Tsang are known as Tibetans.

Tsenpo (赞普 or Zan Pu in Chinese) is a title used for the highest ruler of Tibet.
This term is a phonetic transcription of the Tibetan language under THL.
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But in any case, due to this unintended misunderstanding, Zhangchou Jianqiong dared not take Wang Chong's words lightly.

"As the progeny of a general, it is a good thing that Wang gongzi thinks deeply into such matters. You all need not think too much into his words!"

Zhangchou Jianqiong waved his hands to stop his subordinates before turning to Wang Chong. With a faint smile and the might of a powerful general, he said, "It has been long since Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang surfaced in the world, but the situation that Wang gongzi spoke of has never happened before.

"Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang, one is in Erhai while the other is on a plateau. These two countries have completely different languages, customs, and even skin color. Not to mention, our Great Tang divides the both of them into two like a sharp sword. The two nations can't even communicate with one another properly, not to mention, collaborate with one another.

"The human heart is always filled with doubts. It's already sufficiently difficult for a section to work with one another, and here we are talking about the armies of two empires. Who will direct who? Who will take the lead and who will listen? Wang gongzi has never been to the battlefield before, so it's natural you are unaccustomed to such military matters."

Zhangchou Jianqiong knocked on the table lightly with his forefinger.

"If the two countries were to ally with one another to attack Great Tang, they would have to dispatch an army of at least 200,000 men each. A combined army of 400,000, who would command them? When will they strike? How will they strike, and how will the two armies work with one another? ... Wang gongzi, you are still too young, and it's unavoidable for you to underestimate the intricacy behind such matters. That is 400,000 men, not a few hundred or a few thousand. How could they be mobilized so easily?

"Besides, even if they were to collaborate with one another, with our hundred thousand elite troops and the strategic advantage of our forts, do you think that we won't be able to fend off their offense? As long as we stall them for a sufficient length of time for the main army from the royal court to arrive, we would be able to wipe them out clean no matter how many soldiers they dispatch.

"Putting everything aside, just the army located closest to Jiannan is the Big Dipper army in Longxi. That is an army personally groomed by Great General Wang Chongsi! Even though it is currently under Geshu Han, its troops consist mainly of veteran Han soldiers who have accrued great experience facing the steel cavalry of Ü-Tsang.

"Should the situation you mention occur, the Big Dipper army would surely move. Also, the other armies along the borders could also be mobilized for that crisis you speak of. The scenario that you mentioned has never happened before in the history of our Great Tang. War is not a game. No matter how ambitious Geluo Feng is, he has to weigh his choices carefully. His Erhai Mengshe Zhao might not necessarily be able to withstand Great Tang's wrath!"

At the end of his words, Zhangchou Jianqiong harrumphed coldly as compelling power flowed through his voice. Mengshe Zhao was different from Ü-Tsang in the sense that it was a vassal state of Great Tang.

Vassal states represented nations that the lording empire could annex, but chose not to.

Before Mengshe Zhao staged an uprising, it would have to consider the consequences.

"Lord, I can't say for sure whether Mengshe Zhao can successfully ally with Ü-Tsang, but it is the absolute truth that Mengshe Zhao has intentions of staging a coup d'état, and it has sent an envoy to liaise with the Seventh Tsenpo of Ü-Tsang!"

Wang Chong's words immediately caused a stir in the room. Zhangchou Jianqiong, Xianyu Zhongtong, and the other Jiannan commanders' faces immediately twisted in shock.

"Wang gongzi, what do you mean by that? Matters regarding the military can't be spoken jokingly. Is it true that Mengshe Zhao has extended a hand of alliance to Ü-Tsang?" Zhangchou Jianqiong asked with a grim expression.

He thought that Wang Chong only wanted to trade some military insights with him; this was rather common among the scions of military clans. However, the content of Wang Chong's words had already exceeded the realm of trading insight; this was something that could possibly influence the fate of Great Tang!

It would be a huge problem if Mengshe Zhao was truly proposing an alliance to Ü-Tsang. All matters regarding the southwest of Great Tang were within his jurisdiction, at least before he entered the Bureau of Military Personnel.

If something were to happen there, everyone here would be affected.

"Not too long ago, I met a scion from Erhai. His father is an important official from Mengshe Zhao, and under my warm welcome, he confessed in a drunken state that Geluo Feng has already dispatched one of his deeply-trusted subordinates as an envoy to propose an alliance to Ü-Tsang. That gentleman bore goodwill toward our Great Tang, and he hopes not for a war to happen between our countries. I believe that was the reason why he spouted these words unintentionally.

"Nevertheless, when he came to the next day, he understood the consequences of his revelation and swiftly returned back to Erhai without even bidding farewell. It's only due to this matter that I raised the previous matters to General Zhangchou. I beg your pardon for my rudeness, I didn't mean to come out as so!" Wang Chong stated.

Those words immediately left a grave atmosphere glooming over the banquet. The commanders of the Southern Protectorate Manor glanced at one another grimly.

Even Yang Zhao, realizing the severity of this matter, looked a little appalled.

"Wang gongzi, pardon me for questioning you so, but what is the surname of the Erhai gentleman you spoke of?" Zhangchou Jianqiong asked with a deep voice.

"His surname is Chen!" Wang Chong said. Seeing that he had captured the attention of all of the commanders from the Southern Protectorate Manor here, Wang Chong apologized to them in his heart.

The matter regarding Nanzhao was no joking matter. It concerned 180,000 elites, several cities, and the lives of over a million citizens.

In order to warn these Jiannan commanders of the looming threat so that they would make preparations, he could only play some tricks.

"Chen?"

Zhangchou Jianqiong lowered his head as he fell into deep thought. He was familiar with the upper echelons of Mengshe Zhao, and recalling their names, there was indeed an influential official that went by the surname of Chen. Furthermore, he had accompanied Geluo Feng to Great Tang before.

Could the words of Duke Jiu's offspring be right? Does Geluo Feng really bear the intention of allying with Ü-Tsang to deal with Great Tang?

"Geluo Feng is a man of great ambitions. To achieve his desires, he is willing to take any risks and bear any consequences. Besides, Lord Zhangchou has also said that Mengshe Zhao won't be a match for Great Tang individually. Thus, the only course of action he could take at this moment is to ally with Ü-Tsang."

"Erhai and Mengshe Zhao are far from one another, not to mention they are divided by Great Tang. But to fulfill his ambitions, even if Geluo Feng has to lower his head, he would surely accede to any demands Ü-Tsang has. After all, these are just mere words. Even if Ü-Tsang demands he to fulfill his end of their bargain, it would be unable to traverse across Great Tang to force Mengshe Zhao into anything. This kind of deal would only benefit Mengshe Zhao. At the very least, it would allow Geluo Feng to break free of Great Tang's control."

Hearing that his words were working, Wang Chong quickly moved to convince Zhangchou Jianqiong further.

"And to Ü-Tsang, whose skirmishes with Great Tang are increasing by the day, even if it couldn't receive anything from Mengshe Zhao from the alliance with it, it would still stand to gain just by weakening Great Tang. As the saying goes, an enemy's enemy is a friend! As long as Mengshe Zhao can showcase its sincerity and the authenticity behind its offer, there's a high chance that Ü-Tsang will agree to the alliance."

For the first time, astonishment flashed across the eyes of Zhangchou Jianqiong as he reassessed the youth sitting before him. Even Xianyu Zhongtong could sense that there was something extraordinary from this humble young man, and a grave expression appeared on his face.

At this point, no one in this room dared to think that Wang Chong was uttering nonsense. They could feel the weight of his words crushing their shoulders.

Despite his young age, the young man from the Wang Clan was able to analyze and point out the relationship between Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao accurately and concisely.

Initially, everyone thought that this young man was arrogantly insulting the Protector-General, but at this moment, they had no choice but to consider Wang Chong's words carefully. That was because his doubts and worries were reasonable.

Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang might not have collaborated before, but that didn't mean that they could exclude the possibility of it happening. Just like what Wang Chong said, Mengshe Zhao could borrow the strength of Ü-Tsang to free itself from Great Tang's control, thus becoming an independent nation.

And likewise, Ü-Tsang could make use of Mengshe Zhao to strike a heavy blow onto Great Tang, thus cleansing itself of the many humiliating defeats it had suffered from Great Tang. Even if just for the sole purpose of harassing Great Tang, Ü-Tsang would be willing to accept the alliance.

More importantly, the main reason why everyone thought that the Ü-Tsang Empire wouldn't move down eastward to invade the Central Plains was because Ü-Tsang had no involvement and knowledge of Jiannan whatsoever.

Fighting on a completely foreign land would surely impair the might of Ü-Tsang Empire's forces.

However, Mengshe Zhao could make up for this weakness of it. As a vassal state of Great Tang, there were plenty of Erhai merchants and officials, including influential ones, who entered Jiannan each year.

With Mengshe Zhao serving as a guide, Ü-Tsang would be able to rid itself of this flaw.

Even Zhangchou Jianqiong couldn't help but admit that there was a high possibility of the hypothetical situation Wang Chong raised happening. With such thoughts in mind, heaviness began to weigh on his heart.

His eyes slowly rose to look at the youth sitting in front of him. At this moment, his impression of the other party had changed altogether.

Before coming to the capital, he had already heard of the reputation of this youth. This young man was the center of the storm regarding the regional commanders incident, which had compelled many powerful generals in the military into action.

Listening to the rumors was one thing, but experiencing it personally was another.

Even though he had helped Wang Chong on the regional commanders incident, he had thought that Wang Chong was too young to fear the various powers lurking in Great Tang.

But this matter was completely different.

The Southwestern region was Zhangchou Jianqiong's territory, and he had a tight grasp on affairs regarding Erhai Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang.

Yet, this young man was able to top him in his understanding of his own jurisdiction... For the first time, Zhangchou Jianqiong felt that he had been underestimating Wang Chong far too much.

While the reason why he could host this banquet at this Ten Sun Tavern was because of Wang Chong's help, the underlying reason why Wang Chong was able to help him was due to his identity as Duke Jiu's grandson and Wang Gen's nephew.

In other words, it was only because he was born into a prestigious clan!

But amidst his current daze, he suddenly realized that his understanding of the youth before him was completely wrong. Even if one were to strip off his prestigious background as the offspring of a clan of ministers and generals, and his identity as Wang Gen's nephew and Duke Jiu's grandson, he would still be able to shine brightly just with his talent itself!

It isn't a coincidence that this youth is able to catch the attention of so many people!

Unknowingly, the attitude of the group from the Southern Protectorate Manor gradually changed, and respect surfaced in their eyes.

Just the youth's ability to accurately point out the relationship among Mengshe Zhao, Great Tang, and Ü-Tsang made sure no one dared to take him lightly.
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"Zhongtong, have you heard Wang gongzi's words?"

Reining in his thoughts, Zhangchou Jianqiong turned to Xianyu Zhongtong and said.

"Yes, Protector-General,"Xianyu Zhongtong stood up and replied respectfully.

"After you return, keep a tight lookout at the border with Erhai. All Mengshe Zhao merchants traveling to and fro must be subjected to stringent checks, especially those intending to head to Ü-Tsang via the Tea Horse Road. All of the documents must be checked carefully—those without official approval shall be strictly prohibited from entering. After I enter the Bureau of Military Personnel, you will become the Southern Protector-General, so you have to pay careful heed to what Wang gongzi said. You mustn't allow Mengshe Zhao any opportunities to ally itself with Ü-Tsang," Zhangchou Jianqiong said.

"I understand. I'll have my subordinates send a black kite to instruct the Jiannan commanders to tighten the security of the borders,” Xianyu Zhongtong said.

"Un. Nothing must go wrong with Annan. You should return to Jiannan as soon as the matters here are settled," Zhangchou Jianqiong said deeply.

This was the most he could do at the moment. The border along Jiannan stretched for a great distance: it was impossible for them to guard the border seamlessly. If Geluo Feng really intended to ally with Ü-Tsang to deal with Great Tang, there was little that he could do.

Even so, deep in his heart, he didn't think that it was that easy for Mengshe Zhao to ally with Ü-Tsang.

While Wang Chong did raise a legitimate possibility, it was still only one of the many possibilities. Not to mention, Great Tang wasn't a pushover either.

With the geographical advantage, Great Tang might not necessarily lose to their alliance, either.

Seeing the conversation between Zhangchou Jianqiong and Xianyu Zhongtong, Wang Chong opened his mouth, only to close it once more. He could tell that Zhangchou Jianqiong possessed absolute confidence in his army of 180,000, but the latter was unaware that the army of 180,000 wouldn't be facing the attack from the coalition of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang as he thought—waiting in their fortress in defense.

On the contrary, due to some peculiar turn of events, the army of 180,000 of the Southern Protectorate Manor left their own grounds and ended being ambushed and wiped clean.

But all these things, Wang Chong couldn't say.

This wasn't just due to the limitations imposed by the Stone of Destiny which prevented him from revealing future events outright, but no one would believe him either.

After all, Wang Chong couldn't possibly claim that he had seen the future and had come back to save Great Tang.

If he were to utter such words, even Big Uncle Wang Gen would take him to be a lunatic.

No one could possibly believe such utterly ridiculous words. Doing so would only cast doubt on him.

Seems like this is all I can do at the moment.

Wang Chong sighed deeply, knowing that there was nothing more he could do. At the very least, he had forewarned the commanders on the matter, such that they wouldn't be caught completely unprepared.

As for the rest, he could only think of ideas later on.

"Wang gongzi sure possesses a keen eye and tremendous courage, there are very few your peers who can match you. You're bound to achieve great things in the future," Zhangchou Jianqiong turned to Wang Chong with a smile after instructing Xianyu Zhongtong.

"I am unworthy of such excessive praise. I am only raising this issue casually out of worry, I hope that Lord Zhangchou can pardon me on this matter," Wang Chong quickly replied.

"Hahaha, it's even more incredible for your casual words to possess such insight. Wang gongzi, you need not be so humble. Come, let's drink! Allow me to offer a toast to Wang gongzi!" Zhangchou Jianqiong raised his wine cup as he said that.

"Cheers to Wang gongzi!"

"Cheers to Wang gongzi!"

Everyone chirped in as well.

After gulping down the cup of wine and placing it back on the table, Zhangchou Jianqiong swiftly shot Wang Chong a gaze while thoughts filled his mind.

In the military, Wang Yan's ability can only be considered to be slightly above average. Furthermore, his excessively upright personality and lack of adaptability will limit the progression of his career. Yet, each of his offspring is more formidable than the next. Putting aside his eldest son Wang Fu, even the youngest son has such sharp insight at this young age. This is truly astounding.

With just these talented children, Wang Clan will surely soar to greater heights in the future. While I did advise Zhongtong to get closer to them, I should probably do the same as well, Zhangchou Jianqiong thought.

In this short meeting at this banquet, Zhangchou Jianqiong's impression of Wang Chong had changed sharply.

Superior insight, a keen eye for detail, exceptional sensitivity toward military affairs, and his prestigious background; he had no doubt that this youth would surely become an incredible figure in the future.

Zhangchou Jianqiong could no longer view him as a child anymore. Rather, in his mind, the other party was already a fellow peer that was worthy of standing equally with him and Wang Gen.

While his position was still far above the boy, he was confident that Wang Chong would be a worthy investment for him.

Amidst amicable chatter, more dishes were served. A tall and elegant Goguryeon lady stepped forth to present a plate of Phoenix-tailed Abalone, as a few other ladies served the other guests tea.

The Phoenix-tailed Abalone was simmered to perfection. A golden glow drizzled with rich sauce specially prepared using more than a dozen herbs. Just the very fragrance it carried whetted one's appetite.

"Hmph!"

Suddenly, a cold harrumph sounded. Just as the beautiful Goguryeon lady had placed down the plate and was about to withdraw her hands, an iron grip suddenly locked the lady's hand firmly in place.

"G-guest, what are you doing?"

This happened so suddenly that the lady immediately exclaimed in shock with her non-fluent Han language as color drained from her beautiful face. At the same moment, the other ladies also froze in astonishment.

All of the sudden, the entire tavern fell silent. Gazes from all around turned to the hand that was clutching tightly to the lady's wrist.

In an instant, the atmosphere turned peculiar.

"G-guest, we don't offer that kind of services here. P-please let go of your hand," another waitress behind the beautiful Goguryeon lady stuttered nervously.

Hearing those words, Wang Chong chuckled inwardly as he lifted his wine cup and sipped on it calmly. To dare to accuse the Southern Protector-General as a man with no self-control, it would only draw peals of laughter outside.

Even though Wang Chong didn't know why Zhangchou Jianqiong held onto the lady's wrist, he could tell that something was surely wrong.

Since Zhangchou Jianqiong took the trouble of choosing Ten Sun Tavern for the banquet, Wang Chong was content with just watching the show.

"What is this?" With a frosty look, Zhangchou Jianqiong questioned the lady sharply. The temperature in the tavern plummeted, and in just a single instant, it felt as though they were standing in an ice chamber.

"I-it's Phoenix-tailed Abalone!" the lady replied in fear.

"Hmph, why don't you give it a bite then!"

Zhangchou Jianqiong picked up a piece of the Phoenix-tailed Abalone with his chopsticks and placed it to the beautiful Goguryeon lady's mouth.

Hua!

Upon seeing the Phoenix-tailed Abalone right before her, the stuttering beautiful Goguryeon lady turned visibly more nervous. It was as if the mouthful of abalone was some kind of ferocious beast.

"Now!"

Behind the beautiful lady, the pale, frightened face of the waitress who exclaimed previously abruptly turned savage, and with a shout in Koguryoan, she threw aside the plate in her hand, whipped out a dagger from her waist, and charged at Zhangchou Jianqiong with astonishing speed.

Hua hua hua!

Plate after plate of food and drinks were hurled at the group. Those seemingly feeble waitresses from a moment ago suddenly turned into demons from hell as they brandished their weapons at the group.

"Go, kill them all!"

"For King Sosurim!"

"Don't leave a single one of them alive!"

"For the glory of our great empire!"

Impassioned Koguryoan battle cries accompanied with bone-chilling killing intent pressed down on the group. Peng peng peng, the compartment doors by the side were jolted open, and the assassins ripped apart their disguises and charged towards the group.

Amidst the overwhelming killing intent drifting in the room, bundles of Stellar Energy and glowing halos burst into appearance, filling the entire tavern. A group of the assassins charged straight for Wang Chong.

"As expected!"

Seeing the frenzied attacks of the Goguryeons from all around him, Wang Chong wasn't surprised in the least.

This was the Ten Sun Tavern, the center of this Goguryeon district, as well as the symbol of its prestige here. After the previous operation, there was probably not a single Goguryeon in the capital who couldn't recognize him anymore.

Upon seeing the culprit behind the deaths of their brethren, how could they possibly remain motionless? It was already admirable that they could hold themselves back until now.

"But it's a pity that you chose the wrong location and the wrong opponents!" Wang Chong sneered coldly as he lifted the wine cup in his hand and gulped it down.

Boom!

At the moment when Wang Chong gulped down the wine from the cup, a brilliant outpour of light flooded the surrounding, and a golden Deluge of Stellar Energy, noble and upright, reminiscent of the sun, abruptly burst into the room.

Under the blinding flash of light, time seemed to have stopped. Other than Wang Chong and the others, all of the Goguryeon assassins seemed to have frozen in space, maintaining the previous position of their assault.

"Know your place!"

A cold harrumph vaguely echoed by Wang Chong's ears, and in the next moment, the serving waitresses along with the many assassins who charged out from the compartments by the side were crushed into smithereens. A rain of blood filled with lumps of flesh and fragments of bones filled the entire room, but not a single bit came close to the banquet of the group.

Hu!

A frenzied wind crushed a wall in the tavern as it blew the remnants of the Goguryeon assassins out, splattering them across the streets.

On the other hand, the tavern on the third floor was completely clean except for the slight traces of blood here and there on the ground. The forty or so top-notch Goguryeon assassins had vanished from the world just like that.

In that instant, all of the noises seemed to vanish from the Ten Sun Tavern, leaving behind nothing but deathly silence in its wake.

Beneath Wang Chong's feet, on the second floor, the ruckus caused by intense fighting had disappeared as well.

And in front of Wang Chong, Zhangchou Jianqiong sat there motionlessly, not having lifted a single finger at all. If not for the sight a moment ago, no one could have imagined that Zhangchou Jianqiong was the culprit behind the slaughter just a moment ago.

This was how powerful a Saint realm expert was!

Wang Chong had once reached this realm, so he didn't feel the slightest nervousness or anxiety before such overwhelming power. Nonchalantly, he filled his cup of wine and gulped it down again.

Those Goguryeons would never know what kind of expert they had attempted to lay their hands on.

This was a Protector-General of Great Tang!

Before him, Wang Chong would be even safer than if he had hidden amidst an army of soldiers.

These Goguryeons had chosen the wrong actions on the wrong occasion!

"Do you know why I chose to host this feast here at the Ten Sun Tavern?"

Zhangchou Jianqiong poured himself a cup of wine before lifting his gaze up. On his face, one could see dispassionate callousness, the unfeeling brutality of a man who had stepped on innumerable corpses to guard the southwest border of his homeland.

Without such ruthlessness, it would be impossible for one to become a Protector-General.

But Wang Chong knew that this face wasn't directed at him but those fortunate survivors in the Ten Sun Tavern.

"I heard that there has never been a precedent where a Protector-General rises to become the Minister of War. If I wish to achieve what no man has done before, I'll have to tread on this bloodied path. This banquet is just my way of welcoming myself to the capital. Let this be known, there is no military man who isn't bloodthirsty!"

Saying those words, Zhangchou Jianqiong gulped down the wine before slamming the empty wine cup heavily on the table.
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Deep killing intent surfaced in Zhangchou Jianqiong's eyes. At this moment, grim expressions appeared even on Wang Chong and Wang Gen's faces.

His declaration represented that he was no longer that man who was leisurely chatting on the banquet previously; at this moment, he was the great Southern Protector-General who protected the southwest border of the empire, one of the most powerful men in this empire!

Smelling the strong stench of blood in the air and hearing Zhangchou Jianqiong's words, Wang Chong finally understood why this esteemed Protector-General would choose to host a banquet here on the very first day of his arrival.

The news regarding King Sosurim couldn't possibly have bypassed Zhangchou Jianqiong's eyes and ears. He knew that his appearance would surely attract an assassination attempt by the Goguryeons.

So he did it intentionally.

The reason why he set up the banquet at the Ten Sun Tavern wasn't just so that he could borrow the yang energy from the ten Three-legged Crow.

The actions of this Southern Protector-General were much more domineering and intense than Wang Chong had expected.

Zhangchou Jianqiong intended to pave a way to the royal court through the blood of his enemies!

And the Goguryeons were the best target to do so.

But nevertheless, Wang Chong had no qualms regardless the other party's actions at all. How could a general on the battlefield possibly lack bloodthirst?

Which commander could possibly have hands that were free of blood?

Thinking so, Wang Chong suddenly filled his cup and lifted it up high."Allow me to propose a toast to Lord Zhangchou!"

"Hahaha, very well!"

Zhangchou Jianqiong was taken aback for a moment before laughing heartily. A slight commendation for the latter flashed across his eyes. How could the offspring of a clan of generals possibly lack boldness?

He had thought that the previous sight would leave this lad traumatized and distraught. Who knew that this fellow would actually be able to retain his composure perfectly, displaying a calm that was unlike that of his age?

"As expected of a son from a clan of generals. Wang gongzi, I'll accept your toast!" Zhangchou Jianqiong picked up his wine cup candidly and drank it in a single mouthful.

"Brother Jiexin, your nephew is indeed an incredible talent! He has courage, insight, and decisiveness. He will surely achieve great things in the future!" Zhangchou Jianqiong said as he turned to Wang Gen.

Even when faced with multiple assassins, Wang Gen's eyebrows didn't even twitch in the slightest. But hearing those words, Wang Gen couldn't help but feel a little agitated.

To be able to receive such compliments from one of the top figures in the military despite being just fifteen, this would help to build Wang Chong's credibility and pave the way for the progression of his career.

Unlike the matter regarding the regional commanders incident, a pure compliment affirming one's capabilities from one of the upper echelons of the military was rare.

Be it Zhangchou Jianqiong, Fumeng Lingcha, Go Seonji, Zhang Shougui, or generals of their tier, they were always sure to be very careful with their words.

It wasn't because they were narrow-minded, but because their words simply wielded exceptional influence, especially among military men.

As the saying goes, a bucket of spilled water cannot be recollected. Should they offer praise to someone and the other party's capability turn out to be contrary to expectations, it would affect their own prestige and the credibility of their words, as well!

Thus, it was extremely rare for those of the upper echelons, such as the Protector-Generals or Marshals, to offer public praise to another person. Even if they were impressed with someone, they wouldn't express it loudly.

The more power one wielded, the more careful one had to be with their words!

In the future, if Wang Chong were to enter the military, these words from Zhangchou Jianqiong would prove to be valuable for his progress. At the very least, he would face significantly less opposition to his promotions.

And to receive such praise despite not being enlisted yet, Wang Chong was definitely one-of-a-kind.

"Thank you, Lord Zhangchou!" Wang Chong also swiftly understood the significance of those words and quickly expressed his gratitude. To be able to earn Zhangchou Jianqiong's praise with just a single toast, this was completely unexpected.

"Hehe, continue working hard!" Zhangchou Jianqiong said before raising his hand. One of the commanders of the Southern Protectorate Manor behind him quickly walked up, took out a unique silver chopstick from his embrace, and stabbed it into the Phoenix-tailed Abalone.

Shua!

In an instant, the silver chopstick turned pitch-black, and at the very tip, a slightly bluish-purple hue could be seen.

Upon seeing this sight, everyone's complexion turned awful.

"The poison is incredible!" Wang Chong was astonished. Usually, when silver chopsticks came into contact with lethal poison, it would only turn black. Yet, there were slight hints of bluish-purple at the edge of the chopstick. This was a sign that this poison was far beyond the usual lethal poison.

Serving four clean dishes to distract everyone before delivering the “true feast”, those Goguryeons were indeed elaborate in their preparations.

Even if they failed, they probably still had some other things up their sleeves.

After all, they were in the middle of the Goguryeon's territory, and it wouldn't be too difficult for them to make ample preparations here. Even if their assassins were to walk around here openly plain-clothed, everyone would simply think that they were just the ordinary staff of the Ten Sun Tavern.

But of all of the preparations they had made, they had made a fatal miscalculation. They misjudged the identities of those here, and they misjudged Zhangchou Jianqiong's strength as well.

... To dare to poison a Saint realm expert, they sure were courting their own deaths!

Wang Chong glanced at the bloodstains on the ground without the slightest pity. In this era of war, showing sympathy for one's enemies was nothing more than foolishness.

Compassion toward one's enemies would only lead to one's downfall.

"Serve the dishes! You better prepare the dishes properly, or else every single one of you in this tavern shall share the same fate with those from before. If you fail to do a good job, I have no qualms slaughtering everyone along this street for treason!" Zhangchou Jianqiong's cold voice echoed within the entire tavern.

Those in the compartments, kitchens, first floor, second floor, third floor... as well as the assassins who had survived the previous outburst were all stunned by Zhangchou Jianqiong's callous means.

But Zhangchou Jianqiong paid the bizarre atmosphere drifting in the air no heed. It didn't matter what the identity of those preparing their food was, all that mattered to him at this moment was for this banquet to be done well.

Even if the other party was a brawny martial artist, he would have to deliver a top-notch sumptuous feast if he wished to live.

Cold sweat dripped from the foreheads of the assassins in the Ten Sun Tavern. The might of their targets turned out to be far higher than they had expected.

At the same time, they had never met with such dominance before, either.

An overwhelming killing intent accompanied with ghastly silence drifted along the three floors of the golden-red tavern.

"So?" Zhangchou Jianqiong uttered coldly. At the same time, the overwhelming killing intent suddenly intensified manyfold.

The feeling of death encroaching on them left their goosebumps rising, but what shocked them the most was Zhangchou Jianqiong's final threat.

Why? We are the only ones going after your life. Why must you implicate the innocent into this as well?

Many pairs of eyes stared in the direction where Zhangchou Jianqiong and the others were seated as indignation, anger, fear, and helplessness permeated their being.

Only a small portion of the Goguryeons had participated in this operation, most of the people were innocent.

The assassins had already prepared themselves for death upon failure, but Zhangchou Jianqiong's words had changed the very essence of the matter.

From the callous aura the other party had emanated, they had no doubt that the monster on the third floor would really kill every last one of the Goguryeons along the street.

Death was not fearsome.

But meaningless death was not the same. And implicating the innocent around them was something they couldn't accept, either.

Under the huge pressure weighing down on them, the group in the Ten Sun Tavern slowly got to work once more.

Chopping the vegetable, stir-frying the dishes, washing the plates... As though cogs perfectly linked with one another, they began turning once more after a momentary pause, as though nothing had happened before.

"Alright. Let's continue on with our banquet then!"

Feeling the movements throughout the tavern, Zhangchou Jianqiong sneered coldly and turned his attention back to the banquet.

Pah!

With a slight flick of his finger, that lethally-poisoned Phoenix-tailed Abalone was hurled out of the tavern and onto the street.

Wang Chong watched the entire sight nonchalantly.

Due to the long peace the Southwestern region has enjoyed, Zhangchou Jianqiong doesn't have much of a reputation, and it seems like everyone has been belittling him due to that. But there isn't and will never be a single weakling among the Protector-Generals of Great Tang, Wang Chong thought.

As the saying went, “the true military experts tend to have humble accomplishments”. While thinking this matter over, Wang Chong suddenly recalled the other purpose why he was here.

"Right, Lord Zhangchou. May I request your token?" Wang Chong suddenly asked, smiling.

"Oh? What do you want my token for?" Zhangchou Jianqiong asked curiously.

If it was Wang Gen or anyone else who raised this request, it might seem a little rude and offensive. However, in Wang Chong's capacity as a junior, his request seemed perfectly natural. Thus, all Zhangchou Jianqiong was left with was curiosity.

"I have never been out of the capital before, so I would like to visit Jiannan if there is an opportunity to do some business. If I can have Lord Zhangchou's token, that would prove to be very convenient for my travel," Wang Chong replied half-jokingly.

"Oh?" Zhangchou Jianqiong subconsciously leaned forward in interest. He didn't forget the youth's extraordinary flair for business.

"May I know what kind of business Wang gongzi hopes to engage in? If it's just this, there's no need to go through so much trouble. Since Zhongtong, who will be managing the affairs in Jiannan is here, he can grant you any permission you will require right here," Zhangchou Jianqiong said.

This could be taken as a gesture of goodwill on his part. He knew that his foundation was weak in the capital, and even if he could become the Minister of War, it was doubtful whether he could hold the situation together by himself. Thus, he would require the support from the other prestigious clans.

On this aspect, Consort Taizhen's influence wasn't of much help.

The back palace wasn't allowed to interfere in politics—this was an ironclad rule no matter which dynasty one was in. Thus, Zhangchou Jianqiong was in dire need of allies, strong allies.

Naturally, this banquet wasn't a mere treat to Wang Gen and Wang Chong, either.

Wang Gen didn't say anything, but his brow furrowed inconspicuously as he glanced at Wang Chong beside him. How could he possibly miss Zhangchou Jianqiong's intentions?

But what that left Wang Gen the most astonished were still Wang Chong's actions.

What is this child doing? I told him clearly that the circumstances surrounding Zhangchou Jianqiong are simply too complicated. While we shouldn't offend him, it is inadvisable for us to be too intimate with him, either. What is this child up to?, Wang Gen pondered worriedly.

Zhangchou Jianqiong was dying to establish strong ties with the Wang Clan, and Wang Chong was completely handing the opportunity right into his hands. Wang Gen intended to stop it from happening, but eventually, he still chose to remain silent.

While he didn't know why Wang Chong decided to go against his advice, he still chose to trust him in the end.

Chapter 278: Xi'an Strategist, Zhi An! 

                                                                                
"Hehe, it isn't exactly business. I hope to purchase a plot of land in Jiannan," Wang Chong chuckled.

"Where?" Zhangchou Jianqiong asked curiously.

"Lion Rock Hill!" Wang Chong replied.

Hearing Wang Chong's words, Zhangchou Jianqiong, Xianyu Zhongtong, and the other commanders stared at one another. There were so many prosperous lands in the Annan region, but Wang Chong chose that place instead.

"Wang gongzi, are you certain? The Lion Rock Hill is a completely remote and secluded location, it's a region that only Erhai merchants will pass by occasionally. Under normal circumstances, one wouldn't even find a single person within a radius of several dozen li in that area!" Xianyu Zhongtong asked, bewildered.

As a commander from the Southern Protectorate Manor, he was well aware of the geographical terrain of Jiannan. While Lion Rock Mountain did sound impressive in name, it was just a humble and inconspicuous mountain.

Devoid of any men and positioned at the very border of the Southern Protectorate Manor's sphere of influence, it could be said to be a completely worthless plot of land.

Xianyu Zhongtong couldn't understand why the scion of the Wang Clan would want to purchase that small hill.

"I heard from a friend that business along the Tea Horse Road is a good, so I thought of building a small base there for merchants to rest and store their goods. Through this, I will be able to interfere in the trade as well," Wang Chong said.

"I see. Indeed, there are significant profits involved in the Tea Horse Road, it is no wonder why Wang gongzi hopes to get involved as well," Zhangchou Jianqiong nodded in realization. The Tea Horse Road mainly dealt with Erhai's tea and Ü-Tsang horses, and the trade of these goods was rather lucrative.

At least seven out of every ten clans in Jiannan were involved in this trade, so it was no wonder why the Wang Clan would want to put their hands into this matter, as well.

"Zhongtong, try to help Wang gongzi receive the required permits after you return," Zhangchou Jianqiong said as he turned to Xianyu Zhongtong.

"Yes, I'll take care of it as soon as I return," Xianyu Zhongtong replied respectfully.

This was an opportunity Zhangchou Jianqiong was giving him to establish ties with the Wang Clan; not to mention, the Lion Rock Hill wasn't worth much, either.

If he wanted to succeed as the Southern Protector-General, he would still require the help of the Wang Clan.

"Hehe, Wang gongzi, I'll give you this token. If you were to come to Annan in the future, this token will surely bring you much convenience."

After instructing Xianyu Zhongtong on the matter, Zhangchou Jianqiong flicked his fingers, and a golden token appeared before Wang Chong's eyes.

"Thank you, Lord Zhangchou!"

Wang Chong was delighted. This was a huge harvest, he got both the Lion Rock Hill and Zhangchou Jianqiong's personal token.

With just these matters done, his trip to the Ten Sun Tavern was perfect.

Hu! Since I have done all that I can, the only thing I can do now is to leave everything to fate.

Heaving a long sigh of relief, Wang Chong felt the tension leaving his body.

The Lion Rock Hill was a small hill located at the southern border of Great Tang.

The reason why Wang Chong wanted to take it down wasn't to conduct business. While there were significant profits involved in the business, it wasn't sufficient to entice Wang Chong.

After all, no matter how great the profits from the trade of tea leaves and mounts could be, it couldn't be compared to the profit he earned from dealing with Hyderabad ores. Not to mention, he would be competing with many other merchants in the trade.

The true reason why Wang Chong wanted the Lion Rock Hill was due to its location.

West of the Lion Rock Hill was a flat plain, the future southwest battlefront of the empire. Wang Chong had studied the geography of Great Tang thoroughly in his previous life, and in a radius of several hundred li around the plain, there was no natural terrain to exploit.

The Lion Rock Hill was the only natural barrier in the region.

The reason why Wang Chong bought the Lion Rock Hill was so that he could build a fortress, an unprecedentedly large fortress!

Perhaps, when suffering a tragic defeat, this fortress could provide cover for the 180,000 elites at the most crucial moment.

The construction of such a fortress would surely require a huge amount of money that numbered in the millions.

But there was no point to hoarding gold when war was looming right before them. If Wang Chong could bring a ray of hope to that future battlefield by building the Lion Fortress, he would willingly spend that sum of money.

Perhaps it was due to the invisible guillotine hanging above their necks, but the Goguryeons served the dishes swiftly.

In just a short moment, fragrant and appetizing dishes were spread across the entire table. The waitresses who served the dishes had their heads lowered, and their shoulders and arms were trembling in fear.

But regardless of whether it was the commanders from the Southern Protectorate Manor or Wang Chong, none of them paid them any heed.

"I heard that Wang gongzi is interested in Commandery Chief Zhang, Zhang Wentuo?"  Zhangchou Jianqiong suddenly raised the matter, while digging into the food,

"Yes." Wang Chong didn't deny it. Instead, he shot a glance at Yang Zhao, and the latter smiled awkwardly as he averted his gaze.

Without a doubt, this must be Yang Zhao's doing. After all, Wang Chong did raise the matter once.

"Hehe, this man over here is Wentuo!"

Zhangchou Jianqiong suddenly raised his hands and gestured to the end of the extremely long table. There, a burly man who seemed to contrast with the extravagance of the banquet was currently eating silently.

"Lord Zhangchou!" That man raised his head and looked at Zhangchou Jianqiong in confusion. Clearly, he hadn't heard the conversation just now.

It's him!, Wang Chong thought in astonishment.

The Great Tang military divided its power among various commanderies. As one of these commanderies, even though Zhang Wentuo was still under the command of the Southern Protectorate Manor, he possessed a significant degree of autonomy in his actions.

Wang Chong didn't expect that the burly man eating quietly at the end of the table would be Zhang Wentuo. With a polite smile, Wang Chong swiftly retracted his gaze.

I'll talk to him another time, Wang Chong thought.

Even though he was interested in talking to him, the occasion, location, and timing were all inappropriate.

---

A short time later, Wang Chong and Big Uncle Wang Gen left the Ten Sun Tavern.

"Chong-er, what are you doing? Didn't I tell you that we mustn't get too deeply involved with Zhangchou Jianqiong?"

As soon as they walked out from the Ten Sun Tavern, Wang Gen's eyebrows finally furrowed together deeply. It wasn't appropriate for him to raise the matter before so many people inside the tavern, but now that they were out, Wang Gen couldn't hold himself back anymore.

Zhangchou Jianqiong was a Protector-General of the capital, and his influence was simply too great for the Wang Clan to keep him in check. If he were to succeed, the Wang Clan wouldn't receive any significant benefits. On the other hand, if he were to fail, the Wang Clan would be pulled down along with him. Getting too deeply involved with Zhangchou Jianqiong was simply disadvantageous for the Wang Clan.

Politics was a place where one had to tread carefully or fear falling through the thin ice.

The others wouldn't neglect Wang Chong just because he was a child. To them, the Wang Clan was an entirety, and Wang Chong's actions could represent the will of the entire clan.

"Big uncle, do you remember my father?" Wang Chong asked as he raised his head.

"Gengzhi?" Taken aback, Wang Gen asked, "Is this matter related to him?"

"Un!" Wang Chong nodded. "Big uncle, do you remember His Highness King Song recommending my father to be conferred a marquess a while ago?"

Wang Gen nodded.

"Even with King Song's recommendation, my father's qualifications are still lacking. Also, the Bureau of Military Personnel has dispatched my father and big brother to the region near Jiannan, as well the Southern Protectorate Manor. If my father wishes to become a marquess in the future, he will require Zhangchou Jianqiong's assistance," Wang Chong said.

Not too long ago, he received news that his father and big brother were beginning to lead their troops to the Jiannan region.

Even though the process was lengthier than expected, King Song still managed to dispatch the both of them over.

"I see!"

Hearing Wang Chong's explanation, Wang Gen nodded in agreement as he fell into deep thoughts. If this was for his third brother's conferment as a marquess, then this course of action could be accepted.

Stepping into the carriage, Wang Gen and Wang Chong swiftly left the area.

------

On the other hand, after Wang Gen, Wang Chong, and the other officials had left, only the commanders of the Southern Protectorate Manor remained in the tavern.

"Zhi An, what do you think of the matter?"

With no outsiders around, Zhangchou Jianqiong suddenly turned around to look at the middle-aged strategist beside him grimly.

"That lad is lying!" The middle-aged strategist known as Zhi An suddenly chuckled as he picked up the wine cup on the table and drank it.

"Hmm?" Zhangchou Jianqiong was taken aback. He was asking about Wang Gen's matter, and he didn't expect Zhi An to talk about Wang Chong instead.

"Hehe, does Lord Zhangchou still think that the central figure to the Wang Clan is Wang Gen?" Zhi An chuckled with an unfathomable gleam in his eyes as he put down his wine cup.

"Is that not the case?" Zhangchou Jianqiong was startled further.

"Lord Zhangchou, you are confused by the situation around you. Lord Yang, allow me to ask you a question, then. You tried to indirectly ask Wang Gen for help previously, did he agree to it?" Zhi An turned to ask Yang Zhao.

"He didn't," Yang Zhao replied honestly. Having lived in Jiannan previously, he understood the standing of this man by Zhangchou Jianqiong's side, so he dared not act carelessly around him.

"When did Wang Gen step forward then? Is it after you looked for Wang gongzi?" Zhi An asked with a smile, stroking his beard.

"That seems to be the case," Yang Zhao pondered over the matter for a moment before replying. He still couldn't understand what the middle-aged strategist was driving at.

"Hahaha, you still don't get it? The crux of the matter lies not on Wang Gen, but that fifteen-year-old child!" Zhi An smiled mysteriously.

"Also, didn't you notice it during the banquet previously? When Wang gongzi asked for Lord Zhangchou's token, Lord Wang was clearly unhappy with it, but even so, he didn't interfere in the matter at all. The investigations I conducted beforehand have shown that Lord Wang is an austere person. Isn't there clearly a problem if an austere person like him remained silent despite feeling that something was wrong?"

"You mean that that child is the spiritual leader of the Wang Clan?" Zhangchou Jianqiong could hardly conceal the astonishment in his eyes.

"Even if that's not entirely the case, the truth can't be too far from it. At the very least, Lord Wang seems to think that. If nothing goes wrong, Wang gongzi will be the future head of the Wang Clan. If Lord Zhangchou hopes to gain a stable footing in the capital, you should cultivate close ties with that Wang gongzi," Zhi An chuckled.

Throughout this banquet, this middle-aged strategist had hardly spoken a word. His existence felt thinner than the minor officials invited to the banquet.

But after Wang Chong had left, his demeanor and the atmosphere in the room showed clearly that Zhi An was the second leading figure in the Southern Protectorate Manor, beneath only Zhangchou Jianqiong.

His standing was even higher than Xianyu Zhongtong.

"Doesn't that Wang gongzi have a request of us? Lord Zhangchou, this is a great opportunity!" Zhi An's body leaned backward slightly as a lazy smile emerged on his face.

"I understand. I know what I must do." After a moment of silence, Zhangchou Jianqiong finally nodded.

Chapter 279: Bureau of Works, Zhang Shouzhi! 

                                                                                
After traversing numerous alleys, at a location more than a dozen streets away from the Ten Sun Tavern, Wang Gen's carriage came to an abrupt halt.

Wang Chong leapt out from the carriage, and after bidding Wang Gen farewell, he sent the carriage away with his eyes.

"Gongzi, where do we go now?" asked Old Eagle, Solitary Wolf, and Steel Arms followed Wang Chong down the carriage and stood on the street.

"We'll be looking for someone." Smiling, Wang Chong glanced at the gold token from Zhangchou Jianqiong in his palm and tucked it away.

After meeting Xianyu Zhongtong, receiving Zhangchou Jianqiong's token, and uncovering the fact that Zhang Wentuo was in the capital as well, it was time for him to look for that man.

Walking along a dark and damp alley, they soon left the prosperous region of the capital, and short, dilapidated houses slowly came into sight.

This was the poor district.

Where there is the wealthy, there is also the poor. The capital was no different.

As they proceeded further down the alley, the houses grew more and more run down.

"What does gongzi intend to do here?"

Old Eagle, Solitary Wolf, and Steel Arms were growing more and more curious by the moment. Even with their deep understanding of the capital, they had never been here before.

They couldn't imagine what it was that would compel the offspring of Duke Jiu, the scion of a clan of ministers and generals, to come to such a dilapidated region.

"This should be it,” Wang Chong muttered, looking at the residence before him.

Going by the standards of the poor district, this residence could be considered as grand and majestic. However, the rotting old wooden doors, the algae-filled steps, and the vine crawling up the walls showed that this wasn't the home of some prestigious clan.

Peng peng!

Stepping forward, Wang Chong knocked on the door ring on the large doors. A moment later, the doors opened, and a head peeked out.

"Who are you looking for?"

The man had sleepy eyes. He seemed to be a servant of the residence.

"We're here to look for Master Zhang," Wang Chong asked politely with a smile.

The servant was immediately jolted awake. Seeing the resplendent clothes that Wang Chong and the others were wearing, he quickly opened the doors.

The room inside was gloomy and dark, illuminated only by a simple and dim oil lamp.

In the room, a decadent, wrinkled elder seemingly in his fifties was lying on a bamboo chair as he smoked on a pipe, exhaling bluish-purple smoke across the room.

"Most people won't come here. Who are you all?" Even though the elder was speaking to them, his eyes were devoid of focus. He continued puffing on his pipe leisurely.

"Old mister, we're here to request your help for a construction," Wang Chong replied.

"Hmph!"

Hearing Wang Chong's words, the elder was taken aback for a moment, and a grave demeanor finally appeared on his face. But soon, he sneered while knocking the ashes from the pipe and rejected coldly, "I don't from whom you heard about me, but I advise you to give up the idea. Ever since leaving the Bureau of Works, I've never built a residence for anyone."

This man was actually from the Bureau of Works!

The trio behind Wang Chong, Old Eagle, Steel Arms, and Solitary Wolf, were shocked. The stipends for the officials of the Bureau of Works were high. Even the most ordinary of officials in it would be able to live luxuriously.

No one would expect an official of the Bureau of Works to be living in such a dilapidated residence in the poor district.

It seems like gongzi is here for that matter, the trio thought.

They were present at the banquet as well, albeit not given a seat. They knew that Wang Chong intended to purchase the Lion Rock Hill to construct a base.

It seems like gongzi intends to engage his help to construct the base.

But how would gongzi know that there's an official from the Bureau of Works here?

The trio was perplexed.

"Hehe. Elder Zhang, what I want to build is not a residence. What I want is a fortress," Wang Chong gazed at the elder before him with a smile on his lips.

The reason why Wang Chong knew why this elder was living here was simple—he had met the latter on a watchtower while he was loitering around the town as a profligate scion.

The most basic skill for a qualified profligate scion was to possess keen eyes to determine the social standing and position of those standing before him.

"Fortress?"

While the elder was uninterested in the quartet before him, he couldn't help but widen his eyes upon hearing Wang Chong's words. But soon, his face darkened, and rage filled his features.

"Gongzi, are you taking me for a fool? I don't care which clan you are from, but you better scram from my residence this very instant." The elder pointed to the door with his smoke as he roared angrily.

In his lifetime, he had met many different people with all kinds of requests, but he had never met one so ridiculous as to claim that he wanted to build a fortress.

Did the other party think that they were playing house?

Was a fortress something that he, as an individual, could build?

Did the other party understand how much money, resources, and manpower had to be devoted to the operation?

Even the most prestigious of clans in the capital dared not make such a bold statement! Was this lad insane? To actually come all the way here just to pull a prank on him!

"Elder Zhang, I mean what I say. Why would I come all the way here just to pull a prank on you?" Wang Chong replied seriously.

This elder was an obstinate old man so convincing him was bound to be no easy task. However, he did require the capability of this architect from the Bureau of Works for his future plans.

In Wang Chong's plans, Elder Zhang played a very crucial role, perhaps even on par with Zhang Munian.

Just that, the timing wasn't ripe before.

Only after he had managed to strike up a connection with Zhangchou Jianqiong did he finally decide that it was the time to invite the other party over to his side.

"Hahaha, lad. It's not that I want to underestimate you, but do you know how much the construction of a fortress would cost?" Zhang Shouzhi spoke disdainfully. He still couldn't believe that this lad was seriously asking him to build a fortress for him.

"A million taels?"

"Copper coin, you mean?" Zhang Shouzhi sneered.

"Gold, of course!" Wang Chong replied seriously.

As soon as he uttered those words, the dim room suddenly fell silent. Zhang Shouzhi's smoking pipe suddenly froze in midair.

Old Eagle, Steel Arms, and Solitary Wolf also had their mouths open wide in astonishment.

A million taels?

Does gongzi have that much money?!

Not to mention, it's gold! Constructing a fortress takes up that much money?

The trio was even more shocked than Zhang Shouzhi. They had been with Wang Chong for a period of time already, and they had heard bits and pieces of the various legends surrounding him. Naturally, some of them were regarding his talent in business.

But the trio never could have imagined that Wang Chong's financial ability would have actually reached such an astonishing level!

This was especially true of Solitary Wolf. After toiling so hard, accepting so many dangerous missions to earn money, he had a very vivid image of how much a million gold taels was worth.

Despite working for so many years, the money he earned was lacking several zeros from a million.

A million gold taels was a huge sum that was beyond their wildest imaginations!

This is comparable to the entire wealth of a powerful clan already! Gongzi's ability in earning money is truly astonishing!, Solitary Wolf thought, shocked.

"Lad, are you joking with me?"

Zhang Shouzhi's face froze, but the disbelief that was lingering on it was clear. His original thought was a hundred thousand to two hundred thousand taels, but Wang Chong reported a million gold taels straight. This was far beyond his expectations as well.

Klang!

Instead of saying anything, Wang Chong tugged at his waist, whipping out two gold tokens before throwing them over. One of them was the gold token from Zhangchou Jianqiong, whereas the other was his Wang Clan token.

Grabbing the two tokens, Zhang Shouzhi was still leisurely glancing at them initially, when he suddenly recognized the insignia and words on them and trembled in shock.

At this very instant, he suddenly realized that the background of this young man was far beyond his imagination.

"Old mister, our gongzi is a trustworthy person. He won't say anything that he doesn't mean, so old mister can rest assured," Old Eagle added in by the side.

"Hmph!"

But a short moment later, Zhang Shouzhi harrumphed coldly, and with a jerk of his wrist, he threw the two tokens back.

"Even though I don't know how gongzi managed to find this place, I advise gongzi not to waste your own strength. Back then, when I was forced out of the Bureau of Works, I made a vow not to construct anything for anyone anymore. I suggest you give up on this idea."

Zhang Shouzhi placed another bag of tobacco onto the oil lamp and lit it before placing it within the smoking pipe and began puffing off it once more. It seemed as though he wasn't interested in conversing with Wang Chong any further.

When he left the Bureau of Works back then, many prestigious clans had sought him, and they had offered generous terms as well. But in the end, he turned down all of them.

His heart had already turned cold.

Having worked as a supervisor in the Bureau of Works his entire life, he had constructed many beautiful and elegant palaces. Yet, this was all he got in the end.

He couldn't bear this kind of humiliation.

Thus, from that day onward, Zhang Shouzhi swore that he would never get involved with anything related to construction anymore.

"Elder Zhang, there's no need to be in such a rush to reject me," Wang Chong chuckled. He had long heard of Zhang Shouzhi's temper—in fact, which of the outstanding architects in the Bureau of Works didn't have such a bad temper?

But if Wang Chong wasn't confident, he wouldn't be standing before him this very instant.

"200,000 gold taels. As long as Elder Zhang promises to help me, I'm willing to sponsor you 200,000 gold taels so that you can continue on with the research of your secret formula. On top of that, I promise you to supply you with ample resources as well," Wang Chong raised two fingers as he smiled mysteriously.

Upon hearing the words “secret formula”, ba-dum!, Zhang Shouzhi's heart skipped a beat, and he nearly swallowed the tobacco bag whole. How could this young lad possibly know of that matter?

Zhang Shouzhi's face turned as pale as if he had seen a ghost.

"Lad, don't utter rubbish. Do you really know what kind of research I am doing?"

In truth, Zhang Shouzhi was a little moved by Wang Chong's offer. If Wang Chong really meant what he said, then he could consider lending the other party a hand.

"Of course," Wang Chong smiled.

"Due to that secret research back then, Elder Zhang misappropriated the funds from the royal palace and due to that, you were even nearly got executed by the Bureau of Punishments."

Hearing those words, Zhang Shouzhi's face couldn't help but redden. Even a person as thick-skinned as him couldn't stand having his dark history revealed right before him.

"200,000 gold taels might not be sufficient for there to be any results in my research. Lad, you should reconsider this matter, the funding for that research is like an abyss. While I know that you come from a prestigious clan, there might not necessarily be any results even if you were to pump the wealth of your entire clan into it. If it was that simple, I would have already long succeeded back in the Bureau of Works already. How could I have possibly ended up in this state then?" Zhang Shouzhi replied grimly.

This was the first person who had expressed support for his research in the past decade. This won Wang Chong some goodwill from Zhang Shouzhi.

But whether Zhang Shouzhi would accept his request was still questionable at the moment.

"I understand. Not only will I support you with an endless stream of funds, I can even give you the formula for cement," Wang Chong said.

"Cement?"

Zhang Shouzhi stared at Wang Chong in bewilderment, completely baffled by Wang Chong's words.
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Zhang Shouzhi had immersed himself in the research of civil engineering for nearly his entire life. In the Bureau of Works, he was the official with the highest qualification, and everything related to the topic was well within his grasp.


And yet, Zhang Shouzhi had never heard of the term “cement” before.


"Hehe. Elder, all this while, you have been trying to research the ideal adhesive between bricks, right? This piece of paper I have here contains such a formula, and it might possibly provide some inspiration to you."


Saying so, Wang Chong passed the formula paper which he had prepared beforehand over.


This was the very first formula of cement in this world.


This wasn't the first time Wang Chong was taking something out of his original world, but every time he did so, he would still feel an indescribable sensation striking him.


The world he was currently in was fine, just that the logistics and transportation were extremely inefficient.


Just a normal journey between cities could easily take days or even months on end.


Even a figure like Zhangchou Jianqiong, despite moving at top speed, still took around twenty days to rush from Jiannan to the capital!


In this era, the fight between countries wasn't just a competition between their respective military might. To a certain degree, it was also a battle between the logistical efficiency of both sides.


Having served as the Grand Marshal of the Central Plains once, he couldn't be any more aware on this.


To put it in explicit terms, swift logistical movement of both men and supplies means that allied reinforcements could arrive earlier than the enemy.


On the scale of a battlefield, it could mean the difference between victory and loss. But on the scale of a country, it could mean the rise and fall of an empire.


But so far, no one except for Wang Chong had paid much heed to this crucial aspect.


In Wang Chong's plans, cement formed an extremely important link.


While it did come from the modern world, there was actually no complex technology involved behind it. The only reason why it wasn't in use was because no one had researched it to that extent yet.


The paper which Wang Chong gave Zhang Shouzhi was the most fundamental formula behind cement. As for how it should be modified and produced, that would depend on Zhang Shouzhi.


As Zhang Shouzhi took that paper, the room fell silent.


As the most knowledgeable official in the Bureau of Works back then, he didn't really think anything much could come from a young lad like Wang Chong. Amidst the dim light in the room, he casually pulled the paper closer to his face to look at it. However, with a quick glance through it, his face slowly warped in astonishment.


He had been spending his life researching an ideal adhesive for masonry, and he could swiftly tell that the formula which Wang Chong had just given him was exceptionally potent stuff. It was much stronger than the product from his last research.


In that instant, Zhang Shouzhi's world seemed to spin around him.


Beneath the dim light, Zhang Shouzhi stared at the formula in his hands for a very long time. and Wang Chong didn't interrupt him either.


"How is it?" Wang Chong asked a long time later.


Zhang Shouzhi didn't reply. Holding the formula in hand, a tight crease appeared on his forehead. He was still hesitant.


At that moment, Wang Chong suddenly recalled something. Thus, he slowly walked forward and whispered into Zhang Shouzhi's ear, "If Elder Zhang agrees to my request, I can promise to help you deal with Chamberlain Xu!"


Those words had the determining effect of pushing Elder Zhang off the fence.


"As long as you can get that bastard Xu Xizi down off his high horses, I'll agree to your request!" Zhang Shouzhi immediately nodded vigorously as hatred gleamed in his eyes.


Back then, if not for that bastard Xu Xizi doing something to the adhesive he researched, thus causing cracks to appear on the royal palace that eventually collapsed a wall, how could he possibly be expelled from the Bureau of Works and end up in his current state?


Killing a person will only make his head fall to the ground. Zhang Shouzhi didn't want the other party to die, it would suffice for the other party to be expelled from the Bureau of Works and suffer the same fate that he did


"Gongzi, you aren't lying to me, right? I know that you come from an impressive background, but Xu Xizi is currently the Chamberlain of Palace Buildings. Dragging him down will be no easy feat. Does the Wang Clan possess the influence to do so?" Zhang Shouzhi suddenly recalled something, and he replied deeply.


"You need not worry about that. Difficult as it may be, it isn't impossible. Just wait here for my good news," Wang Chong waved his hands leisurely.


Getting rid of the Chamberlain of Palace Buildings from the royal court was no easy task. Putting aside the Wang Clan, there was not a single clan in Great Tang who could stretch their hands into the royal palace easily.


But Wang Chong need not go through that much trouble.


With Consort Taizhen on his side, changing the Chamberlain of Palace Buildings was truly no difficult feat.


After convincing Zhang Shouzhi to take charge of the fortress he would be erecting in Jiannan, Wang Chong left the dilapidated old residence.


At this time, the sky was already dark.


A slight wind blew, stirring Wang Chong's thoughts along with it.


Building a fortress was no easy task, especially given the unique conditions required of this one. First, it had to be able to house 180,000 soldiers and provide sufficient rations to them. At the same time, it must also be able to fend off the attacks of any enemy.


As such, the fortress had to be extremely large and sturdy. On top of that, there must be an efficient distribution system for water, rations, horse feed...


None of these was easy to deal with. All of them would require significant investment to achieve.


But even so, Wang Chong would willingly do so without batting his eyes.


With his current strength and influence, the help he could offer Great Tang was severely limited. He had yet to become a figure whose words and gestures could easily determine the policies of the empire.


Thus, all he could do now was to work within his limits, and the fortress at the Lion Rock Hill was the most that he could do at the moment.


"... Once the construction begins, I fear that the money I have on me will be far from sufficient. I have to earn more money. Seems like I'll have to push forward that matter then."


Slowly raising his head, many thoughts filled Wang Chong's mind as his eyes gazed into the endless abyss of the night sky.


Hualala!


A moment later, a pigeon spread its wings and flew toward the Zhang Clan's residence. At the same moment, more than thirty ingots of Hyderabad ore was delivered over as well.


Before long, another thirty more Wootz steel swords would appear in the capital, and every single last one of them would be delivered to the royal palace.


Desperate situations call for desperate measures!


Wang Chong wasn't the type of person who was inflexible in his actions.


------


The morning sun appeared by the horizon, and innumerable golden rays fell through the cracks between the clouds, scattering across Great Tang's royal palace. Under the warm glow of the morning sun, the royal palace seemed like a divine land.


At that moment, a man dressed in a court uniform was currently treading alone between the golden court walls with a contemplative look on his face.


Even though there was no one around, his movements and gestures exuded compelling power. A two-finger wide purple token that was hanging by his waist further revealed the extraordinary identity of this man.


In the royal palace, anyone who carried a purple token by their waist possessed exceptional standing and privileges.


This was because the purple token wasn't issued by the royal court, but by the incumbent Sage Emperor himself.


"Soon, it'll be the time for the annual review. It'll only do if His Majesty is satisfied with the results this year!" Li Qingyou frowned worriedly.


He was a grade-3 military officer, but unlike the other officials in the royal court, he was exempted from attending the morning assembly and need not deal with the affairs of the military.


He was only in charge of supervising the Imperial Army in the royal court and reporting their activities to the Sage Emperor straight.


That majestic and beautiful token by his waist proved testimony to his identity. As the royal court's logistical officer, or more precisely, the emperor's logistical officer, Li Qingyou possessed great authority that was far above the other military logistical officers in the royal court.


At the very least, the wealth that Li Qingyou could move was far beyond the imagination of the others.


But this power didn't bring Li Qingyou the slightest bit of joy. If any, it brought him immense stress instead.


As the logistical officer of the Imperial Army, Li Qingyou had to satisfy the requests of the hundreds of thousands of Imperial soldiers. More importantly, he had to satisfy the Sage Emperor's demands.


But the quality of the weapons crafted in the workshops and by the various swordsmithing clans were simply unsatisfactory.


The weapons crafted in the workshops were lacking, whereas the number of top-notch swords that swordsmithing clans produced each year was simply too low. The inflow of weapons were barely able to meet the depletion each year.


With this kind of performance, it would be difficult for him to please the Sage Emperor.


As the logistical officer that reported straight to the emperor, there was nothing exceptional about his performance that could leave him with the Sage Emperor with a good impression of him.


Sigh. If this goes on, it'll be hard for me to keep my job, Li Qingyou thought worriedly.


"HAHAHA..."


Just as he was vexed by the dilemma before him, he suddenly heard a hearty laughter within the walls, followed by an intense fight.


Under the strong promotion of martial arts in the royal court, it wasn't rare to see members of the Imperial Army dueling against one another. Passing by this area everyday, Li Qingyou was accustomed to such sounds.


However, something seemed to be different today.


Usually, such duels would last for a fair amount of time, but it ended exceptionally quick today. Not only so, the sound from the duel sounded a little odd too.


There was a peculiar sound that was produced from the clash of weapons, something that Li Qingyou had never heard from other weapons before.


Instinctively, Li Qingyou paused in his footsteps.


"Once more!"


Just as he was perplexed by the situation, an indignant voice sounded from within the walls.


"Hahaha, sure! Even if you were to come at me a hundred times, nothing will change!" a hearty voice replied.


Following which, the clashing of weapons sounded once more. For some reason, Li Qingyou didn't leave. Instead, he continued listening from outside.


Somehow, he found himself getting interested in the duel.


Klang!


This time, the duel ended faster than the previous time. Klang! The sound of a weapon shattering reverberated, and due to the excessive force in the motion, the tip of the saber flew across the wall and stabbed into the sturdy red tiles at a distance not too far from Li Qingyou.


"This is..."


Upon seeing the saber tip, Li Qingyou's sharp eyes immediately recognized the origin of the sword, and his heart skipped a beat.


"Isn't this the top-notch saber forged by the Lu Clan?"


Li Qingyou stepped forward, squatted down, and carefully pulled the sword tip out with his fingers.


There was no mistake about it, this was a top-notch saber forged by the Lu Clan!


The Lu Clan's sabers were always inscribed with a floral pattern, so it was impossible for him to be mistaken. As the logistical officer of the royal court, he came into contact with such things on a daily basis, so he was extremely familiar with them.


The Lu Clan was a rising swordsmithing clan. They might be the youngest, but perhaps in their efforts to consolidate their standing, their swords had the best appearance, design, and quality.


And due to the higher production rate of the Lu Clan, most of the Imperial Army members used the weapons produced by them.


It was unexpected to see a top-notch saber from the Lu Clan being cut into two, but what furthered Li Qingyou's shock was that the severed portion was actually as smooth as a mirror.


"What kind of weapon can possibly be so sharp?"


Li Qingyou could hardly hide the astonishment in his eyes. Even though the sabers of the Lu Clan weren't the best in the capital, they definitely ranked at the top. Cutting one in two was no easy feat.


On top of that, considering how smooth the severed portion was, the sword that was used to cut it must be unimaginably sharp.


But in his years supervising the military equipment of the Imperial Army, he had never seen a weapon capable of this feat before.


So the battle was forced to a conclusion due to the other party's weapon being severed, Li Qingyou suddenly realized. However, this only served to deepen Li Qingyou's curiosity of the weapon which had severed the Lu Clan's saber.


"Hahaha, good sword. This is indeed a good sword! Zhou Lie, do you want to go another round?" A hearty laughter sounded within the walls.


"Forget it! Huang Shang, what is there to be proud of? All you did was to purchase a Wootz steel weapon. If you are really that capable, why don't you spar with me empty-handed?" the Imperial Army soldier who lost grumbled angrily.


Beyond the walls, Li Qingyou heard those words and his heart suddenly pounded furiously.


Wootz steel! That was the legendary Wootz steel sword!
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"Spar with you empty-handed? You must be joking! When have you ever seen a tiger tear off its claws to hunt its prey?" the victor on the other side of the walls refuted.

"Huang Shang, 70,000 gold taels, sell your sword to me!"

"Hmph, don't even dream of it!"

"Huang Shang, you only bought that Wootz steel sword for 55,000 gold taels whereas I am offering 70,000 gold taels for it. You are making a huge profit here. With the money you earned, you could easily buy another one!"

"Zhou Zhi, if you're that capable, why don't you use that 70,000 gold taels of yours to buy one? Do you take me for a fool? Even though the Zhang Clan has released several months of stock at once, they only total up to thirty. Given how many people there are in the Imperial Army, that is far from sufficient to go around! The current market price out there is 80,000 gold taels, and that is assuming anyone is willing to sell it at all! I would love to try to purchase the Wootz steel swords produced by Wang gongzi, but his is only more expensive!"

Hearing those words, Li Qingyou decided to walk into the residence.

"What did you all just say?" With his hands behind his back, Li Qingyou walked in slowly with the sword tip held tightly between his fingertips.

"Lord Li!"

On the training field, the three Imperial soldiers were shocked to see Li Qingyou, and they hurriedly lowered their heads to greet him. In the capital, none of the hundred thousand Imperial Army members didn't know Logistics Officer Li Qingyou.

Li Qingyou was their superior, and all of their weapon, armor, stipends, and such had to go through him.

And unlike them, Li Qingyou possessed the privilege to meet the Sage Emperor whenever he wanted.

If one were to offend him, he could easily deduct the resources allocated to them. Of everyone in the royal palace, the trio didn't expect to meet with him.

One must know that Li Qingyou was often busy and rarely interacted with them.

"Lord, we're just sparring with one another." Somehow, the trio felt a little unnerved by Li Qingyou's questioning.

"That's not what I'm asking. May I take a look at that sword?" Li Qingyou asked, pointing to the sword with a unique pattern in the hand of one of the Imperial Army members.

"This... Of course!"

The Imperial soldier named Huang Shang might have agreed to it, but his expression was extremely reluctant. As though severing a part of himself, he unwillingly passed the Wootz steel sword in his hand over.

Li Qingyou paid no heed to the other party's pained expression. Upon receiving the Wootz steel sword, he immediately tried its weight before feeling its texture.

Heavy! It is several times heavier than what I expected. The surface is very smooth, but there's a blood groove on it. It's probably specially designed that way to improve its lethality…, Li Qingyou thought.

As the logistics officer for the entire Imperial Army, the number of weapons that had gone through Li Qingyou's hands numbered in the hundreds of thousands. Over the years, he had gained the ability to analyze the properties and quality of a weapon accurately just by feeling it with his hands.

This three chi long sword was heavy and cold to the touch; in a sense, it felt as though one was touching a sturdy block of ice. Clearly, the forging technology behind this weapon was completely different from other swords.

At the very least, neither the royal court's workshop nor the swordsmithing clans had ever produced a weapon like this before.

So this is a Wootz steel weapon?, Li Qingyou thought as he examined the sword in his hand.

The youngest son of the Wang Clan, Wang Chong, had created a sword of unparalleled sharpness and durability—the number one sword in the world! While selling his sword in the Bluebottle Pavilion, many had come to challenge him, and neither the best swords and sabers from the Abbasid Caliphate or Charax Spasinu, or the greatest blades of the Central Plains were a match for the Wootz steel.

This legend had started spreading four to five months ago, and it had caused a huge commotion in the capital. Naturally, Li Qingyou had also heard of it.

But unlike the others, Li Qingyou only sneered at the legend, thinking that it was complete nonsense.

How could such a formidable weapon be produced so easily?

Which of the existing top-notch forging technique didn't come from countless centuries or millenniums of heritage, perfected through the hard work of generation after generation?

So how could an entirely brand new school of weapon forging simply emerge from nowhere? And not to mention, the weapons forged by through this technique were so formidable that they could slice through the other top-notch swords and sabers easily?

The very notion of it was so ridiculous that Li Qingyou rejected the possibility of it from the very start.

On top of that, the quantity of Wootz steel sword was so terribly limited that he had never seen one before, and this only furthered his doubts.

But now, Li Qingyou suddenly found his beliefs shaking.

Klang!

Before the trio could react, a cold, sharp gleam swept across the broken sword in another soldier's hand.

Chi!

The broken sword was severed further, and the edge fell to the ground, stabbing into the tiled ground.

The trio were taken aback for a moment before nodding calmly, as if they had expected this sight. Given how each of the Wootz steel swords was worth an exorbitant price of tens of thousands of gold taels, it was natural for its quality to be far above the weapons of the other swordsmithing clans.

But as the one swinging the sword, Li Qingyou had a differing impression of the sword. In the trajectory of his sword, he couldn't feel the existence of the Lu Clan's saber at all. It was as if the sword was slicing through thin air.

This was the first time Li Qingyou was feeling the sharpness of the Wootz steel sword for himself. In his many years serving as the logistics officer, he had never met such a fearsome weapon before.

Its sharpness was way off the charts!

A thought abruptly sprung into Li Qingyou's head, and he turned to one of the Imperial soldiers with an order. "Take off your armor!"

"Yes, lord."

Although he was perplexed by the sudden command, the soldier still obediently took off his armor and passed it to Li Qingyou. With the logistics officer here, even if something were to happen to his armor, he could easily claim a replacement from storage.

But instead of grabbing the armor, Li Qingyou flicked his wrist instead. Chi la! The heavy armor was silently sliced into two, and the lower half fell to the ground. Taking a closer look, the severed portion was as smooth as a mirror.

Caught off-guard, the three Imperial Army members jumped in shock from Li Qingyou's actions.

But the shock wasn't just limited to them, Li Qingyou also just had the scare of his life, as well!

"To think that the rumors are really true!"

At this moment, Li Qingyou suddenly recalled the rumors regarding the sword. Back at the Bluebottle Pavilion then, the sword was said to have severed a metal mountain in two.

Many of those who weren't on the scene then, such as Li Qingyou laughed at the news, thinking that it was just an exaggeration. But upon seeing this sight with his own eyes, all of the doubts in his mind vanished without a trace.

On the battlefield, everyone would be striving to equip their soldiers with the best armor.

Most of the elite armored cavalry would be equipped with armor forged with Xuan metal, which was retrieved from the bottom of the sea. Such armors were incredibly tough, and it would take multiple powerful slashes from a sword before a crack would appear on it.

This severely reduced the number of openings on the armored cavalry. To make things even more troublesome, the swift speed of cavalry made it difficult to strike a specific opening.

However, with a Wootz steel weapon in hand, one would be able to slice apart the armor and attack the rider directly.

Having supervised the weaponry of the Imperial Army for more than a decade, he possessed a sharp eye for the value of weapons. Just like Zhao Fengchen back then, he immediately realized the fearsome might an army equipped with such a weapon could possess.

"If I recall correctly, you said that this weapon is worth 80,000 gold taels each? Isn't that too expensive?" Li Qingyou glanced at the trio, and deep lines surfaced on his forehead.

Throughout the entire capital, even if one were to venture every single one of the weapon merchants, there wouldn't be a single weapon that was this expensive.

"Lord Li, you don't know how many of our brothers in the Imperial Army would be willing to fork a price higher than that to buy this sword! Good stuff doesn't come cheap!"

Hearing Li Qingyou's words, the soldier named Huang Shang relaxed instead. It was fine as long as the other party wasn't here to pick on them.

"Considering how there are only about fifty of these swords around, whereas there are more than a hundred thousand of us, this can be considered to be inexpensive already. Given the limited production, it is inevitable that the price would skyrocket."

"Not to scare you, but this is only the price of the Wootz steel sword produced by the Zhang Clan. If it is a personal work by Wang gongzi, the price will surely be much higher than this! Even at the very minimum, it would be beyond a hundred thousand gold taels!"

Huang Shang boasted gleefully. Clearly, he was proud that he managed to obtain one of the Wootz steel swords.

"There are two dealers for this Wootz steel sword?" Li Qingyou frowned.

"That's not it. Wang gongzi has collaborated with the Zhang Clan to have them help with the forging process. Otherwise, given how Wang gongzi only produces one a month—not to mention the months when he produces none at all—wouldn't all of us die of anxiety?"

This time, it was another soldier who replied to his question.

"But while it is forged by the Zhang Clan, the final few stages of the forging process are still completed by Wang gongzi personally, so there's definitely no problem with the quality," the third soldier added.

Everyone in the capital knew that the production capacity of Wootz steel weapons was limited. If it was only Wang Chong working on it personally, over ninety-nine percent of the Imperial Army would never have the chance to own one of the mystical weapons.

This was where the Zhang Clan came in.

Nearly everyone was delighted to see the involvement of the Zhang Clan in the forging process. After all, the higher the production rate, the more likely they would be able to obtain one.

"However, if it's a personal work by Wang gongzi, the price would be vastly different."

"300,000 gold taels! That was the price our Grand Marshal bought Death's Abyss at. Everyone is saying that the true value of Death's Abyss far exceeds 300,000 gold taels, and probably only the Marshals will be able to afford it."

The trio could hardly conceal their envy. Everyone knew that the weapons Wang gongzi crafted were unique, and the design and prowess of every single one of them were different.

On top of serving as a weapon, they were also an exquisite art piece!

Following which, Li Qingyou asked several more questions. Through these three, he discovered that there was a small Wootz steel market within the Imperial Army.

It was also the first time he realized that all of the legends originating from the Bluebottle Pavilion were true.

Slowly, a thought emerged in Li Qingyou's mind. He suddenly realized how he should report to the Sage Emperor during the review.

"I'll be taking this Wootz steel sword with me for now. Come and reclaim it from me seven days from now!"

Grabbing a firmer hold on the Wootz steel sword, Li Qingyou rushed towards the Taiji Palace where the Sage Emperor resided. The ingenious thought he had in his mind had his blood running wild in excitement...

The gears of history rumbled onward. Under Wang Chong's hard work, some events that shouldn't have occurred in the original course of destiny were happening...
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Two days after obtaining the resources and formula Wang Chong sent over, Zhang Shouzhi left his dilapidated residence.

He gathered a huge group of builders, craftsmen, and talents in the field of construction in the capital, and the whole group of them began marching for Great Tang's southwest.

Departing along with them was a sum of several hundred thousand gold taels, and a platoon of guards dispatched by the Wang Clan.

Zhangchou Jianqiong and Xianyu Zhongtong had already informed the various authorities concerning the issue, so there should be someone to receive them once they arrived at their destination.

After resolving this issue, Wang Chong turned his attention back to his cultivation.

------

Weng!

In his simple but elegantly-designed study, Wang Chong was currently seated quietly on the floor, cultivating.

A surge of powerful aura emanated from him. It was significantly stronger now than it was several days ago.

Even though Wang Chong had only just reached Origin Energy Tier 9 pinnacle, the aura he emanated carried traces of a True Martial realm expert.

At this moment, Wang Chong's consciousness was immersed in the inner state of his body, and his concentration was put into his Guanyuan, Beijue, Fengping, Luanli, and two other acupoints.

Origin Energy with a width an eye could hardly perceive flowed through Wang Chong's body, and like a river splitting into smaller distributaries, the Origin Energy flowed into these six acupoints and began circulating within them.

True Martial Small Dipper!

That was the name of the tiny circulations within the acupoints that very few knew of!

Under normal circumstances, it would take at least a year or two for an Origin Energy Tier 9 cultivator to reach True Martial realm. Even the most talented martial art genius would take at least half a year.

But of course, there were also extremely rare exceptions such as Wang Chong's little sister, who was born with the Eight Characters of Perfect Yin.

The True Martial Small Dipper was a nifty trick used during the era of catastrophe in Wang Chong's previous life to boost the cultivation realm of an Origin Energy realm to True Martial realm in the fastest way possible.

But even during that era, only a handful knew of this trick.

As for the present, probably no one except for Wang Chong knew about this.

True Martial realm and Origin Energy realm were fundamentally different.

Of everything, the greatest difference between the two was that all True Martial realm experts were capable of emanating their Origin Energy into the environment and wielding it like a weapon in battle.

This would make their attacks more forceful and destructive. This Origin Energy was also called Stellar Energy.

True Martial realm experts would often wield both their martial halo and Stellar Energy in battle to deal with their enemies. While Stellar Energy was derived from Origin Energy, there was a significant difference between the nature of the two.

Thus, what Wang Chong was doing was utilizing the small, unique circulations of the True Martial Small Dipper to compress his Origin Energy and change its nature, thus converting it into Stellar Energy.

After which, he would make use of the Stellar Energy to temper his body and make himself stronger.

In other words, through the True Martial Small Dipper, Wang Chong could wield a True Martial realm's Stellar Energy. However, the Stellar Energy formed through this technique was limited in quantity.

Nevertheless, it would still allow him to stand toe-to-toe with any True Martial realm expert for a short period of time.

【Congratulations user. For the successful research on superior rice, you are awarded 50 Destiny Energy!】

Just as Wang Chong was in the midst of his cultivation, a familiar voice suddenly sounded in his head. At the same time, something seemed to have seeped into his brain, leaving Wang Chong with a sensation as though something had changed.

"Hmm?"

Surprised, Wang Chong slowly opened his eyes, and a gleam reminiscent of the stars in the night sky flashed across his eyes.

"What's going on? 50 Destiny Energy, isn't that a little too much?"

Wang Chong was bewildered by the situation that had occurred.

He was intending to spend the entire day cultivating when such a change abruptly happened.

"It hasn't been long, but there are already some results to Zhang Munian's research already?"

In the blink of an eye, many thoughts flashed across Wang Chong's mind, leaving him perplexed. But regardless, one thing was for sure—this was surely Zhang Munian's doing.

It had only been four to five months since Zhang Munian had arrived at Jiaozhi, but he had already met with some success in finding a feasible hybrid rice. This was truly inconceivable.

One must know that this step could easily take four to five years in his previous world.

Is this due to Jiaozhi's unique climate?, Wang Chong thought.

To Great Tang, Jiaozhi could be considered a remote countryside. However, it was indeed the ideal location for the cultivation of crops.

Sunlight was plenty there, and the weather was gentle as well. Crops could typically enjoy three harvests a year, as compared to the usual annual one in most places. It was no mistake to call Jiaozhi a paradise for farmers.

On top of that, with Wang Chong pointing out the general direction, Zhang Munian managed to avoid many unnecessary steps as well. But even so, four to five months was an impressive result.

"That fellow sure is working hard!"

Suddenly realizing something, Wang Chong sighed. The letter received from Li Zhuxin previously mentioned that Zhang Munian had been spending all of his time on the fields ever since arriving at Jiaozhi, be it eating or sleeping.

The only reason why there was significant progress in such a short period of time was due to his tenacity.

But still, given how the words 'superior rice' appeared in the notice instead of 'hybrid rice', Zhang Munian probably hasn't succeeded yet. I wonder how much has he raised the yield by, Wang Chong thought.

The existence of martial arts and a system of cultivation in this world allowed top-notch experts to wield destructive might on par with the gods, but it was a pity that no amount of brute force could possibly work on the research of rice.

Thus, despite the incredible military might that each empire wielded, the crop harvest was still severely limited. It was far from the one mu to two to three thousand jin proportion in Wang Chong's previous world.

(1 mu = 0.0667 hectare, 1 jin = 0.5kg)

And without sufficient rations, it was impossible for the population of a country to expand by too much. As such, the population of the entire Central Plains was only around 50 million.

This was far from the one billion in his previous world.

This was also the reason why Wang Chong sought Zhang Munian to resolve this problem. In that future battlefield, manpower and rations would become the key to their survival.

"... However, this reward is still too generous. It's just a superior rice breed—far from comparing to hybrid rice—and yet I could already receive 50 Destiny Energy. Truly inconceivable!"

Rather than Zhang Munian's speed, Wang Chong was more surprised by the reward he received.

That was 50 Destiny Energy!

According to Wang Chong's memory, he didn't even earn that much through changing his clan's fate and interfering in the regional commanders incident.

Could Zhang Munian's contribution in uncovering a superior rice really be more important than the regional commanders incident and the survival of the entire Wang Clan?

A bizarre expression appeared on Wang Chong face, and no words could put his current emotions into words.

He had to put himself at great risk for the matter with Yao Guang Yi and the regional commanders incident, but the rewards he earned from them couldn't even compare with the primary success of Zhang Munian's research in Jiaozhi.

This put him at a loss for words.

I guess it's the scale after all...

After a moment of contemplation, Wang Chong came up with a theory.

The matter surrounding the Vast Crane Pavilion only affects the Wang Clan. Put it against the entire Great Tang, and it means nothing much at all. On the other hand, the matter regarding the regional commanders clearly had far-reaching impact. As such, the reward from it is slightly greater. If I had been able to resolve it perfectly, the reward from it should be comparable to this.

As for Zhang Munian's research... food is the foundation of all civilization. His work will affect the survival and development of many generations to come, and there's nothing else that can compare to this. If this hadn't just been a primary success in his research, the reward would probably be even greater than this", Wang Chong reasoned delightedly.

This 50 Destiny Energy was an unexpected but pleasant surprise. But more importantly, Zhang Munian hadn't successfully bred a hybrid rice yet.

In other words, Wang Chong still stood to earn a huge amount of Destiny Energy from this!

This was the easiest gain Wang Chong had received ever since his reincarnation. He had received a total of 50 Destiny Energy from the Consort Taizhen incident and regional commanders incident, and after the Second World Constraint, he still had 15 left.

Following which, he earned another 25 Destiny Energy from encircling the Goguryeons, and killing their three heads and King Sosurim.

Adding this 50 Destiny Energy to the total sum, Wang Chong had 90 Destiny Energy with him at the moment!

This was a substantial fortune!

Just the thought of it left Wang Chong excited.

"With so much Destiny Energy, I'll be able to trade for that item."

Recalling something, Wang Chong swiftly connected with the Destiny Stone in his head, and amidst the five bundle of lights representing Heart, Body, Breath, Art, and State, Wang Chong approached the second bundle of light representing Body.

When he saw the armor, Destiny Struggler, once more, his heart leaped excitedly, and for a moment, he fell into a daze.

"I wonder how powerful Destiny Struggler will be!"

Two wills fought within Wang Chong's mind as he struggled with the decision on whether he should redeem his Destiny Energy for Destiny Struggler.

Steed, weapon, and armor, these were the three key tools one must have on a battlefield.

Wang Chong had an excellent steed and a powerful weapon, but he hadn't found a fitting armor yet.

The price for redeeming Destiny Struggler was 80 Destiny Energy. With Wang Chong's current points, he could procure it. But soon, he decided against it.

"It won't be too long before the Third World Constraint strikes. If I were unable to earn sufficient Destiny Energy before then, I might just end up getting killed by it."

Reluctant as he was, Wang Chong took a deep breath and resolutely tore away his gaze. Flipping through the various rewards, he noticed something additional to the list.

"Gold Organs!"

This was the newest reward the Destiny Stone had to offer. The requirement for its appearance was a total accumulated earning of 100 Destiny Energy. In Wang Chong's mind, the explanation for the Gold Organs was——

【Gold Organs can significantly strengthen the various organs of a martial artist, allowing his organs to be able to endure greater pressure and shock waves. At the same time, it also enhances the intimacy between the martial artist and the world's Origin Energy. This would greatly enhance the martial artist's Origin Energy absorption and recovery speed.】

【30 Destiny Energy is required for redemption.】

The Gold Organs could improve the rate of absorption and recovery of one's Origin Energy, and this was exactly what Wang Chong needed at the moment.

Thus, without any hesitation, Wang Chong immediately purchased the Gold Organs.

Soon, a dense surge of energy, reminiscent of boiling water, gushed into Wang Chong's body, filling his heart, liver, spleen, lungs, kidneys, stomach, and other organs.
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Hong long!

Just as Wang Chong thought that the burning sensation within him was finally dying down, his organs suddenly jolted, and a powerful and heavy energy reminiscent of metallic juice was abruptly pumped into every single inch of Wang Chong's lungs.

For that single instant, Wang Chong thought that he would suffocate to death. That overwhelming energy was searing and dense, taking up every single bit of space in his lungs, depriving him of his ability to breathe.

That heaviness weighing on his chest slowly amplified, threatening to crush him from within.

Weng!

Just as Wang Chong thought that he was just about to collapse, the heavy, searing metallic juices finally drained away, leaving a tiny gap for air.

At that instant, Wang Chong felt as if he was a drowning man who had barely struggled to the surface, and he gasped heavily for air.

Sssssss!

His breathing was so loud that even the maids and servants outside the room could hear it clearly.

Ahhh! I feel like I have just been put through Hell! Power indeed doesn't come easily!, Wang Chong thought as his chest expanded and contracted rapidly.

Organs were the vitals of the human body, as well as its weakness. Unfortunately, there were no cultivation techniques that could strengthen one's organs.

Even the strongest experts could only strengthen their organs slightly through nourishing them with Origin Energy.

This was the first time Wang Chong had encountered such a mystical thing.

In terms of the effectiveness of body tempering, Gold Organs was definitely top-notch, standing even above that of the Dragon Bone Art.

Weng!

Wang Chong felt extremely warm inside. As he breathed, he could feel the heavy metallic juices slowly seeping into his other organs, such as his heart and kidneys.

The searing energy seeped into every single cell, slowing fusing with his body.

A sensation he had never experienced before tingled his senses. Wang Chong felt as though his body was floating in the air, growing lighter by the moment.

Not only that, as the Gold Organ energy continued to fuse with his body, he could also feel a change in his perception of his surroundings—it was as if he was immersed in water.

This feeling wasn't too obvious in the beginning, but it grew stronger by the moment. It seemed like what that was surrounding him wasn't air, but some kind of thick fluid.

"So this is the effects of the Gold Organs..."

The changes happening within his body allowed Wang Chong a deeper understanding of what “an enhanced intimacy between a martial artist and the world's Origin Energy” meant.

Wang Chong could also feel the existence of Origin Energy before, but it was a fleeting sensation, something intangible and impossible to grasp.

But at this moment, Wang Chong felt as if he could feel it with his hands and grasp it with his fingers.

That wasn't all. Wang Chong could even sense the flow of energy in the surroundings. However, this area of this perception was limited only a distance of around five to six zhang.

(~18m)

Nevertheless, it was already a formidable feat.

Even a Profound Martial realm cultivator wouldn't be capable of this.

Truly inconceivable. The Destiny Stone is indeed not something that one can evaluate using common sense, Wang Chong shook his head in awe.

He stretched out a finger and drew a surge of energy which the eye could hardly see around it easily. After which, he absorbed it into his body.

Even though the amount he absorbed wasn't too much, he could clearly feel that this kind of directed absorption was more efficient than the usual indiscriminate absorption.

If he wanted to, he could easily absorb all of the Origin Energy within the limit of his Origin Energy perception dry.

In an intense battle, when the Origin Energy of both parties had run dry, this ability could prove to be the determining factor for the victor of the fight.

Weng!

Standing in the study with his eyes closed and legs apart, Wang Chong stood silently until the energy from the Gold Organs had completely diffused into his other organs. After it was done, he slowly opened his eyes.

The energy flowing through his body had calmed down completely. Wang Chong could clearly feel that his organs had grown much stronger and durable than before, allowing them to withstand a greater impact.

Compared to other martial artists of the same cultivation realm, his organs were at least seven to eight times more durable.

"Hmm? It's peculiar, but it seems like my strength has grown by a fair bit as well."

Wang Chong tried moving his arms, and to his surprise, he realized that he could harness a significantly greater force than before. His eyes immediately lit up in delight.

The Gold Organs liquid was only effective on one's organs, so Wang Chong didn't expect his strength to be enhanced on top of it all.

With this and the True Martial Small Dipper, my fighting prowess will be increased significantly, and it'll be easier for me to advance to True Martial realm as well, Wang Chong thought.

As the saying went, “a towering castle stands upon a strong foundation”. The building blocks were often the factors that determined one's ultimate height. Without a strong foundation, it didn't matter how well the higher blocks were built.

With a lifetime of experience in martial arts behind him, Wang Chong was well aware of this logic.

"It's about time. He should be arriving soon."

Wang Chong rested for another hour in his room until his cultivation realm stabilized before glancing at the hourglass on his table and leaving the study.

"How is it, is Lord Zhang here yet?" Wang Chong asked with a glance to the guard outside the room.

"Reporting to gongzi, Commandery Chief Zhang has just arrived, and he's currently waiting in the main hall. Our servants have already prepared superior tea and pastries for his consumption. Knowing that gongzi is in the midst of your cultivation, Madam is currently hosting him at the moment." The guard bowed respectfully. Clearly, Wang Chong's mother had sent the guard to invite him over.

"I understand. You can leave now." Wang Chong nodded before flinging his sleeves and walking toward the main hall.

---

Jiannan Commandery Chief Zhang Wentuo was a figure of high standing as well. Even though his position couldn't be compared to the Protector-Generals, he still wielded significant military authority in his hands.

He was also one of the key figures in Wang Chong's mind.

In the previous banquet, due to Zhangchou Jianqiong's presence, the lack of privacy, and the assassination attempt by the Goguryeons, Wang Chong wasn't able to find a suitable opportunity to talk to the man. Thus, he only chatted casually with him so as to get to know one another. During this time, he also booked a meeting with the other party in two days, which was right now.

Wang Chong was also the one who determined the timing of the meeting, as well. As this was their first time meeting privately, Wang Chong didn't want to leave the Jiannan Commandery Chief with a bad impression, so he took particular note of the timing.

Traversing the garden, pond, and corridors, Wang Chong soon met Zhang Wentuo in the main hall.

There was a slight fragrance of tea wafting in air inside the main hall.

When Wang Chong was walking in, he saw his mother currently chatting with the Jiannan Commandery Chief. However, upon noticing Wang Chong's entry, Madam Wang slowly stood up.

"Chong-er, it's rare for Lord Zhang to come to our residence. You must make sure to host him well." Madam Wang seemed to have a good impression of this Jiannan Commandery Chief. Leaving behind these words, she left with her maids and nannies.

"Lord Zhang!" Adjusting his robe, Wang Chong walked over and bowed politely.

"Wang gongzi, there's no need to be so polite." Zhang Wentuo swiftly got up from his seat and returned the bow. At the same time, he also assessed the fabled gongzi before him carefully.

In the capital, Wang Chong was definitely a legendary figure. He had done many things that left even a person of Zhang Wentuo's standing impressed.

But Zhang Wentuo couldn't understand why this legendary figure would think of inviting him over to his house.

After all, he resided in Jiannan, and other than an annual reporting of duties, he spent most of his time out of the capital. There was nothing he could think of that could possibly bring him together with Wang Chong.

The Wang Clan was a clan of ministers and generals, and Duke Jiu was an esteemed figure respected throughout Great Tang. To Zhang Wentuo, the Wang Clan wasn't a power he could possibly associate himself with.

It was only through Protector-General Zhangchou Jianqiong that he would have the opportunity to come into contact with such figures.

Thus, considering how they didn't know one another, he couldn't understand why Wang Chong would be interested in his affairs. Especially to the extent that even the Protector-General would mention him in the midst of the banquet, and Wang Chong extending this peculiar invitation to him.

In truth, curiosity was a huge part of the reason why Zhang Wentuo had chosen to come today.

He's indeed a tough man!

While Zhang Wentuo was assessing Wang Chong, Wang Chong was doing the same, as well. Even though there were quite a few commandery chiefs in Great Tang, he was the only one to leave a resounding name for himself in history.

——But of course, this resounding name wouldn't be a pleasant one.

180,000 elites of Great Tang and several hundred thousand innocent peasants, they were swept up in a war that would shake the entire Central Plains and change the distribution of power between Great Tang and the neighboring nations. And all of these happened due to the dishonorable actions of this Jiannan Commandery Chief.

If one were to metaphor the series of events that led to Great Tang's spiral of decline as a set of domino tiles, then the Jiannan Commandery Chief would definitely be the first tile to fall.

All huge wars had a trigger behind them.

And Zhang Wentuo happened to be the trigger for this one!

More often than not, there was only a thin line between peace and war.

It was due the immoral actions of the man before Wang Chong that tore apart this thin line, ending the two hundred years of relative peace that Great Tang enjoyed, and shoved the entire empire in a chaotic future.

But even Zhang Wentuo himself didn't know this at the current moment.

Wang Chong was the only one aware of it in the entire Great Tang.

But unlike most who hated Zhang Wentuo down to the bones after the incident, Wang Chong still couldn't believe that Zhang Wentuo was the type of person to commit such reprehensible actions. This was also the reason why he invited Zhang Wentuo here today!

__________________________

TL Notes: Some of you might have forgotten so here's a quick recap:

Zhang Wentuo is a true figure in history. He allegedly raped the queen and the princess of the sovereign of Mengshe Zhao (Geluo Feng) and this sparked the flames of war with Mengshe Zhao.
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Zhang Wentuo was tall and brawny, but he had a square and upright face that suggested that he was an honest person.

Wang Chong could feel the rigid discipline belonging to that of a military from him; it was somewhat similar to the aura he felt from his father.

Looking at the figure before him, Wang Chong still found it hard to believe that the other party had lusted over the wife and daughter of Mengshe Zhao's sovereign, Geluo Feng, and lured them into the City Lord Residence to rape and kill them. Out of rage, Geluo Feng rallied all of the forces of Mengshe Zhao to attack Great Tang in revenge for his wife and daughter, and this eventually blew up into a massive war that would shake Great Tang's core.

Geluo Feng was an ambitious person, but if not for the provocation from the defilement and deaths of his wife and daughter, he might not have the guts to rally all of the forces of his country to wage war on Great Tang.

More importantly, Zhang Wentuo was the Jiannan Commandery Chief, but his actions were disgraceful.

As such, Great Tang lost its moral high ground, as well as a reason to deal with Erhai Mengshe Zhao in the future. In fact, even after the deaths of the 180,000 soldiers, most, especially those from Jiannan who were suffered the most from the war, were still sympathetic to Geluo Feng's plight.

Such ridiculous actions had never happened in the history of Great Tang before.

And as the one who caused all of these, Zhang Wentuo became the greatest criminal of Great Tang, a figure of hate to the entire population.

These thoughts flashed across Wang Chong's mind swiftly, and he soon regained his calm.

"Lord, please!" Suppressing his thoughts, Wang Chong stretched a hand forward and led Zhang Wentuo to his seat.

"Wang gongzi, thank you for your courtesy. May I know the reason behind your invitation?" Zhang Wentuo had a candid character as befitting of a military man, so he disliked beating around the bush. Just a few seconds after meeting Wang Chong, he immediately dove into the main topic at hand.

"Haha. May I know how the progress of Lord Zhangchou's promotion is getting along?"

Instead of revealing his motive behind inviting Zhang Wentuo, Wang Chong began asking about the latter's meeting with the Sage Emperor. As he spoke, he lifted the teapot placed on the table by the side and poured himself a steaming cup of tea.

"It's still fine. His Majesty didn't say anything much, but everything seems to be going well. I should be returning to Jiannan a few days from now." Zhang Wentuo frowned, but he didn't say anything more.

"So fast?" Wang Chong was surprised. It had just been a couple of days since Zhang Wentuo arrived at the capital, so it was rather surprising that he would be leaving so soon.

“The main reason why I am at the capital is to support the Protector-General. Since everything is going along as planned, I'll need to return soon to take care of my responsibilities back at Jiannan," Zhang Wentuo explained patiently.

He had never been good at socializing. Even back at Jiannan, he didn't have a particularly good relationship with Zhangchou Jianqiong or Xianyu Zhongtong, needless to say Wang Chong, whom he had just met.

"The southwestern region isn't as prosperous as the capital. Since it's rare for Lord Zhang to come to the capital, why don't you stay for a while longer? At the western part of the city, there's a Plum Blossom Hall which all gentlemen should visit at least once in their lifetime. Why don't you allow me to play host and bring you over?" While saying those words, Wang Chong carefully examined Zhang Wentuo's expression, taking into sight the slightest variations in his expression.

"Wang gongzi!" But as soon as Wang Chong uttered those words, Zhang Wentuo's stern voice immediately sounded. He stood up and glared and Wang Chong with frost in his eyes. Then, with a tone filled with wrath, he berated, "It's out of respect of gongzi's reputation and standing as Duke Jiu's offspring that I came here today. To think that gongzi intends to bring me to such depraved establishments! Wang gongzi, I have truly misjudged you! If there's nothing else, I'll be taking my leave now!"

The displeasure on his face was clear.

Wang Chong's words had truly astounded him. Plum Blossom Hall sounded like a proper establishment, but it was in truth a famous brothel in the capital. Even a person like Zhang Wentuo who didn't have any interest in visiting such places had heard of its name.

Zhang Wentuo never imagined that Wang Chong would actually try to bring him to such a place.

Perhaps it might be a popular destination for the scions and wealthy in the capital, but it definitely wasn't one for Zhang Wentuo. What did the other party take him to be?

Thinking such, Zhang Wentuo's eyes were filled with rage.

"Hahaha, Lord Zhang, please pardon me for my faux pas. I have only mentioned it on a whim. Since Lord Zhang dislikes the notion, please do treat it as I've never brought it up. It's a huge misunderstanding on my part, so do accept my apology."

Seeing Zhang Wentuo flying into a rage, a bright gleam flashed across Wang Chong's eyes.

Visiting the Plum Blossom Hall? How could that be? His mother was just a few rooms away from him, how could he possibly bring Zhang Wentuo to such a place?

That was just an attempt to probe the other party's character.

Zhang Wentuo seemed to genuinely angry at the notion, and Wang Chong felt delighted by the other party's reaction.

At the very least, this proved Wang Chong wasn't wrong—Zhang Wentuo wasn't a lustful person.

His character and personality were truly alike to a blunt military man.

Wang Chong also frankly admitted his mistake and bowed respectfully to Zhang Wentuo in apology.

Given the other party's sincere apology, Zhang Wentuo wasn't in a position to kick up a fuss either. After all, Wang Chong was only a fifteen-year-old child.

Under Wang Chong's persistence, Zhang Wentuo could only sit back down.

"Lord Zhang, the real reason why I invited you over is because I have a request that I hope you can accede to," Wang Chong said.

"Oh? Gongzi, feel free to speak." Zhang Wentuo looked at Wang Chong and gestured for the him to speak.

"It's regarding the Lion Rock Hill."

"Hasn't our Protector-General agreed to gongzi's request already?" Zhang Wentuo was bewildered.

"Jiannan is a long distance away, and the construction of a base is an extremely troublesome process that requires a huge amount of resources. I have never been to Jiannan before, so I hope that Lord Zhang can help to facilitate on some matters," Wang Chong requested earnestly.

After a moment of contemplation, Zhang Wentuo nodded. "If gongzi needs any help, feel free to speak. I might be able to offer some help on some matters."

The Lion Rock Hill was a far distance away, and considering how constructing a base would surely require significant expenditure of resources, they might have to gather resources from the locals.

As this was a mutually beneficial deal—it could help to boost Jiannan's economy as well—Zhang Wentuo didn't mind helping Wang Chong on the matter.

Following which, Wang Chong and Zhang Wentuo began discussing the details. Even though it was a base to intervene in the trade along the Tea Horse Road on the surface, Wang Chong's ultimate goal was a huge fortress.

It would be impossible to conceal such a huge project from the local commandery chief. If Zhang Wentuo were to help Wang Chong on this affair, the work would be much smoother, and the construction time could be greatly reduced.

And the latter was what Wang Chong was interested in.

"Gongzi!"

Just as Wang Chong was chatting delightfully with Zhang Wentuo, flurried footsteps suddenly sounded outside, and peng!, the door to the main hall was pushed open forcefully. A green-robed servant rushed in and interrupted Wang Chong and Zhang Wentuo's discussion.

Wang Chong frowned. He recalled instructing the servants not to interrupt when he was with a guest.

"Gongzi, old master is here. He says that he has something very important to discuss, and he needs gongzi to meet him now, " the green-robed servant reported swiftly while gasping furiously for air.

Wang Chong was taken aback. Considering how his father, Wang Yan, wasn't around, there was only one person whom the servants would address as old master. That was Wang Chong's big uncle, Wang Gen.

"Why would big uncle come and visit?"

Wang Chong was perplexed. It should be the period where the contention regarding Zhangchou Jianqiong's promotion was the most rife, so Wang Gen should be extremely busy at this moment. Why would the other party come to his residence during such a period?

Not to mention, the other party even got a servant to get him over urgently, saying that there was something important to discuss.

"Wang gongzi, since you're busy, I won't impose on you any longer. If you have anything else, feel free to contact me."

Noting the atmosphere, Zhang Wentuo stood up and bade farewell.

Wang Chong paused for a moment before nodding.

After sending Zhang Wentuo to the door, Wang Chong quickly summoned Solitary Wolf over.

"Gongzi, you were looking for me?" Solitary Wolf asked.

"Un. There's something I need you to do. Do you remember the fortress we are going to build at Jiannan's Lion Rock Hill?" Wang Chong asked.

"Does gongzi intend for me to supervise the construction there?"

"That's not it!" Wang Chong shook his head without hesitation. "What I want you to do is to follow Jiannan Commandery Chief Zhang Wentuo around under my name. If possible, try to befriend Commandery Chief Zhang's offspring and center your activities around the Commandery Chief Residence. No matter what happens, I want you to send a letter to me every ten days. If something major happens, you'll have to report it to me separately as soon as possible."

"AH!" Solitary Wolf was stunned. He didn't expect Wang Chong to entrust such a mission to him.

"Solitary Wolf, I am definitely not asking you to serve as a spy. This matter is of grave importance, can you do it?" Wang Chong said this words with incomparable gravity.

"Gongzi, rest assured. I'll definitely accomplish what gongzi asks of me," Solitary Wolf replied without any hesitation.

Wang Chong was their benefactor. If not for him, they would be forced to live the entirety of their lives in humiliation. To repay this gratitude, he would be willing to even brave a mountain of swords, needless to say a small matter like this.

"Un. There's one more thing you need to take note of. If anything happens to the Commandery Chief Residence or if Zhang Wentuo attempts to commit suicide, I want you to bring him out of Jiannan immediately. Can you do so?"

Hearing those words, a peculiar glint suddenly flashed across Solitary Wolf's eyes. Ever since retiring from the Bureau of Military Personnel, he had accepted many missions as a mercenary.

But never had he ever heard of such a bizarre request.

That was the Commandery Chief Residence they were talking about! Why would anything happen to the Commandery Chief Residence? What kind of lunatic would dare to lay their hands on such a place?

Not to mention, why would Zhang Wentuo possibly commit suicide?

He had taken a good glimpse of Zhang Wentuo when he left, and the other party was still extremely spirited. Why would such a person commit suicide?

Solitary Wolf had braved through innumerable storms in his life, but he had never encountered such a strange request.

"Yes, gongzi. I'll do as you say." Even though Solitary Wolf was bewildered by the strange request, he didn't hesitate in his response at all. "Gongzi, rest assured. I'll work to the best of my abilities to accomplish the mission you entrusted to me."

Solitary Wolf smiled in confidence and pride. Entrusting this mission to him, Wang Chong had found the right person for the job.

Chapter 285: Bulk Purchase From the Royal Court! 

                                                                                
After making the arrangements, Wang Chong went to find Big Uncle Wang Gen alone.

"Chong-er, Imperial Army Logistics Official Li Qingyou came to look for me, and he has expressed interest in purchasing your Wootz steel weapons!"

Upon seeing Wang Chong, Wang Gen immediately dove straight into the topic.

"What?!!" Hearing those words, a shocked expression appeared on Wang Chong's face. His entire body froze for an instant before frenzied joy swept across him like a raging torrent, drowning his awareness.

Li Qingyou!

Hearing that name, Wang Chong immediately realized that the matter he had been anticipating the most had finally happened...

A purchase from the Royal Court!

Even without the memories of his previous life, there was no way Wang Chong wouldn't know the significance of this name. In Great Tang, Li Qingyou's name was associated with a single thing—business.

All supplies involving the Imperial Army were personally handled by Logistics Official Li Qingyou.

Wang Chong had heard of this numerous times from the head of the Zhang Clan.

But there was another significance behind this name that only Wang Chong knew of.

This was the man who organized the greatest buyout of Wootz steel across the entire Central Plains in his previous life!

Even though that buyout failed eventually, the event left a deep mark in history.

According to Wang Chong's plan, it should be around one or two years before this would happen, so he was caught off-guard by the sudden news.

Two days ago, he sent a message to the Zhang Clan and allowed them to increase their production of Wootz steel sword from just a handful to thirty in this month so as to boost its reputation within the Imperial Army.

The final goal was to attract the attention of the official who was in charge of buying all supplies for the Imperial Army, Li Qingyou.

Wang Chong was confident that as long as Li Qingyou were to witness the might of the Wootz steel sword for himself, he would surely be enticed. Otherwise, he wouldn't have convinced the Royal Court to mass purchase Wootz steel sword in Wang Chong’s previous life.

It was just that Wang Chong hadn't expected Li Qingyou to move so swiftly. That matter only happened two days ago, and he had already gotten into action and contacted Big Uncle Wang Gen.

"Hahaha, I truly didn't expect this. This is really an unexpected surprise!"

Wang Chong clenched his fists tightly in excitement.

Wootz steel swords were extremely valuable, and they could easily rake in a huge profit. However, the sales would have to be carefully controlled to maintain such a profit margin. As the saying went, “rarity determines the value of an object”. Even though Wang Chong had sold a weapon to the Grand Marshal at 300,000 gold coins, that was a price unimaginable to the ordinary civilians.

To maintain such a profit margin, Wang Chong could only sell one of such swords per month, and it was unlikely that it would fetch such a price in the future.

Wang Chong could earn around three million each year from the sales of these swords, but no amount of money would be sufficient for him if he wanted to change the destiny of Great Tang, and time was clearly not on his side.

The quickest way for him to maximize his profit was selling straight to the Royal Court!

Not everyone had the financial ability to fork out 300,000 gold taels to buy a weapon like the Imperial Army's Grand Marshal. However, the Royal Court didn't face such a limitation.

In Wang Chong's plans, the main seller he was looking at for his Hyderabad ores was the Royal Court!

He would have to grasp the timing well. Too early, and the Wootz steel sword might still be too obscure for the Royal Court to be willing to fork out a generous sum to purchase it.

However, after Wang Chong's effort in building up the reputation of the Wootz steel over the past few months, the timing had finally ripened!

------

"Wang gongzi, pleased to meet you."

Under Wang Gen's lead, Wang Chong met the famous Logistics Official Li Qingyou in the Jade Tavern.

"Lord Li, you are too polite," Wang Chong chuckled as he took a seat opposite to Li Qingyou.

Li Qingyou was a figure that was extremely hard to catch in Great Tang.

His scope of activities was mainly limited to the Royal Palace, and he maintained a low profile as well. Even though he did leave the Royal Palace at times to inspect and collect goods from the swordsmithing clans, he would leave as soon as his business was done.

Wang Chong had long heard of the other party's name, but this was the first time he had met him in person.

"Lord Wang should have told you about the matter?" Li Qingyou seemed to be a candid person. Instead of starting with pleasantries, he dove straight into the topic when he spoke. "The Royal Court hopes to purchase a thousand Wootz steel swords from gongzi!"

"Since Lord Li is so candid, allow me to reply frankly as well. A thousand Wootz steel sword is impossible!" Wang Chong chuckled and waved his hands.

"Why? Are you unsatisfied with the price?" A glint flashed across Li Qingyou's eyes. He seemed to be unsurprised by Wang Chong's reaction. "Pardon my bluntness, but it's impossible for the Royal Court to purchase it at the same price as gongzi usually sells them outside. 20,000 gold taels is already quite a high price for us."

20,000 gold taels was an extremely low price compared to the current market condition outside. But this was how the Royal Court usually worked.

"Hahaha, Lord Li. You're misunderstanding me," Wang Chong chuckled. "It's not that I'm unwilling to sell to the Royal Court, but that I am unable to do so."

"Oh? Why is that?"

"That is because I only have a hundred ingots of Wootz steel in my inventory," Wang Chong replied with a smile.

Wang Chong had only bought three hundred jun of Wootz steel from Arloja and Ablonodan, but Li Qingyou wanted a thousand weapons in total. He didn't have sufficient material to meet Li Qingyou's demand.

No matter how high Li Qingyou were to raise the price, this request was an impossible one.

But since Wang Chong had come to a meeting with Li Qingyou, there was no doubt that he had a purpose in mind.

"Pardon me, but Lord Li intends to purchase the swords to build an army equipped with Wootz steel right? However, is 1000 really sufficient?" Wang Chong asked with a smile.

In truth, Imperial Army Marshal Zhao Fengchen had mentioned to him the incredible aspects of organizing an army equipped with Wootz steel sword multiple times. Now, Li Qingyou was harboring the same thoughts as well.

It wasn't too hard to see the potential of an army equipped with Wootz steel swords on the battlefield.

"This..." Li Qingyou was taken aback. He had only intended on buying a batch of weapon to give it a try. He hadn't really thought through the details.

"Lord Li, if you wish to build an army equipped with Wootz steel swords, a thousand men won't be sufficient. On top of that, 20,000 gold taels for each sword is indeed a little too low for me to accept. However, if Lord Li can pay me 8,000,000 gold taels in advance, I might be able to find a way to equip ten thousand of your men with Wootz steel weapons. In fact, I could even lower the price of it to just 18,000 gold taels each," Wang Chong said.

Watching the negotiations by the side, a deep frown appeared on Wang Gen's forehead. However, Li Qingyou's eyes lit up instead. What that attracted him was the discounted price of the Wootz steel sword to 18,000 gold taels.

"Would 8,000,000 gold taels be sufficient?" Li Qingyou asked for confirmation.

Those were very casual words from him, but they resounded loudly in the Jade Tavern. It was so haughty that even Wang Chong couldn't help but blink.

He sure is rich!, Wang Chong thought.

This was the difference between the a logistics official of the Royal Court and an average prestigious clan.

Eight million gold taels was a sum so huge that very few clans could fork it out.

And yet, to Li Qingyou, it seemed nothing more than pocket change.

However, this was to be expected. After all, Li Qingyou had the entire wealth of the Great Tang Royal Court behind him.

Once again, Wang Chong felt that his plan of working with the Royal Court was right.

Li Qingyou swiftly came to a deal with Wang Chong, and he made use of this chance to make Wang Chong affirm it by sealing it with a contract.

After all, words are empty.

As the logistics official, it seemed like Li Qingyou was well-accustomed to such practices.

---

"Chong-er, why did you agree to his deal? Isn't that a huge loss to us?"

After leaving the Jade Tavern, Wang Gen finally couldn't hold himself back anymore.

The current Wang Clan floated and sank as one. Even though the one making the loss was Wang Chong, Wang Gen didn't think that he was completely unrelated to the matter.

"Big uncle, the other party has already come knocking on our door. Do you think that we can turn down the offer?" Wang Chong smiled.

"This..." Wang Gen was taken aback. If it was just Li Qingyou by himself, there would be no need for the Wang Clan to fear him. However, Wang Gen knew that the Sage Emperor was standing behind Li Qingyou.

This was also the main reason why Wang Gen remained silent throughout the entire negotiation in the tavern.

"Big uncle, don't worry. This isn't a losing deal to us!" Wang Chong consoled with a smile.

He knew what his big uncle was frustrated with. The main reason why Li Qingyou looked for Wang Gen instead of him or Li Lin straight was to suppress Wang Chong and gain leverage over the negotiation.

And this was exactly the reason why Wang Gen felt frustrated upon seeing the formation of the deal.

However, Wang Chong really didn't think too much of it.

"Five years! Who knows what will happen within five years?" Wang Chong sighed beneath his breath.

Probably even Li Qingyou couldn't understand the true nature of the deal he had just made.

Too many things could happen within five years.

If that catastrophe didn't strike within the next five years, and Wang Chong was still living then, he could consider completing the deal with Li Qingyou...

Shaking his head, Wang Chong quickly came to.

After seeing Big Uncle Wang Gen off, Wang Chong looked at the drifting clouds in the sky with a head full of thoughts.

Of the 8,000,000 gold taels, around three million to five million will be expended on the fortress in Jiannan's Lion Rock Hill. As for the rest, I'll use it to fulfill the next step of my plan.

The expenditure on the Lion Rock Hill was likely to be an endless abyss. Never had there been a precedent of a private fortress being built before Wang Chong. The barriers, walls, storage facilities... There were simply too many requirements in the construction of a fortress for a private party to build one.

However, the fortress in the Lion Rock Hill was currently at the top of Wang Chong's priority list. No matter how much money he had to pump into that endless abyss, he was determined to push through with it.

This was also the reason why Wang Chong asked for an 8,000,000 prepayment from the Imperial Army Logistics Official.

If even five million wasn't enough, he was willing to pump more into it.

But with such immense investment, the fortress should be up to par to Wang Chong's expectations.

However, with the sealing of this deal, there was something else he would have to settle as soon as possible.

 



                                                                        Chapter 286: Wang Chong's Ambitions 

                                                                                
Wang Chong met Arloja and Ablonodan in his residence.

It had been long since they had met, and the two monks had grown visibly darker—a result of being basked under the sun for long hours. When Wang Chong was in Kunwu Training Camp for the past few months, the duo had made a return trip to Sindhu.

The duo had to meet the High Priest to settle some affairs, and they were worried about the famine there as well.

"Gongzi!"

Upon seeing Wang Chong, the duo immediately clapped their hands together and bowed deeply in respect.

What was rare was that even though the two monks only spoke Sanskrit previously, this time, they actually spoke using nonfluent Han language. This could be considered as a gesture of respect toward Wang Chong and Great Tang as a whole.

"Masters, there's no need to be so courteous." Wang Chong waved his hands casually.

Arloja and Ablonodan had stayed in the Wang Clan for a period of time previously, and they had even taught Wang Chong the Tortoise Breathing Art. Thus, the relationship between them was quite close.

"We must. Gongzi is a true living Bodhisattva for our Sindhu. You have saved our homeland from a huge disaster. Please accept our bow."

With reddened eyes, the duo placed their hands together and persistently bowed deeply to Wang Chong once more.

Those who had never been to Sindhu couldn't possibly imagine the tragedies that were occurring there on a daily basis. Even though poverty was rife there, and constantly were there those who died of starvation, the problem had never been so severe before.

All around one could see emaciated corpses and skeletons buzzing with pesky flies. If not for the aid that Wang Chong offered, who knew how many more lives would have been lost.

Thus, they were filled with gratitude toward their benefactor.

Seeing the two masters insisting on the matter, Wang Chong understood that the both of them were doing this on behalf of those who had been saved through his aid, and thus, he decided to accept their gesture of respect.

From the less tense faces of the duo, Wang Chong could see that the conditions at Sindhu should have been alleviated significantly.

"It's good that Sindhu is faring better now. But masters, the supply of food from Great Tang isn't a permanent solution. If Sindhu wants to rid itself of famine, it has to depend on itself!" Wang Chong said. The relationship between him and Ablonodan and Arloja was centered around mutual benefits. However, the sincerity in the gestures from the latter had left him moved, so he decided to point out something essential to the duo.

While the famine did worsen in recent years, Sindhu had never fared well in the aspect of food.

Thus, Wang Chong sent over many goats, chicken, ducks, and other poultry along with dry rations in his agreement with Arloja and Ablonodan. If Sindhu were to make full use of this resource, they could always plant a portion of it as crops and rear the livestock.

The goats could bear new calves every year whereas the chicken and ducks would ensure a continuous supply of eggs.

Perhaps, this might help to improve the rampant famine condition in Sindhu in the long-run.

However, Wang Chong knew that it was unlikely to happen.

The Sindhi High Priest was so focused on getting past this extreme famine at this moment that he was neglecting the future of the nation.

This situation reminded Wang Chong of a story he had heard many years ago.

There was once a boy who lived in a very poor family. His neighbor, taking pity on him after seeing him starve, decided to help improve his living condition and free him from poverty. Thus, the neighbor spent a huge sum to purchase a cow for him.

Receiving the cow, the boy was determined to use this cow to change his life and free himself from poverty.

But starvation struck. Recalling how cows were worth more than goats, the boy decided to sell the cow for a goat so that he could use the extra money from the exchange to fill his stomach. In any case, goats could produce milk and bear offsprings as well.

But he feared that his neighbor would blame for it, so he struggled with the decision. But eventually, unable to stop himself, he sold the cow, bought a goat in exchange, and had the meal of his life.

However, on the second day, he found that he had spent all of the money he earned from the exchange. Thus, the boy thought that since goats are worth more than a chicken, and chicken could lay eggs anyway, why doesn't he sell the goat and buy a chicken in exchange? This way, he could take the profit from the exchange to eat yet another sumptuous meal.

With a precedent before him, he felt no guilt whatsoever doing it once more.

But on the third day, the boy realized that the chicken he bought hasn't laid any eggs at all. Panicked, the boy slew the chicken and ate it.

And on the fourth day, when hunger struck him once more, he circled around his house and he realized that he had nothing left.

This was the current situation Sindhu was facing. No matter how many times aid was given to them, if they didn't make the effort to change their circumstances, their suffering would only continue in the future.

There was nothing Wang Chong could do to help them on this point.

Arloja and Ablonodan looked at one another awkwardly after hearing those words.

How could they possibly not understand the circumstances? Even the High Priest understood this logic as well, but they were helpless before this matter. Holding back the rations could bring them a brighter future, but that would mean that they would have to give up on some and watch as they starved to death. It would take immense determination to do so.

"Let's not talk about this." Luckily, Wang Chong flung his sleeves and changed the topic at this moment.

"Masters, the reason why I called you over is because there's a matter which I would like to negotiate with your High Priest about." Wang Chong dove right into the topic. The reason why he called for this meeting with Ablonodan and Arloja wasn't to worry about the plight of the Sindhis.

"Gongzi, please do speak," the duo gestured.

"I would like to negotiate a deal with your High Priest regarding the Hyderabad ore. I would like to increase the distribution of Hyderabad ore to our Central Plains... Masters, there's no need to feel troubled over this matter yet. Allow me to finish my words before coming to a decision."

Seeing the troubled expression on the two monks, Wang Chong lifted a finger, and with a confident expression and a peculiarly persuasive force in his words, he said, "One thousand gold taels! This is the new price I am willing to offer for the Hyderabad ores. I believe that your High Priest will be satisfied with this price!"

Those words sounded loud and clear in the room.

"A thousand gold taels?"

Arloja and Ablonodan who were just about to turn down Wang Chong's proposal were immediately rendered speechless.

"Gongzi, are you jesting with us?" Arloja asked with lips quivering in shock. He dared not believe that Wang Chong was serious about this offer. The price that the latter had just offered was far higher than the current one.

"Hahaha, of course I won't joke with you two on such a matter!" Wang Chong laughed. Getting to his feet, he emanated an aura of maturity and composure that too many of his age lacked.

Before him, even Arloja and Ablonodan couldn't help but regard him seriously. Whenever he spoke, they would listen with all of their attention, fearful that they might miss a single detail he spoke of.

And all of this happened subconsciously.

It wasn't like that initially. At the start, they even rejected Wang Chong.

"... The main reason why I offered such a high price is because I hope that the High Priest could offer me the lion's share of the Hyderabad ore to me this year," Wang Chong explained.

The annual production of Hyderabad ore was extremely low, so the sales would have to be allocated across various buyers. In other words, if one faction was distributed more ores, another faction would be distributed less.

Indeed! Wang Chong was intending to snatch the share from the Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu!

In his previous life, the Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu managed to slaughter every last one of the Great Tang elites in the Western Regions with their Wootz steel scimitars.

“With money, one can move even the demons”. Wang Chong was intending to use his powerful financial power to steal the share of Hyderabad ore from the Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu, thus preventing them from building an army equipped with Wootz steel.

“The wise wins through schemes, not through soldiers!”

The best military strategies involved destroying one's enemies without moving one's soldiers. Wang Chong was not claiming the prepayment of 8,000,000 gold taels from Li Qingyou just so that he could swim in money.

Taking away the sum of 5,000,000 anticipated to be spent on Jiannan's Lion Rock Hill, the remaining 3,000,000 was allocated to vie for Hyderabad ores from the Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu.

A war didn't necessarily require the brandishing of swords and spears. If one could knock out the other party's claws and fangs, it would still mean a victory.

More importantly, Wang Chong had been waiting for the momentum of his “Hyderabad ore plan” to snowball, and it was finally time for him to showcase the full extent of his ambitions.

Wang Chong intended to make use of the massive sum earned from the Hyderabad ore to build a personal army of ten thousand men equipped with Wootz steel as well!

He would fulfill the unfulfilled wish of Great Tang in his previous life! Through the fearsome might of the weapons and his superior military wisdom, he would sweep through all of the countries who eyed Great Tang with wild ambitions!

Wang Chong knew that the Sindhis, as well as the High Priest, wouldn't be able to turn down his offer. The deal he was offering was simply too great!

"May I know how much ore gongzi intends to buy?" Arloja asked from the side with a grim expression.

A thousand gold taels was indeed a far higher price than what Wang Chong and the other buyers were offering at the moment. However, there was a limited supply of the Hyderabad ores, and the increase in sales to one faction would lead to the decrease and thus dissatisfaction of another.

The matter regarding the Wootz steel swords was too important for him to make the call alone. Only the High Priest had the authority to make such an important decision.

Wang Chong opened up his five fingers and said, "5000 jun!"
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"Impossible!" Arloja and Ablonodan exclaimed at the same time. Perhaps they thought that their reactions were too excessive, so Arloja quickly explained. "Gongzi, it's not that we aren't willing to sell it to you, but we wouldn't be able to mine so much Hyderabad ore even over the course of an entire year!"

Hyderabad ore was exceptionally tough, and it was also located in treacherous terrain, thus making mining operations extremely difficult. Not to mention, the Hyderabad ore was only found in a specific location as well.

Even if they were to gather all of the Hyderabad ores they mined in a single year together, it wouldn't add up to 5000 jun.

"What is the current production limit of the Hyderabad ores then?" Wang Chong asked with a smile as he placed his hands behind his back. Naturally, he also knew that it was impossible for so much Hyderabad ore to be produced within a year.

He was only making use of this to uncover the true production capacity of the Hyderabad ore so that he could gauge the proportion he had to take down.

"3000 jun! This is the current highest projected estimation of our annual production. If we want to produce 5000 jun every year, we would have to expand our manpower and expand our scale of production." Arloja replied earnestly.

"Then why don't you expand the scale of production? Given how lucrative the Hyderabad ores are, surely your High Priest would have thought of expanding the mining operations?" Wang Chong asked.

"We do have such plans, but the results will only surface next year. We won't be able to supply you so much this year," Arloja replied seriously.

A thousand gold taels for one jun was truly an enticing deal. Without a doubt, it would be highly beneficial to Sindhu if they could take this deal. However, the problem lay in Wang Chong's excessively high demand. Sindhu couldn't possibly take out 5000 jun currently.

"Then a thousand jun should be fine, right?" Wang Chong asked with a smile. This was his true goal.

If Wang Chong was just negotiating with these two monks, there would be no need for him to go through such a huge number just to conclude at this.

However, these two monks were currently serving as the High Priest's eyes and ears—in truth, Wang Chong was indirectly negotiating with the Sindhi High Priest. Since that was the case, he would have to resort to some trickery.

"This... it'll be difficult, but it should be possible." Arloja fell silent for a long moment before eventually nodding in agreement.

"However, it'll take at least two months for the deal to be completed. That should be sufficient time for you to gather sufficient money to purchase 1000 jun."

Having just came from Sindhi, the two of them were extremely familiar with the situation regarding the Wootz steel. In truth, the 1000 jun that Wang Chong demanded was the limit as to what Sindhu could provide this year. After selling this sum, they wouldn't have any inventory left, and this was including the production from the few remaining months of the year.

"... But I'll still have to emphasize that I don't have the right to make the decision for this matter. It has to be approved by our High Priest himself," Arloja repeated himself.

"Of course! Masters, please tell your High Priest that as long as Sindhu agrees to my terms, I can pay the one million gold taels immediately!" Wang Chong threw out his last bomb.

Under a great reward surely stands a brave soul!

---

A while later, Arloja and Ablonodan walked out of the gates of the Wang Clan with slightly dazed expressions. Seeing the lingering astonishment on their faces, Wang Chong smiled in contentment.

A million gold taels!

That was a sum more than tenfold greater than the previous deal. 90,000 gold taels was already sufficient to alleviate the situation in Sindhi significantly, they could hardly imagine what one million gold taels would spell for the starving Sindhis.

Grasping their mentalities tightly in his grip, Wang Chong knew that his bait would surely be irresistible to Sindhu.

Even if not for the welfare of Sindhu, Arloja and Ablonodan would surely try their best to convince the Sindhi High Priest to accept the deal.

"Gongzi, is it really worth doing so? A million gold taels isn't a small sum!" Old Eagle uttered as he looked at the departing backs of the two monks.

Since he had decided to follow Wang Chong and the Wang Clan, he required a certain degree of understanding of the Wang Clan to operate. Thus, he was also informed about the matter regarding the Hyderabad ore.

However, one million gold taels was truly too much.

"Gold is nothing more than another form of metal. Soon, you'll understand this." Wang Chong smiled mysteriously.

The fortress at the Lion Rock Hill was being supervised by Zhang Shouzhi; the problem regarding the food supply was settled by Zhang Munian in Jiaozhi, and Li Zhuxin was currently protecting him; Zhang Wentuo would be under the watch of Solitary Wolf; last, but not least, regarding the Sindhi High Priest... even though Wang Chong had never met the latter, he didn't think that the latter could resist the temptation of the huge fortune of one million gold taels.

Currently, the Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu had yet to master the art of forging Wootz steel, so they wouldn't see much value in procuring Hyderabad ore.

Everything was on track.

Wang Chong had finally achieved what he had thought to be impossible and failed to accomplish in his previous life. When everything was settled, he would return to Kunwu Training Camp and devote his time back to his martial arts.

Now, only one last matter remains! …, Wang Chong thought as a figure flashed across his head.

There were two main goals he had sought to achieve in the capital this time around. One was to meet the Southern Protector-General Zhangchou Jianqiong and his commanders, and the other was to investigate the background of a certain person.

It was inconvenient for him to do so back at Kunwu Training Camp, but by tapping into the influence of the Wang Clan, it shouldn't be too difficult for him to uncover something.

"Old Eagle, how is the investigation going along? Is there any news?" Wang Chong spoke those words in a hushed tone.

"Ah!" Old Eagle subconsciously exclaimed, and as though awakening from a dream, seriousness immediately replaced his slightly dazed expression. The matter which Wang Chong was speaking of was a mission which the latter had entrusted to him right after King Sosurim was killed.

This was the first task that Wang Chong had entrusted to him since he, Solitary Wolf, and Steel Arms had sworn to follow Wang Chong. Thus, Old Eagle paid careful notice to this matter.

"Gongzi, I have asked my friends from the Bureau of Military Personnel and Bureau of Punishments to look into that recruit from Kunwu Training Camp, and I have determined his origin. Gongzi's hunch is right, there is indeed some falsehood in the documents he submitted to the royal court."

"I also investigated that place as gongzi told us to, and even though I am still too sure what is going on, it is certain that it has something to do with the Duke of Liu."

"The Duke of Liu?" Wang Chong was taken aback. He knew that there was something shady behind the scenes, but he didn't think that Duke of Liu would be involved in this matter.

"Are you certain?" Wang Chong asked hesitantly.

"Un. Not only so, I also found something that might interest gongzi. Gongzi might be unaware, but not too long after you left Kunwu Training Camp, that man left as well," Old Eagle said. The more he investigated this matter, the more interested he became in that mysterious man.

After following Wang Chong around for some time, Old Eagle slowly realized that even though the tasks Wang Chong entrusted them might seem ordinary and mundane, they often had something deeper lying beneath the surface.

"Oh?" Wang Chong was astonished by that news. He had been so absorbed in dealing with the Goguryeons and King Sosurim that he neglected this issue. "Do you mean that he has been stalking me? Or is it just a coincidence?"

"I checked on it, and even though he left Kunwu Training Camp right after gongzi, he hasn't approached gongzi in the capital. Most likely, it's just a coincidence," Old Eagle said.

"Also, that young man was really wary. Finding him in the complicated layout of the capital wasn't easy, but my nightingales did notice something interesting while circling the perimeter of the Duke of Liu Residence. Hehe, the Duke of Liu Residence hasn't been peaceful recently. A masked fellow has been loitering around their residence deep in the night, and he seems to be up to no good." Saying these words, Old Eagle couldn't help but chuckle softly.

"Oh?" Seeing Old Eagle's mysterious laugh, Wang Chong couldn't help but fall into deep thoughts.

"So you mean that..."

"Gongzi, you'll know once you see it," Old Eagle smiled.

------

Great Tang had many dukes. These dukes came from various origins, and there were many different reasons behind their conferment. Some were due to accumulated outstanding contributions over the years, some were due to their prestigious and respected stature, and some were due to their merits in protecting, supporting, or marrying into the royal family...

All in all, over the course of two hundred years, many dukes had emerged in Great Tang. Of them, a portion of them received their titles through their patrilineal inheritance. But while this group of descendants still carried the title of a duke, they didn't possess authority befitting of one.

They didn't possess the right to attend the assemblies of the royal court and interfere in the governance of the country. Nevertheless, in acknowledgement of the merits of their predecessors, the royal court still granted them the stipends and privileges that most dukes were entitled to.

The Duke of Liu was such a duke.

On top of that, dukes were also divided by tiers based on the authority they commanded, and the Duke of Liu was currently receiving the stipends of the lowest tier.

The title of Duke of Liu had been passed down three generations, and its presence in the royal court was extremely weak now.

Typically speaking, unless something special happened, no one would turn their eyes to them.

------

Along the perimeter of towering walls were several lush Chinese scholar trees, and within it stood an exceptionally luxurious residence.

This was the Duke of Liu’s Residence.

Within the silent forest, only the cawing of birds could be heard from time to time. Amidst the darkness, the large string of red lanterns hanging on both sides of the entrance of the Duke of Liu’s Residence was exceptionally conspicuous.

"Old Eagle, are you sure that he'll be here tonight?" Wang Chong asked as he turned to Old Eagle behind him. They were hidden amidst the crown of a certain tree within the forest. They had been waiting here for a while now, but they hadn't seen anything yet.

"Gongzi, don't worry. Based on my investigations, he comes here at this time every day. I think he was scouting the location the previous few days, and it should be around time for him to make a move," Old Eagle smiled.

Qiu! Qiu!

At that moment, the chirping of a bird suddenly sounded above them. A small bird around the size of one's palm danced happily above the heads of the duo.

"He's here!" Upon seeing this bird, Old Eagle immediately muttered in delight.

Hu!

Almost instantaneously, a gust of wind blew, and a masked figure appeared in the darkness. It was the man Old Eagle was speaking about.

With exceptional agility, he flitted around like a swift phanton, and soon, he was standing before the towering wall not too far from the duo.
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The perimeter of the wall was exceptionally quiet. With the appearance of this figure, a bizarre atmosphere seemed drift across this peaceful night.

That masked figure didn't rush to enter the residence. Instead, standing beneath a Chinese scholar tree, he carefully assessed his surroundings.

Wang Chong had seen many assassins, be it those from Abbasid Caliphate, Goguryeo, or even the Eastern Islands such as Miyasame Ayaka... but none of them gave him a bizarre sensation as this person did.

This person was simply too calm. Rather than intentionally keeping himself composed, it would be more apt to say that composure itself was inscribed into his bones, disallowing him from rushing into anything recklessly.

It felt that even if a saber was pressed against his neck, his composure still wouldn't falter in the least.

Wang Chong had only seen this kind of disposition on a single person before.

"I wonder if it really is him..."

The thought flashed across Wang Chong's head as he recalled a particular person on White Tiger Peak. After all, Old Eagle did keep on hinting that it was that person.

But still, Wang Chong couldn't confirm it until he saw the other party's appearance for himself. On top of that, there was a slight difference between the stature of the masked figure before him and that person. Of course, this could also mean that that person might have just used some kind of secret art to alter the structure of his body slightly.

As they were too close to the masked figure, Wang Chong and Old Eagle dared not get careless. They lowered their stature and held their breaths so as to minimize their presence.

Wang Chong even utilized the Tortoise Breathing Art to seal the pores over his body, thus concealing his presence entirely.

Weng!

While the duo was observing the situation silently, an abrupt change occurred. A particular sensation suddenly gripped their hearts, screaming that someone was looking at them.

"This is bad, he discovered us!"

Across the lush tree leaves, Wang Chong and Old Eagle noticed a pair of sharp eyes gazing in their direction. The glint in his eyes seemed to be able to peer through all facades, tearing away every inch of disguise concealing them.

"Isn't that fellow a little way too wary?" Wang Chong was astonished. He possessed the Tortoise Breathing Art, which allowed him to close the pores across his body, making it difficult for even a Profound Martial realm to sense his presence.

On the other hand, Old Eagle was an expert that was incomparably close to reaching Profound Martial realm.

To think that they would still be found despite this!

"Gongzi, wait a moment!" Suddenly, an arm stretched out from behind him and grabbed Wang Chong, stopping him from doing anything. With a grim expression, Old Eagle stared at Wang Chong intently, seemingly speaking to him through his eyes.

Hmm?

Just as Wang Chong was surprised by the situation, a crisp chirp suddenly sounded in the air.

Qiu qiu!

Qiu qiu!

The sound came from somewhere extremely close, just above the duo's head.

It was the nightingale which Old Eagle had trained!

In an instant, Wang Chong immediately understood Old Eagle's intention. That person wasn't looking at them, but the nightingale above their heads!

Qiu qiu!

Qiu qiu!

The intelligent bird seemed to understand Old Eagle's intentions, and after dancing around the narrow branches for a while, it spread its wings and flew into the distance. Before long, its figure was swallowed by the endless night sky.

And from the towering wall, the pair of eyes staring sharply at the nightingale slowly relaxed. At the same time, Wang Chong also felt the sensation gripping his heart slowly disappearing as well.

Incredible!

Glancing at the direction where the nightingale disappeared, Wang Chong couldn't help but be impressed. The bird scouts that Old Eagle trained were indeed formidable to be able to understand Old Eagle's intentions clearly. On top of that, he had also trained many different species of birds, ranging from the majestic eagles and condors to the humble sparrows and doves... It was as if there was no bird which he couldn't train for his own use.

This was the reason why Wang Chong thought highly of Old Eagle, and decided to entrust some of the intelligence gathering channels of the Wang Clan to him.

He might be weaker than Steel Arms, Solitary Wolf, and Ma Yinlong, but his capability was definitely proving to be the most useful of all.

After all, who could have thought that common birds would actually serve as the eyes and ears of another?

Sou!

After confirming that the area was safe, the masked figure leaped into the Duke of Liu Residence adeptly and disappeared silently within the walls.

"Gongzi, do we follow him in as well?" Old Eagle turned around and asked with a hushed voice.

"Of course. Are the preparations on your side done?" Wang Chong smiled in response.

"Hehe, it isn't my first day training birds, so gongzi can rest assured. I have already planted my birds throughout the Duke of Liu’s Residence so we can keep track of his whereabouts no matter where he goes," Old Eagle smirked in response.

Ever since all of his scouting methods had been uncovered by the Goguryeons during King Sosurim's case, he gritted his teeth through the humiliation and worked diligently to further his skills. His current ability in training birds was far superior to that of a decade ago.

His ability was no longer limited to the mighty eagles and condors soaring high in the sky. Even those common sparrows that often lurked in the bushes could be trained by him and serve as his scouts.

It was impossible for anyone to think of this under normal circumstances.

Sou sou!

The duo jumped down from the branches, dashed forward, and leapt onto the wall.

Within the towering walls, there were numerous elegant gazebos here and there, as well as a garden, pond, and artificial hills. However, that masked man was nowhere in sight.

"Where is he?" Old Eagle muttered in a hushed voice. Suddenly, he raised his finger and pointed toward a gazebo. Tracing Old Eagle's finger, Wang Chong saw a blurred silhouette flitting across the gazebos. If not for his sharp eyes, he wouldn't have noticed it at all.

What is that fellow doing?

Wang Chong gazed at that silhouette and fell into deep thought. Judging from the actions of that masked figure, he seemed to be looking for something.

"Gongzi, do we follow him?" Old Eagle asked with a glance at Wang Chong. While the Duke of Liu didn't wield any actual authority, he was still a duke of Great Tang, and he had plenty of guards in his residence. There was a good chance that they might be found if they were to follow the masked figure.

Also, that masked figure was also extremely wary. It wouldn't be easy to remain out of his awareness while following him.

Standing on top of the wall, Wang Chong pondered for a moment.

"Let's go down to take a look. Regardless of what happens, I have to confirm whether the masked figure is him or not, and why he would be snooping around the residence of a duke of the empire in the middle of the night!" Wang Chong said.

He had to confirm this matter before returning back to Kunwu Training Camp. This was the final agenda he had in mind.

As for the danger involved in the matter, in truth, he had no fear even if the Duke of Liu were to find him.

"Let's go."

The duo landed quietly on the other side of the wall without alerting anyone. Following that, they began advancing in the direction the masked figure was headed toward.

Those birds which Old Eagle had planted in the residence played a crucial role at this moment. They were able to keep track of his movements clearly without even keeping the other party in their sight.

"That fellow is way too brazen. What does he intend to find here?"

The masked man's trail was completely random. He would head east for a moment and west in the next. Even Old Eagle was slightly astonished by the other party's movements.

After all, this was the residence of a current duke of the empire, and it was guarded by formidable experts.

Even Wang Chong and he had to proceed around carefully so as to avoid notice, needless to say others.

Yet, that masked figure moved around without the slightest worry.

With the knowledge from the scouting he had done in the past few days, the masked figure seemed to have gained a deep understanding of the layout of the residence. He seemed to have a tight grasp over the patrol schedule of the residence, allowing him to avoid every single guard that came his way, as if he was a member of the household himself.

Following behind the masked figure, the duo saw him enter the bathing house, main hall, sleeping compartments, lounge, garden...

Before long, the masked figure had already visited every single location throughout the residence except for the tightly-guarded places.

His movements were frighteningly silent and steady, like an apparition of the night.

"Hm?" All of the sudden, Old Eagle froze.

"What's wrong?" Wang Chong immediately asked after noticing Old Eagle’s behavior.

"That... He has entered the living quarters of the son of Duke of Liu," Old Eagle uttered in shock.

"What?" For a moment, Wang Chong wasn't able to process what Old Eagle said properly.

"That is where the son of Duke of Liu lives!" Old Eagle gazed at the room before him.

"!!!" Wang Chong's body trembled, and he turned his head around to look where Old Eagle's sight was fixated on. Faint but clear in the darkness, across a roof, there was a room that was still dimly illuminated with candlelight, forming a stark contrast with the otherwise dark Ducal Residence.

Wang Chong finally understood why Old Eagle was so astonished. Most spies would try to avoid the illuminated rooms, but the masked figure didn't seem to mind at all.

However, this wasn't what Wang Chong was concerned about at the moment.

"Old Eagle, are you certain that that is the living quarters of the son of Duke of Liu?" Wang Chong asked grimly.

"Un," Old Eagle nodded, "Gongzi, shall we go over to take a look?"

Old Eagle thought that Wang Chong would approve of his suggestion, but contrary to his expectations, Wang Chong's face warped in shock and he exclaimed in a hushed voice, "We must leave right now! This is a trap! It'll be too late if we don't leave now!"

"What?!"

Old Eagle was astounded by Wang Chong's words.

How could that be possible?

Even the birds he had planted in the surroundings hadn't noticed anything at all, so why would Wang Chong claim that it was one?

But Wang Chong didn't explain the matter. After leaving behind those words, he immediately turned around and darted for the outside. Old Eagle hesitated for a moment, but he eventually chose to heed Wang Chong's words and leave as well

The duo left by their original path, and before long, they had already leaped across the wall and left the Duke of Liu’s Residence.

"Gongzi, what is going on?" Old Eagle asked from the forest beyond the towering walls.

"Old Eagle, things aren't as easy as it seems. I don't think whether the men from the Duke of Liu Residence has noticed you or not, but without a doubt, they have already noticed that person. Regardless of whether that person is finding something or is planning on dealing with the son of the Duke of Liu, he won't be able to achieve anything at all," Wang Chong spoke grimly.

He had underestimated the nature of this incident. The Duke of Liu had already declined so far that he had lost the right to intervene in the governance of the nation. He would only be invited to the Royal Palace during the Lantern Festival every year for a gathering with the other nobles of the capital.

But even if in decline, how could a duke of Great Tang possibly be that simple?

Old Eagle claimed that that person had loitered around the vicinity of the Duke of Liu’s Residence and hadn't been noticed by anyone. This in itself was underestimating the other party!
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Sou!

Not too long after leaving the Duke of Liu Residence, an abrupt ruckus within the walls caught the duo's attention.

"Gongzi, that person has left the Duke of Liu Residence," Old Eagle said. He glanced at Wang Chong in astonishment, knowing that the latter's instincts were spot-on.

"Not bad! He realizes that something is amiss quickly!" A hint of commendation flashed across Wang Chong's eyes.

Right after he left the Duke of Liu Residence, the masked figure also left as well. He didn't think that there were too many people who possessed astute senses on par with him.

"Let's go and take a look!" Wang Chong beckoned Old Eagle and headed toward the area the masked figure was leaving from.

---

Sou!

A cold gale blew in the night sky. The masked figure leapt across the wall to escape from the Duke of Liu Residence.

Beneath his sleeves, his hands were clutched together tightly. His face was pale, and frustration filled his eyes.

Without a doubt, his operation had failed utterly.

Sou sou sou!

As soon as he landed on the other side, the masked figure immediately dashed toward the forest.

"Hmph! Brat, do you think you can get away?" a cold sneer sounded out, and a shadow suddenly emerged from the forest, standing right before the masked figure.

Astonished, the masked figure immediately tried to turn around and flee in another direction. However, yet another shadow surfaced from the darkness, blocking his path.

"Where do you think you are going?" Those two shadows were well-built, and appearing from their hiding spots, they didn't rush into taking down the masked figure. Instead, they slowly proceeded forward to close the encirclement, preventing the masked figure from escaping.

Even though the masked figure was completely clothed in black, the sneers from those two shadowy figures surrounding him seemed to reflect that his identity was no longer a secret.

"Not speaking eh? Do you think that you can conceal your identity just by remaining silent?" the brawny man leading the team chuckled with a cold edge to his voice.

"Let me tell you, you might have been able to fool others and enter Kunwu Training Camp under a different alias, your disguise won't fool our gongzi or old master. Lad, our old master knew that you would come here eventually."

Hearing those words, the composure in the masked figure's eyes finally cracked, revealing even deeper coldness and hatred.

"If you had been in Kunwu Training Camp, we would still be unable to do anything about you. But it is a pity that you simply refuse to give up despite all these years and adamantly charged right into our trap!" the brawny man sneered.

Weng!

In that instant, the masked figure's eyes turned crimson, and a savage aura reminiscent of a ferocious tiger emanated from him, inducing a strong sense of fear in those around him.

The brawny man had initially put on a haughty attitude, staring at the masked figure as if a cat toying with a mouse. However, under the overwhelming aura of the masked figure, a sense of discomfort abruptly crept onto his heart.

"Brat, how dare you look at me with such eyes? You sure must be tired of living! Since that's the case, allow me to send you on your way. Brothers, come out!"

Sou sou sou! In an instant, as if spirits materializing into existence, innumerable shadows appeared all around the forest, encircling the masked man tightly.

Yi!

The crisp and sharp call of a majestic beast echoed from above the forest, and a large eagle spread its steel wings and glided down from the sky.

"Right, I forgot to tell you this, but you are completely surrounded. It's impossible for you to get away, so I suggest you surrender peacefully." The brawny man smiled sinisterly as he gazed at the masked figure like cornered prey. At the same time, he grabbed a piece of dried jerky from his pouch and threw it out. With a sharp cry, the ferocious eagle grabbed it with its beak before flying back into the sky, disappearing into the darkness.

Seeing the massive eagle vanishing into the night sky, the masked figure seemed to have suddenly realized something, but there wasn't the slightest panic in his eyes.

Klang!

The masked figure retreated a few steps backward before drawing his sword, expressing the stand that he would take.

"You're courting death!" Furious, the brawny man raised his hand, and an expert amidst the group charged forward with a sneer.

"Lord, I don't think that there's any need for so many of us to be present just to deal with this brat! I'll suffice for him!" Leaving behind those words, the expert cut down his sword right toward the masked figure. At the same moment, a powerful surge of Stellar Energy gushed forth from his body along with this slash.

Sou!

But something astonishing happened. While the expert was making a move, the masked figure suddenly leaped up. Instead of retreating, he advanced to the attacking expert instead.

Boom! Under everyone's eyelids, an astoundingly powerful surge of Stellar Energy burst forth from the masked figure like the eruption of a volcano. Appearing alongside this burst of Stellar Energy was a brilliant greenish-black halo.

Hong long long! A cloud of dust carrying little pebbles were blasted away with the immense force from the outburst. The two very different Deluges of Stellar Energy clashed against one another, reminiscent of two ferocious beasts biting each other's neck. A humongous gale was whipped up, creating a bone-chilling sound of rustling leaves within the forest.

"AH! ——"

Before anyone could fully process what was going on, a cry of agony echoed in the air.

That clash ended swiftly.

The sword of the masked figure was knocked several zhang away. The expert from the Duke of Liu’s Residence had managed to pierce the masked figure's left chest, the tip of his sword protruding slightly from the other party's back.

However... like an incomparably sharp blade, the right hand of the masked figure had penetrated deep into the heart of the expert.

With frosty eyes, the masked figure stared down at the lifeless man before him.

Silence!

The gleeful faces on everyone's faces from before vanished in that moment, and a cold intent that threatened to freeze even their bones embraced them.

In that moment, everyone suddenly realized that they had been underestimating the reticent masked figure.

Never had they seen such a brutal fighting method before—a strong determination to slay one's opponent even if it meant suffering grievous wounds!

While the masked figure suffered severe injuries in the encounter, it was clear that he had won in this face-off. After all, he was the one standing after the clash.

Puchi!

The masked man calmly tightened his grip, crushing the other party's heart, before retracting his hand from the other party's chest. With eyes wide in disbelief, the expert from the Duke of Liu's Residence collapsed onto the ground.

"Kill him!"

After seeing this sight, the brawny man immediately charged forward with a savage expression. This time, everyone moved together

---

"Gongzi, their fight is growing more and more intense," Old Eagle said. Even though he couldn't see anything at all, he had many birds in the surrounding relaying information regarding the situation to him, thus allowing him to create a vivid image of the scene.

"They have a lot of people, and they are heading to the northwest!"

"Our target is injured!"

"Yet another group has arrived!"

---

Old Eagle led the way through the night while filling Wang Chong in on the present situation. Even though Wang Chong had seen how Old Eagle trained his birds, he still couldn't understand the language which the latter used to communicate with them.

Along the way, some birds would suddenly appear and chirp, dance, circle the area, or flap their wings. These were nothing more than perfectly ordinary movements to Wang Chong, but in Old Eagle's view, they were a message rich with information.

Through these bird scouts, Wang Chong and Old Eagle were able to follow their target precisely.

"Hmm, to think that there would be another eagle here." Old Eagle suddenly came to a halt.

"I was careless. Duke of Liu knew that someone would come and prepared an eagle in his residence. Gongzi, you are right. This was indeed a trap!" Old Eagle sneered. As a person who specialized in training birds, he had spent his entire life interacting with all kinds of avians. Before conducting any operation, he would always make sure to sweep through the sky to check if there were any other possible “eyes”.

This was his usual practice, and he had always made sure to do so before an operation.

Thus, Old Eagle was certain that there wasn't such an eagle in the vicinity of the Duke of Liu’s Residence before this incident.

The only possibility was that the eagle had come from the Duke of Liu’s people.

It wasn't a common practice for those in the Central Plains to rear eagles. It was extremely suspicious how they had one prepared even though the Duke of Liu Residence had been calm for many years.

Old Eagle realized that his evaluation of this matter had been wrong all along.

"There's no need to hesitate, get rid of that eagle," Wang Chong instructed calmly.

As long as the eagle continued to watch from the sky, that masked figure wouldn't be able to get away. On top of that, it was possible that their presence might also be detected by that eagle.

"... Also, send the signal," Wang Chong said.

"Yes, gongzi." Chuckling, Old Eagle reached into his left sleeve and took out a small, golden bird.

Its entire body was huddled together, but its eyes were exceptionally bright. On top of that, its feathers were exceptionally tough, reminiscent of steel. With just a look, it was clear that it was no ordinary bird.

Wang Chong had been with Old Eagle for some time already, but he never knew that the latter had such a bird. It seemed like Old Eagle also had many secrets behind him.

Yi!

With a resounding call unlike that of its small stature, the golden bird flew from Old Eagle's hands. Even Wang Chong wasn't able to clearly see how it disappeared.

After releasing this bird, Wang Chong and Old Eagle continued rushing forward.
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"There are traces of blood on the ground!"

"There has been a battle here!"

Wang Chong and Old Eagle stopped exactly where the masked man had encountered the huge group of men. There was a huge puddle of blood on the ground, and marks of battle could be seen across the entire area—holes all over the ground, the severed trees, and the wooden shavings here and there.

"The amount of blood here isn't normal. Most probably, someone died in the encounter."

Old Eagle stood up and glanced at the clear human silhouette formed using blood just a few steps away. Most probably, the pool of blood had flowed from the victim's body to mark out his shape on the ground.

Judging from the amount of blood that person had lost, even if he was still alive, it wouldn't be too long before he breathed his last.

"They have already carried the corpse away."

Wang Chong nodded in agreement to the other party's words. The men from the Duke of Liu Residence seemed to be intent on hiding this matter from everyone else. Thus, they carried the corpse away as soon as they could.

However, due to the limited time they had, not to mention that they had to dispatch most of their personnel to pursue the masked man, they hadn't been able to clean the blood traces and marks of battle in the area yet.

"Hmm?"

Suddenly, a glint flashed across Wang Chong's eyes, and he walked swiftly to the edge of the forest. He bent down and picked up a piece of black cloth.

"This is the mask of that lad!"

Old Eagle walked over, and upon seeing blood dripping from the black cloth, worry immediately filled his eyes.

"To be throwing up blood, he must have suffered grievous internal injuries."

Old Eagle had been following the fellow who had been sneaking around Duke of Liu Residence for some time already, so he harbored some feelings for the latter. Besides, that lad was a person whom gongzi specially entrusted him to look into.

Even though he didn't understand why gongzi asked him to investigate that lad, he could sense that gongzi seemed to regard him as a friend rather than a foe.

Holding onto the blood-soaked cloth, Wang Chong fell into deep thought.

"Let's go!"

A moment later, Wang Chong tossed the black cloth to the side and advanced into the forest.

He was becoming more and more curious about the relationship between that fellow and the Duke of Liu Residence.

That fellow left Kunwu Training Camp just so that he could visit the Duke of Liu’s residence in the middle of the night to search for something.

What item in the Duke of Liu Residence could possibly belong to him? And also, the Duke of Liu didn't seem to regard him as an ordinary thief, either.

The Duke of Liu seemed to know that the other party would make a move and prepared such an elaborate trap for him: a trained eagle in the residence, as well as a team of experts that was ready to move at any moment.

Would the Duke of Liu need to go through so much trouble to deal with a common thief? There was surely something deeper beneath the surface.

With such a thought in mind, Wang Chong hastened his speed.

Old Eagle glanced at the bird above him, who was giving him an update on the situation. It seemed like the situation in front was getting worse and worse for the masked man. Even though the masked man was not an easy figure to deal with—just the fact that he could break out of the encirclement in the first place was a testimony to his prowess—it was unlikely that he could hold on for much longer against so many people.

"Don't let him get away!"

"If he escapes, I'll hold all of you accountable!"

"Capture him!"...

From afar, anxious voices accompanied by explosions echoed in the air. Judging from the commotion, there seemed to be quite a few people gathered in front of them.

Wang Chong's heart tightened. He immediately picked up his pace again.

Moving through the dense forest, Wang Chong saw many brawny men carrying powerful killing intent with them. Even though most of them weren't dressed in the uniform of the Duke of Liu Residence, it was clear that all of them were experts the Duke of Liu had hired.

At the center of those men was a young man who was sitting on the ground in desolation. His face was as pale as a sheet.

Blood was seeping out from his lips, and his entire body was soaked. Crimson wasn't a color that would show easily on the black clothes that he wore, but even amidst the darkness, Wang Chong could still clearly see the viscous, fresh blood that drenched it.

His body was inflicted with many cuts from different weapons, and some of them weren't superficial, either. Some of them were holes that went through his body, and some parts of his bones were exposed as well. Were it an ordinary man who had sustained such injuries, he would have already fainted from the excruciating pain by now.

But that masked man still held onto his consciousness.

With calmness so deep that it even induced fear, he sat on the ground, assessing his opponents. It was almost unimaginable to think that this was even possible.

But that man was indeed doing so.

In fact, Wang Chong couldn't feel the slightest emotion from the masked man.

Calm so deep that it induced despair, perhaps even callousness would be a more appropriate term.

The group of men encircling the masked man didn't notice Wang Chong or Old Eagle's arrival. Every last one of them had their entire attention focused on that young man before them, all of them infuriated and frustrated.

This was especially true for the leader of the group. He had initially surrounded the masked man just slightly beyond the tall walls of the Duke of Liu Residence, but who knew that this lad would actually slaughter a way out of their encirclement, killing many people in the midst of his escape.

This had left him extremely angered.

"Charge! Kill him!"

"The person who kills this lad will be generously awarded!" the leader of the group bellowed, but despite the aggressive aura that the experts from the Duke of Liu Residence were emanating, no one stepped forward.

The leader of the group was stunned for a moment, before flying into a huge rage.

"Charge! I tell you to charge! You bastards, we have already cornered this lad! What are you all still afraid of?" The leader of the group yelled as he pushed the men beside him forward. However, even though they felt a little awkward, none of them budged.

That lad was severely injured and cornered. Every single one of them knew this.

However, that was also what their other brothers saw before returning to the earth. That lad might seem like he was dying, but everytime someone stepped forward to engage him, he would suddenly become as energetic as a tiger, putting his life at stake just to inflict a fatal wound on his opponent. Through such tactics, that lad had killed their brothers one after another.

It wasn't like they had never seen such a desperate fighting style before, but no one had ever gone to the extent of this lad.

This wasn't just mere aggressiveness anymore, this was a true offense with no regard or fear for death at all. There were no tricks or feints to his attacks, he would simply take on the other party's attacks to launch an even deadlier strike on his part, killing his opponent before his opponent could kill him.

And what that struck the greatest fear into their minds was the bone-chilling method the lad used to eliminate his opponents—stabbing his hands into his enemy's bodies.

At this point, everyone realized that the lad's greatest weapon was not the sword in his hand, but his pair of fists.

All those who thought that they could take advantage of this lad's weakness had ended up breathing their last, so who would dare to make a move?

"Bastards!" the leader of the group howled, flying into a rage. Shua, drawing his saber, he was just about to move when a loud cry sounded out.

"Gongzi is here! Gongzi is here!..."

At that instant, everyone felt as if they had been spared.

Under the starry night, a figure dressed in a white shirt appeared with a darkened face. Accompanying his side were a bunch of experts whose very presence felt like a powerful storm. Their cultivation had clearly surpassed the boundaries of True Martial realm.

Even from a distance, everyone could feel the powerful aura of nobility that that man emanated. It was the young successor to the Duke of Liu Residence, Li Bing.

"Open a path!"

Hualala! Everyone immediately stepped aside, opening up a path for the young master of the Duke of Liu’s residence.

Li Bing leaped down from the branch of a nearby tree, and two unfathomable experts with deep gazes followed closely behind him.

Beneath the large tree, upon seeing the two Profound Martial realm experts behind Li Bing, the impassiveness on the young man's face finally collapsed, and his complexion darkened.

"Hmph!"

The eldest son of the Duke of Liu, Li Bing was in his early twenties. He had a fit build, and he carried a domineering aura. As soon as he appeared, everyone naturally regarded him as their leader.

"Su Hanshan. Since you chose to assume this name, I'll call you like that, then," Li Bing uttered coldly, revealing his knowledge of the young man's background. The masked man who snuck into the Duke of Liu Residence in the middle of the night was none other than Su Hanshan, who shared a room with Wang Chong at Kunwu Training Camp's White Tiger Peak.

"... If you were to remain as 'Su Hanshan' at the Kunwu Training Camp obediently, I wouldn't be bothered to deal with you. But since you chose to turn your blade to the Duke of Liu Residence, you shouldn't blame me for getting nasty."

Seated beneath a large tree, Su Hanshan stared coldly at Li Bing without saying anything.

"Karma exists in this world, Li Bing. One day, you and the entire Duke of Liu Residence will pay the price for what you did!" Su Hanshan suddenly opened his mouth and spoke. After saying those words, calm returned to his face. He closed his eyes, awaiting the ultimate end.

"You're seeking death!" The words Su Hanshan spoke had infuriated Li Bing thoroughly. "Since you're so ready to die, I'll grant your wish then. Kill him!"

Weng!

With the uttering of those words, one of the Profound Martial realm experts standing behind Li Bing suddenly stretched out his hand with his fingers opened, his grip headed straight for the young man beneath the large tree.

Beneath the dim illumination of the night, his five fingers were imbued with the cold gleam reminiscent of a sword!

"Stop!"

At that crucial moment, a voice suddenly boomed across the forest, catching everyone's attention, except for the Profound Martial realm expert charging toward Su Hanshan.

Boom!

In that crucial moment, a figure cut through the crowd and entered the scene like a bolt of lightning. The figure stood right before Su Hanshan and took down that deadly strike.

"Who is it?!"

The two Profound Martial realm experts' faces turned cold as they turned their gazes to the uninvited guests.

"Who are you?" At the same time, Li Bing's gaze also shot toward the forest.

There shouldn't be anyone else present here in this forest at this moment!

"Brother Su, how are you?"

Wang Chong walked out from the forest and glanced at Su Hanshan, who looked as if he had already died once, with an awful look on his face.

Even though he had shouted for the other party to stop, the experts beside Li Bing didn't budge in the least. If he hadn't brought Old Eagle with him this time, Su Hanshan would have died just now.

"Who are you all? What is your relationship with this fellow?" Li Bing assessed Wang Chong from head to toe with a darkened expression.

Su Hanshan was an important target for them. The Duke of Liu Residence had waited for a very long time for him to walk into their trap.

Li Bing even went to the extent of personally leading his troops here so as to guarantee the success of the operation.

Top secrecy had to be maintained for this operation, and nothing must go wrong. But the appearance of this fellow was completely beyond his expectations!

In that instant, a hint of killing intent flashed across Li Bing's eyes.
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"Li gongzi, pleased to meet you. I am Wang Chong, the grandson of ex-Prime Minister Wang Bowu, and the son of General Wang Yan!"

Taking everything into his sight, Wang Chong immediately flicked his wrist and threw a golden token over.

Taken aback, Li Bing subconsciously caught it. Glancing downward at the token, his face immediately warped in shock.

Li Bing had never met Wang Chong before, and they didn't share any common social circles either. But nevertheless, there was no one in the capital who wouldn't be able to recognize the emblem of the Wang Clan.

Wang Bowu!

There was no one who addressed him by that name anymore. Everyone, and that included the qinwang and dukes of the empire as well, addressed him respectfully as Duke Jiu.

Li Bing never thought that the young man who walked over here from the forest at such a time would actually be Duke Jiu’s grandson, the legendary youth who caused a huge uproar in the Great Tang royal court a while ago!

How could he be here? Watching as the composed young man slowly walked over, fear surfaced in Li Bing's eyes.

The Wang Clan was one of the most esteemed clans in the capital, and in terms of standing, it was nowhere beneath the Duke of Liu.

"Brother Su, are you still able to hold on?" Ignoring Li Bing, who was currently in deep thought, Wang Chong walked through the crowd and headed straight toward the bottom of the tree, where the grievously wounded Su Hanshan was seated.

At this moment, the person he was the most worried about was Su Hanshan.

He was a potential great general who could possibly rival Go Seonji, Fumeng Lingcha, Geshu Han, and Zhang Shougui in the future, so Wang Chong couldn't allow any mishap come to him.

To Wang Chong's astonishment, it seemed like a slight divergence in the future events had occurred.

In his previous life, Su Hanshan was cold, arrogant, and solitary.

Even though the army he trained was known to be the number one in Great Tang and was capable of piercing through all formations, he had a fatal flaw—he only operated alone.

He didn't even get along with his fellow peers in Kunwu Training Camp, needless to say the others.

To him, no one could be considered an ally, so he rejected all possibility of working with anyone!

But bizarrely, every year, at this specific period, he would leave the military and visit a certain place in the capital.

Even when the war was at its worst, this habit of his didn't change.

It was capitalizing on this knowledge from his previous life that Wang Chong instructed Old Eagle to investigate this matter.

Just that, Wang Chong didn't expect his investigations to bring him to Duke of Liu, and such a matter even occurred.

If he hadn't appeared at this instant, would Su Hanshan really have died here?

Wang Chong had never considered such a possibility before.

At this instant, he realized that future events were beginning to diverge from the original flow of destiny he recalled.

"Brother Su, here is a recovery pill. It'll help you recuperate from your injuries."

Wang Chong took a recovery pill which he had obtained from Six-fingered Zhang from his pocket and passed it over.

Su Hanshan's face was still impassive and cold, as usual. He didn't take the recovery pill which Wang Chong passed over, and his gaze seemed to be pushing Wang Chong away from him.

Just that, when those pair of cold eyes fell on Wang Chong's figure, an inconspicuous hint of astonishment still flashed momentarily across his eyes.

Clearly, Su Hanshan hadn't expected Wang Chong to appear here at this very moment, at this very timing!

"He indeed hasn't changed at all!"

Having expected Su Hanshan's reaction, Wang Chong chuckled inwardly.

Even though both of them had shared a room on White Tiger Peak, they usually engaged in their own matters and rarely interacted with one another.

Su Hanshan also often disappeared early in the morning and returned only late in the night.

Thus, even though they were sharing the same roof, the time they spent with one another was minimal.

Under such circumstances, it would be a wonder if Su Hanshan would willingly accept Wang Chong's kind gesture given his personality.

"Li gongzi, let me take him away, and I'll owe you a favor. How about it?" Wang Chong asked confidently with a glance at Li Bing .

Given that both sides had already expressed their identity, this conversation could be considered to be a formal meeting between the Wang Clan and the Duke of Liu family.

Once the gongzi of a prestigious clan reached adulthood, their actions and gestures would represent their clan. As such, they rarely gave out their word.

Wang Chong believed that his favor should be worth more than Su Hanshan's life, and Li Bing had no reason to turn him down.

"Chong gongzi, pardon my nosiness, but this person, Su Hanshan, isn't a person from the capital, and he doesn't seem to have any ties with Chong gongzi. Thus, I hope that you can hand him over to me. My father has instructed me to bring him back regardless of what happens, so I hope that Chong gongzi can step back on this matter."

After a moment of hesitation, Li Bing uttered words that were contrary to Wang Chong's expectations. To think that he was still unwilling to let Su Hanshan go despite the situation!

Frowning, Wang Chong glanced at the pale-faced Su Hanshan on the ground.

The Duke of Liu actually personally issued an instruction to capture him?

This wasn't the normal stance one would take against a petty thief. Did this fellow have some dark history with Duke of Liu?

"Li gongzi, you must be misunderstanding something, my friend's personality has always been like that. Brother Su and I shared the same dormitory in Kunwu Training Camp's White Tiger Peak, and my grandfather has entrusted me with the responsibility of inviting him over to the Wang Clan as a guest. Just that, after waiting for a long while, I still didn't catch sight of him, so I came over to look for him. I didn't expect such a matter to actually occur. Li gongzi, I hope that you can let this matter go on my account. I'll surely pay the Duke of Liu Residence a visit another day to express my earnest apology."

Wang Chong also reacted swiftly in response to Li Bing's words. Since the other party brought in the Duke of Liu, Wang Chong decisively utilized his grandfather's name. Wang Chong didn't believe that Li Bing would be so arrogant as to snub even the esteemed Duke Jiu.

"Bullshit! Do you know how many of our comrades have this lad killed? Don't even dream of taking him away with just those few words of yours!" a guard from the Duke of Liu Residence bellowed abruptly.

"Hmm?"

Wang Chong's eyes narrowed, and his gaze turned cold. Everything had already changed. He was no longer that profligate scion from before.

Outside of the clan, his presence represented the esteemed Wang Clan.

This was a conversation between the young master of a respected clan of ministers and generals, and the young master of a Great Tang duke's offspring. How could a subordinate be allowed to butt in on such an important conversation?

Even so, Wang Chong couldn't be bothered to argue with the subordinate. After all, this matter only reflected the lack of discipline among the subordinates of the Duke of Liu, and only the Duke of Liu would be embarrassed. He simply turned his gaze back to Li Bing.

"Back down! This isn't the place for you to speak!"

As expected, under Wang Chong's gaze, Li Bing couldn't maintain his calm, and he immediately reprimanded his subordinate. The latter hurriedly backed down in embarrassment.

"Chong gongzi, are you really determined to bring that man away?" Li Bing stepped forward and uttered deeply. His eyes were locked firmly onto Wang Chong's face, unwilling to let the slightest detail escape his gaze.

Duke Jiu asked him to invite Su Hanshan to the Wang Clan as a guest? Li Bing didn't believe a single word that Wang Chong said at all!

But nevertheless, that didn't change the fact that Wang Chong was here for this lad.

At this moment, Li Bing wanted to know whether there was still any ground for compromise or not. Was Wang Chong really determined to bring away this lad at all costs?

After all, the Wang Clan was not an ordinary clan. If it was on some other matter, there would be no harm conceding to them.

However, this matter was of exceptional importance to the Li Clan as well.

"Li gongzi, I believe that I should have already made my words clear. I must bring this man away no matter the cost!" Wang Chong declared, his finger pointing at Su Hanshan.

He didn't appear here in the middle of the night to allow Li Bing to drag Su Hanshan back to the Duke of Liu Residence. Regardless of what the latter's relationship with the Duke of Liu was, he was determined to bring Su Hanshan away.

"Chong gongzi, you don't seem to have... many people with you today?" Li Bing sneered coldly as he stepped forward.

As he spoke, his gaze swept across Old Eagle, who was standing behind Wang Chong at this moment. His meaning was clear—Wang Chong only had a Profound Martial realm expert beside him at this moment.

On the other hand, he had two beside him.

If Wang Chong were to further insist on this matter and a battle broke out, Wang Chong would be too busy fleeing for his life than to save Su Hanshan.

"HAHAHA! ..." Hearing those words, Wang Chong burst into laughter fearlessly.

"Li gongzi, surely you aren't so naive to think that I would come unprepared and alone to the Duke of Liu Residence?"

Weng!

Hearing those words, Li Bing lost his composure. If Wang Chong really had prepared experts in the surroundings, it would be impossible for him to bring Su Hanshan away with him today.

At the very least, if something were to happen to Wang Chong, the Duke of Liu Residence need not dream of getting away scot-free.

Given Wang Chong's current standing in the Wang Clan, the Wang Clan would surely exact vengeance upon the Duke of Liu Residence.

Putting aside Duke Jiu's influence in the royal court, just the alliance between the Wang Clan and King Song meant that all powers would have to tread carefully around them.

Not to mention, the Wang Clan and King Song were currently at the peak of their influence in the royal court. There were many officials and powers across the royal court that had decided to ally themselves with them.

On this aspect, the third generation Duke of Liu Residence couldn't possibly begin to compare with them.

If what Wang Chong was saying was the truth, Li Bing would really have to reconsider his options.

"Brother Li seems to be doubting my words?"

It seemed as if a flicker of flame was burning in the depths of Wang Chong's eyes. It wasn't too difficult to fathom what Li Bing was thinking of when he still refused to back down at this point. Thus, he raised an arm, signaling with a gesture.

Sou!

An arrow suddenly appeared on the ground right in front of Li Bing, the tip of the arrow nearly touching the end of his toenail. The back of the arrow was still reverberating from the immense force of the shot.

Seeing this arrow, Li Bing's heart suddenly sunk, and his complexion turned awful.

He didn't think that Wang Chong would really come prepared. That arrow already showed that much.

But even so, Li Bing was still reluctant to let Su Hanshan go.

The Duke of Liu Residence had spent so much time and effort to lure this lad into their trap. How could he possibly allow the other party to get away so easily?

More importantly, wouldn't the matter back then be exposed like that?

Li Bing couldn't allow that to occur.

Retreating was out of the question, but advancing wasn't an option either. In an instant, Li Bing was put at a dilemma.

Hualala!

Just as Li Bing was conflicted, hualala, a snow-white Western Regions eagle suddenly flew across the night sky.

This sudden commotion caught everyone's attention.

The Western Region eagle clearly belonged to the Duke of Liu Residence. Li Bing stretched out his left arm, and the eagle landed on it

Li Bing raised his right arm and took out a letter from the strong talons of the eagle.
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After reading the letter in his hand, Li Bing heaved a long sigh of relief, and his tense expression finally loosened.

"Chong gongzi, my father wants me to relay a question to you. If we were to allow you to take him away today, will you promise not to leak the slightest news about what the happenings today?" Holding onto the letter, Li Bing stared at Wang Chong intently.

"The letter is indeed from Duke of Liu!" Wang Chong was taken aback. But giving it some thoughts, given the effort the Duke of Liu Residence had put into capturing Su Hanshan, there was no way Duke of Liu was not keeping tabs on the operation.

"Don't worry, I know what I should do. You can tell the Duke of Liu that he can regard it as though nothing had happened today. There won't be the slightest rumor detrimental to the Duke of Liu Residence coming from our Wang Clan." Wang Chong replied earnestly. His goal was only to save Su Hanshan. Everything aside from that was not within his consideration.

"Alright, you can take that lad away then. Chong gongzi, I hope that you can remember the promise you just made… Retreat!" Li Bing nodded before waving his hand, beckoning his group to leave.

His departure was so decisive and abrupt that even Wang Chong was stunned for an instant.

The group of twenty or so men disappeared without a trace very quickly, and even the corpses on the ground were hauled away.

"This Duke of Liu sure is decisive! Brother Su... Brother Su? Brother Su! Old Eagle, come over and support him!"

As soon as Wang Chong turned around, he saw Su Hanshan's tense body slackening, and his body fell to the ground.

As soon as Li Bing left and the danger was averted, the taut string that was holding onto Su Hanshan consciousness finally snapped.

Wang Chong hurriedly fed Su Hanshan the recovery pill before having Old Eagle carry him back to the Wang Clan.

Su Hanshan's external injuries were already terrifying enough, but Wang Chong knew that his internal injuries were even more severe.

As soon as the tension left his body, blood immediately started flowing profusely from his multiple wounds.

Under normal circumstances, one would be doomed if one were to sustain such grievous wounds. It was only by feeding him three Resuscitation Pills from the royal court that were bought from Six-fingered Zhang for fifty thousand gold taels each that Wang Chong managed to preserve his life.

As Su Hanshan's wounds finally stabilized, an extremely powerful aura of vitality suddenly gushed forth from the depths of Su Hanshan's body, hastening his recuperation.

---

About three days later, with a low groan, Su Hanshan finally roused from his coma.

"You're awake!"

A smile emerged on Wang Chong's face as he looked at Su Hanshan. This fellow had finally awoken. If he really died like this, Wang Chong would be put in a spot.

After all, he was destined to be a great general in the future, a valuable asset of the empire!

Talents like him were extremely limited in the Central Plains. It would be a huge loss to Great Tang were he to die just like that.

His vitality sure is ridiculous!, Wang Chong thought as he looked at Su Hanshan.

He had found a physician to take a look at Su Hanshan, and all in all, the latter had suffered around thirty deep cuts, seventeen of which left gaping holes through his body. One was even right beside his heart.

And of the seventeen, there was eleven which were fatal.

His wounds were so horrific that few could maintain a straight face before them. Surviving such injuries would take a miracle, and yet Su Hanshan actually managed to make a substantial recovery within just three days.

His wounds had already healed sufficiently to be considered as non-lethal, and he was still recovering at an astonishing pace.

Even in his previous life, Wang Chong had never seen a person with such overwhelming vitality.

It seemed like it was no coincidence that he managed to become one of the brightest stars that emerged from Kunwu Training Camp.

Wang Chong could tell that he was still hiding a lot of secrets.

"Where is this?" Su Hanshan asked as he slowly propped himself up on the bed. His expression was as calm as usual, unlike the typical anxiety and panic one would feel when waking up in a foreign place.

The first thing Su Hanshan did after waking up was to assess his surroundings carefully before speaking.

"You are at my home, this is a room reserved for guests," Wang Chong smiled.

"Thank you," Su Hanshan nodded. That was just an ordinary expression of gratitude, but based on Wang Chong's understanding of Su Hanshan, that was probably the very limit he could go.

Considering Su Hanshan's cold and haughty personality, it was no easy feat for him to utter words of gratitude to another.

In fact, Wang Chong was probably the only one who had ever heard these words from him in the two timelines.

After saying those words, Su Hanshan crossed his legs, closed his eyes, and began to cultivate. While his condition had stabilized, his face was still pale, and his body was still weak. He was still a far distance away from making a full recovery.

"You should rest first. If you have any needs, feel free to inform me," Aware that this was simply Su Hanshan's personality, Wang Chong shook his head inwardly and walked out.

------

But just a mere two hours after Wang Chong left the guest room, a maid rushed into his study and exclaimed,"Gongzi, gongzi! Bad news!... Su gongzi has barged out of the residence!"

"How long has it been?" Wang Chong asked.

"Around half a tea's time. We tried to stop him, but he still managed to get past us."
(~7.5min)

The young maid's eyes were reddened, and she was so anxious that she was on the verge of tears. While speaking, she even raised her finger to point at the direction of the main door in agitation.

"I see..."

A deep frown appeared on Wang Chong's forehead. He knew that he couldn't keep Su Hanshan here, but even so, he didn't expect the other party to leave so quickly.

Even though Su Hanshan's life was already out of danger, he was still a far stretch away from being able to move freely. On top of that, he was still carrying grievous wounds. If the Duke of Liu Residence were to set their eyes on him once more, he would be in deep trouble.

Nevertheless, Wang Chong had expected this from the very start. After all, this was simply Su Hanshan's character.

If he was a person capable of compromise, he wouldn't have suffered such a tragic fate in his previous life.

Considering that the other party had been gone for half a tea's time and the huge crowds that filled the streets of the capital every day, it was probably difficult to find him now.

This sure does sound like him, unwilling to owe a favor to anyone, Wang Chong thought as he shook his head.

"It's fine, let him be. You don't need to worry about it," Wang Chong waved his hands.

Since the Duke of Liu allowed Su Hanshan to leave yesterday, Su Hanshan should still be safe for now.

"Right, gongzi. Su gongzi left behind a note before his departure." That maid suddenly recalled something and hurriedly retrieved a note from her sleeves. Looking at her clumsy appearance, Wang Chong couldn't help but chuckle.

"You are Little Plum, right?" Wang Chong suddenly asked.

"Y-yes! Gongzi, you remember my name?" The maid was astounded. She had only entered the residence for five months, and she was still fearful that the young master might blame her for her previous mistake. She didn't think that the young master would actually remember and recognize her.

It would be weird if I didn't remember you!, Wang Chong chuckled inside. In his previous life, Little Plum had brought him much joy after the downfall of the Wang Clan, but it was a pity that she eventually ended up...

"Little Plum, you will follow me from now on," Wang Chong replied.

"G-gongzi... Won't that be bad?" Little Plum's face immediately flushed red, and she began fidgeting awkwardly.

You lass, what are you thinking of? Knowing what she was thinking, Wang Chong chuckled. She was still as clumsy as always, just like the Little Plum he remembered.

"What I am saying is that you will serve me personally from now on. You'll bring me tea and fold my bedsheets," Wang Chong replied.

"Ah, so that's what you mean!" Realizing that she had misunderstood, the tip of Little Plum's ears turned red. But she quickly put all of these to the back of her mind and replied cheerfully, "Gongzi, I'm willing to serve you..."

Seeing the joyful look on the innocent lady, Wang Chong felt the burden weighing his mind down lightening.

After sending the young lady away, Wang Chong opened up the note that Su Hanshan left behind.

"I owe you one."

These cold words were written with powerful and decisive brush strokes. Wang Chong could immediately tell that it was Su Hanshan's handwriting.

"Heh, as expected!" Wang Chong chuckled as he crushed the paper into a ball.

Su Hanshan had a solitary and cold personality, which made it extremely difficult to get close to him. Nevertheless, he was still extremely thankful for Wang Chong's help, just that he wasn't good at expressing himself.

Thus, he left this note behind.

In the other world that Wang Chong came from, there was a professional term to describe such a person—social communication disorder.

Su Hanshan clearly belonged to this class of people.

"Since I'm already at it, I might as well help you resolve this entire issue."

Glancing at the direction of the main gate, Wang Chong walked out of his study with a smile on his face.

There was a saying, “eyes are the windows to the soul”. In the room, Su Hanshan's gaze had already betrayed his intention to request help from Wang Chong, just that his solitary and haughty personality held him back.

Walking through the hallways, Wang Chong instructed someone to summon Old Eagle over.

---

Now in the main hall, Wang Chong was seated on a fine wooden chair. He lifted the cup of tea placed beside his table and sipped on it before asking, "Have you found anything?" 

Three days ago, when Wang Chong saved Su Hanshan from the Duke of Liu Residence, he instructed Old Eagle to get to the bottom of this matter. Considering how Su Hanshan was willing to risk his life to scout out the Duke of Liu Residence in the middle of the night, it couldn't possibly be something trivial.

Not to mention, Duke of Liu was even willing to risk offending the Wang Clan and King Song, and insist on killing Su Hanshan. There was no doubt that this was no simple matter.

Su Hanshan would never reveal anything to him, so Wang Chong could only seek answers alone.

Perhaps, if he were to get to the bottom of the mystery, he might be able to free the shackles binding Su Hanshan, allowing him to soar to even greater heights this life.

Perhaps, he might become the most capable great general in the Central Plains!

"Gongzi, I have been looking into this matter the past few days, and even though the Duke of Liu has maintained top secrecy regarding the matter, I was still able to obtain some clues from the servants working in the Duke of Liu Residence. It seems that there is a young lady living in the Duke of Liu Residence who is very tightly guarded. Her daily necessities are provided only by the most loyal of servants, and outsiders aren't allowed to approach her living quarters at all.

"Around three to four months ago, the young lady was suddenly moved to another room for no particular reason. After the incident a few days ago, the servants are speculating that the reason why Su Hanshan was scouting the Duke of Liu Residence might be due to the young lady," Old Eagle said deeply.

"Three to four months ago? Isn't that the day when Kunwu Training Camp opened, and Su Hanshan arrived at the White Tiger Peak?" Wang Chong frowned.

"But gongzi, I have a feeling that things aren't as simple as they seem," Old Eagle said contemplatively.

"What do you mean?"

"My gut instincts tell me that the Duke of Liu Residence intentionally allowed this piece of news to leak out. It's suspicious how we didn't need to go through too much trouble to learn of this. On top of that, the crucial intelligence such as the appearance of the young lady, her background, and her relationship with Su Hanshan were completely lacking. Going by the rules of the industry, this can be considered as a 'tunnel'."

"What do you mean?" Wang Chong asked, bewildered.

"Since the Duke of Liu was willing to hand the news freely to us, it means that he also hopes to resolve this matter once and for all. However, he is still lacking a suitable mediator to allow both parties to sit down and negotiate," Old Eagle said.

Wang Chong instantly understood Old Eagle's meaning. Even though he had saved Su Hanshan that night, it was clear that this matter wouldn't end at this.

Thus, the Duke of Liu decided to release some information in hopes that Wang Chong would pick them up. But at the same time, he couldn't possibly just approach any spy loitering around the residence suspiciously, so the only choice was to make it public.

And since the news was going to be made public, he couldn't possibly reveal too much. After all, this was likely to be a scandal involving the Duke of Liu.

As for why Duke of Liu didn't approach Wang Chong directly, it was because it was beneath him. Wang Chong would have to send a high-standing middleman to talk with the Duke of Liu, and have the message transmitted back to him through the middleman's mouth.

Even though everything sounded complicated, this was simply the daily workings of their social circle. Born into a prestigious clan, Wang Chong also understood it.

In the end, Duke of Liu is still fearful of grandfather and King Song's authority!, Wang Chong thought.

Regarding the middleman to scout out the secret, Wang Chong had a candidate in mind.
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Fatty Wei, quickly come down the mountain!

A pigeon flew from the Wang Family Residence into the blue sky, headed for Kunwu Training Camp. That was the only message on the note attached to the pigeon.

At the very bottom of the note, there were three ink dots positioned in a triangle.

This was the password that Wang Chong and Wei Hao agreed on beforehand.

There was no one more suitable to serve as a middleman than Wei Hao. As the sole son of a duke of Great Tang, Wei Hao's birthright wasn't beneath that of the Duke of Liu. In some aspects, he even surpassed the latter.

With Wei Hao serving as the middleman, the Duke of Liu wouldn't be embarrassed.

Besides, Wei Hao was already reaching adulthood, so it was about time he should do something befitting his standing as a scion.

Soon, Wang Chong received a reply note from Kunwu Training Camp. On it was a word written in incredibly ugly handwriting.

Coming!

In terms of calligraphy, Wei Hao was on par with Wang Chong.

By the time the pigeon returned to the Wang Family Residence, Wei Hao was already on the way. He didn't question Wang Chong's intent or reject the urgent request.

This was simply the trust between brothers. As long as Wang Chong beckoned, he would immediately rush over.

As the day neared evening, Wei Hao finally arrived at the Wang Family Residence's entrance, drenched with sweat. He swiftly maneuvered through the corridors adeptly and arrived at Wang Chong's study. "Wang Chong, you were looking for me?

"How is it? I'm fast, aren't I? After seeing the 'emergency' mark you left in the letter, I rushed over as quickly as I could!"

Standing by the door, Wei Hao's hands were placed against the doorsill for support as he chuckled excitedly.

Having grown up with Wang Chong, Wei Hao knew that Wang Chong wouldn't call him for nothing. Something important must have happened.

"Not so much an emergency, but I do have an urgent matter that I need your help on," Wang Chong chuckled. Be it his previous life or his current life, he truly appreciated and admired Wei Hao's personality.

Loyal and dependable, willing to stand by him even before the greatest of dangers.

"Do you still remember Su Hanshan from White Tiger Peak? It's that person who shared a room with me..."

Wang Chong immediately dove into the topic, revealing everything that he had uncovered about Su Hanshan.

"It's him?"

After stepping into the study, Wei Hao immediately gulped down cup after cup of water. Upon hearing Wang Chong's words, he was astonished.

"The Duke of Liu maintains quite a low profile in the capital, how did Su Hanshan get involved with him?"

He had heard of the “glacier” on White Tiger Peak, and he knew that the other party wasn't a person to trifle with. Most people would try to avoid him.

Wei Hao didn't expect the reason why Wang Chong called him over was for that person!

"That is precisely what I want to know as well, that's the reason why I called you over. Help me liaise with the second son of the Duke of Liu and get the information out of him," Wang Chong said.

"Alright, leave this matter to me! It happens that my clan has some ties with the Duke of Liu Residence. I'll help you get to the bottom of this matter."

Without any hesitation, Wei Hao stood up and left.

It was already late evening by the time Wei Hao left, and Wang Chong thought he would return soon. But even after waiting until midnight, Wei Hao still hadn't returned.

Wang Chong sent someone to look into this matter, and it seemed like Wei Hao had asked the Li Clan's second young master out, and they had booked an entire tavern. No one was allowed to enter or leave the premises in the midst of their conversation.

In the study, Old Eagle stood up and asked, "Gongzi, shall I send some men to take a look? For a meeting, isn't this a little too long?"

"There's no need for it. In the city where the Son of Heaven resides, the Duke of Liu won't dare to do anything to the offspring of the Duke of Wei," Wang Chong waved his hands casually.

“Doubt not the ones you use, use not the ones you doubt”. This matter involved three great clans of the empire, Wang Chong believed that the Duke of Liu would never dare to harm Wei Hao.

"Let's wait patiently. He'll surely return." After saying those words, Wang Chong closed his eyes.

Time slowly passed, and four hours later, a slight commotion could be heard outside. Before the person could be seen, a loud exclamation was already echoing in the air.

"Wang Chong! Wang Chong! This is incredible, truly incredible! ... Do you know what I heard?"

Under Old Eagle's accompaniment, Wei Hao rushed into Wang Chong's study. His eyes were bright, even amidst the darkness.

Despite having a busy day—rushing down from Kunwu Training Camp and chatting with the second young master of Duke of Liu Residence until the middle of the night—Wei Hao didn't seem exhausted at all. On the contrary, he seemed to be spirited.

Wang Chong was jolted awake, and all traces of exhaustion scattered in an instant. He pointed at the empty seat opposite of him, gesturing for Wei Hao to sit down. "What did the second young master of Duke of Liu Residence say?"

"Wang Chong, I finally know what Su Hanshan is looking for in the Duke of Liu Residence. He's looking for his little sister! Can you imagine that? That fellow actually has a little sister!" Wei Hao exclaimed in shock.

Wang Chong and Old Eagle glanced at one another in surprise.

"Wei gongzi, you can't be saying that Duke of Liu's eldest son, Li Bing, fell in love with Su gongzi's little sister, and kidnapped her into the Duke of Liu Residence? And in order to seal this scandal, the Duke of Liu Residence decided to kill Su gongzi?" Old Eagle exclaimed in surprise.

Even though he was the one who escorted Wei Hao from the doorstep to the study, there wasn't sufficient time for him to make sense of the situation.

"Hehe. If only it is as simple as that. This matter is at least a hundred times more complicated than that!" Wei Hao chuckled as he crossed his legs, intentionally keeping things in suspense.

Ignoring the other party's gleeful and punch-inducing look, Wang Chong asked, "Is that not it?"

"Hehe, you don't know, right? If I were to tell you the truth, you might just die of fright! In truth, the current Duke of Liu should have been Su Hanshan!" Wei Hao gleefully threw out a huge bomb.

"How could that be?" Wang Chong widened his eyes in shock.

He knew that there was a huge grudge between Su Hanshan and the Duke of Liu Residence, but Wei Hao's revelation was still a huge twist. This was shocking, especially considering that the news was provided by a member of the Duke of Liu Residence.

Wang Chong's first instinct was to think that Wei Hao was bluffing.

Wang Chong straightened his body and asked, "Wei Hao, what is going on? Tell me what did you and the second young master of Duke of Liu Residence spoke about. Stop keeping me in suspense."

He felt that he was coming into contact with the deepest secret behind Su Hanshan. If he could decipher this mystery, perhaps he might be able to open up Su Hanshan's path to becoming the greatest general in the empire.

The latter would be able to unleash the full extent of his potential, reaching heights he could have never dreamed of in his previous life.

"It's a long story. Initially, that fellow was extremely hesitant, and he was unwilling to reveal anything. Fortunately, thinking that Su Hanshan would tell you the truth anyway, he eventually told me everything."

Seeing Wang Chong put on a grim expression, Wei Hao knew that he shouldn't kid around any further. Thus, he began recounting everything he heard in the tavern.

The grudges between Duke of Liu Residence and Su Hanshan could be traced back to three generations ago, when Great Tang was still under the rule of Emperor Gaozong.

Even though the Duke of Liu Residence and Su Hanshan's clan were mortal enemies now, the two were actually the best of friends back then.

Su Hanshan wasn't a foreigner, either. He was a bona fide citizen of the capital.

Emperor Gaozong was a rare emperor who possessed average capabilities.

His martial arts couldn't be said to be poor, but he was nowhere near the top, either. He could hardly compare with the current Sage Emperor.

Given someone of Emperor Gaozong's qualifications, it was natural that he would face grave danger before his ascension.

There was once when Gaozong met with danger, and in the midst of escaping, he fainted. It was Su Hanshan's ancestor, Su Feng, who found him at a timely moment and brought him out of danger.

Su Feng didn't tell anyone about this matter, except for his best friend, who was the ancestor of the Duke of Liu's lineage.

Gaozong was a rare sentimental type among the generations of emperor, so he decided to express his gratitude to his savior by conferring him with the position of a duke.

However, as Gaozong was unconscious then, he unintentionally mistook Su Feng's friend to be the one who saved him.

On top of that, Su Feng's friend was blinded momentarily by greed. Despite knowing that Emperor Gaozong had made a mistake, he still accepted the conferment.

On the other hand, Su Hanshan's ancestor, Su Feng, was kept in the dark throughout the entire matter.

When Su Feng finally found out about it, everything was already over. Fearful that Su Feng would expose the matter, Su Feng's friend actually ordered Su Feng to be incarcerated.

On the other hand, Su Feng had always regarded the other party as his closest buddy, so he viewed this matter as a huge humiliation.

Even though Su Feng's friend couldn't get past his conscience and eventually let Su Feng go, Su Feng still eventually died of anger and indignance.

This was also where the grudge between Su Hanshan's lineage and the Duke of Liu Residence first originated from. “The son avenges the father”: given the humiliation that Su Feng was put through and the overwhelming indignation he felt even at death's bed, how could his son possibly allow the Duke of Liu to get away scot-free?

Su Feng's son filed a case, and the matter eventually got to the royal court, but as the emperor's decree couldn't be retracted, they could only go along with the mistake.

Su Feng's son was given some rewards in compensation, but how could he possibly let this matter slip just like that?

Thus, a dead knot was formed!

Coming to this point, there was no longer any ground for reconciliation between the two clans.

After failing in his deed, Su Feng's son fled from the capital, and he passed down his will to his son, Su Hanshan.

And thus, this feud was passed on down to the third generation.

While the Su Clan was passing down their grudge generation to generation, dreaming of the day that they could finally exact vengeance, the Duke of Liu's lineage wasn't waiting idly for death, either. They also passed this matter down so that the later generations could prepare themselves for vengeance from the Su Clan.

Even though the Duke of Liu knew that he was at fault for this matter, he couldn't possibly allow the other party to put the heads of his entire clan into a guillotine.

Thus, the Duke of Liu Residence also retaliated.

Somehow, they managed to uncover the Su Clan's hiding place, and dispatched an army over, capturing Su Hanshan's little sister in the process.

Due to some coincidence, Su Hanshan wasn't around at that moment, so he managed to escape the capture.

Even though the Duke of Liu Residence had captured Su Hanshan's little sister, they didn't do anything to her. They fed and dressed her well, and even assigned maids to take care of her every need.

Other than the lack of freedom, her life was much better than how it was in the mountains. And the members of the Duke of Liu Residence also didn't dare to take advantage of her, either.

Actually, the intentions of the current Duke of Liu were simple.

Since the grudge between the two clans was a knot destined to never be unraveled, he would take Su Hanshan's little sister as a hostage. This way, Su Hanshan would have to consider twice before doing anything as extreme as his father.

While the Su Clan and Duke of Liu Residence could be considered enemies, their relationship was far more complicated than that. After all, the current standing of the Duke of Liu Residence came from Su Feng.

All of this was written clearly in the letter left behind by the Duke of Liu Residence's ancestor, so the members of the Duke of Liu Residence didn't intend to do anything to the young lady.

They still treated her with respect and politeness!

… And this was what Wei Hao had heard from the second young master of the Duke of Liu Residence, Li Nian.
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To think that the truth would be like that. This explains why Su Hanshan seems to be tied down by something in his previous life, and wasn't able to make the breakthrough to become a great general. It sure is a great regret for the Central Plains!

After hearing Wei Hao's recounting, Wang Chong fell silent.

The elders in Wang Chong's previous life had extremely high evaluations of Su Hanshan, and his demise had upset many of them.

That man possessed capability, wits, and decisiveness.

Even those who didn't like him had to admit that Su Hanshan possessed the charisma of a leader. No matter how fearsome the enemy might be, the army he led would still charge forth without any hesitation.

As long as Su Hanshan remained standing, fear would remain an emotion none of his soldiers would feel!

In that era of catastrophe, Su Hanshan's back felt extremely reassuring to his men. He would always charge forth and retreat with his soldiers.

And eventually, Su Hanshan also fulfilled the promise he made to his men.

Instead of fleeing alone, he chose to die together with his army on the battlefield!

This was a man worthy of respect, a true military man, a great general of the empire!

Even though he was never recognized, even on his dying breath...

When Wang Chong heard of Su Hanshan's demise back then, his heart was also filled with sorrow.

This was the reason why Wang Chong was determined to help Su Hanshan in this life. Of everyone in Kunwu Training Camp, Su Hanshan was indubitably the one which Wang Chong wanted to help the most, as well as the one he wanted to change the destiny of the most.

But it was impossible for him to explain this to anyone else.

Wei Hao leaned down and said derisively, "Hmph, I don't think Li Nian was telling the complete truth. The situation was probably far worse than he had depicted. Despite our partnership with the Duke of Liu Residence, how could we have not known their background? To think that this was where the Li Clan's Duke of Liu conferment came from, how repulsive!" 

He was a person who valued his brothers and friends, that was the reason why he rushed over from Kunwu Training Camp without asking a single question right after receiving Wang Chong's letter.

And after a few hours of journeying, he immediately went to meet the second young master of the Duke of Liu Residence. Despite his exhaustion, he didn't utter a single word of complaint.

Given his personality, it was natural that he detested those who betrayed their own brothers and stole their merits.

"It is hard for outsiders like us to say for sure what the truth is. It is also normal that you have never heard of this matter. After all, Emperor Gaozong is involved in it, so no rumors would be tolerated. However, this also explains why the Duke of Liu Residence maintains such a low profile."

Wang Chong's forefinger tapped rhythmically on the table. There were quite a few dukes in Great Tang, and most of the successors to the title choose to stay away from the treacherous royal court and live a peaceful life.

However, even among this group, the Duke of Liu Residence was exceptionally low profile. In fact, the Duke of Liu Residence even had trees planted along the perimeter of its residence, seemingly in an attempt to keep it out of sight.

There were very few in the capital who knew of the existence of the Duke of Liu Residence.

Thinking of it now, it was probably due to this matter.

The Duke of Liu's lineage had always been been snubbed by the both the nobility and the officials. Most probably, even though this matter was a secret to those in the bottom layer, it should be common knowledge among those in the royal court.

It was only out of consideration of Gaozong that no one raised this matter.

Duke of Liu's lineage was probably aware of this as well, that was why he chose to maintain an extraordinarily low profile.

"Even though I don't approve of the actions of Duke of Liu's lineage, there is some sense to their words. The grudge between both clans was a matter between their ancestors. Since they were already long gone, and they are already in the third generation, it is about time to put this matter to rest.

"Besides, even though Su Hanshan's grandfather died of anger, Su Hanshan's father died a normal death. There's no reason for Su Hanshan to get even with the Duke of Liu Residence," Wang Chong said.

"But Su Hanshan might not necessarily agree with that," Wei Hao said.

"Nevertheless, compared to that old grudge, I think what worries Su Hanshan the most was another matter. Besides, whether Duke of Liu's lineage is being hypocritical or not, and whether they have truly turned over a new leaf, we will know very soon... Bring me my brush!"

Wang Chong lifted up his sleeves and reached out for the brush. However, after a moment of hesitation, he smiled bitterly and retracted his hand.

Wang Chong suddenly turned to Old Eagle and asked, "Old Eagle, how is your handwriting?"

"Ah?" The latter was abruptly awoken from his daze. Bewilderment crept onto his face.

"The both of us have poor handwriting, so Wang Chong wants you to write in his stead!" Wei Hao explained.

"I see... Back then, as I had to deliver information frequently, I spent some time training my calligraphy, so I guess it is passable."

Old Eagle didn't know whether he should laugh or cry.

Wang gongzi seemed to be capable in everything, be it his martial arts, business aptitude, and battle formations. It was hard to comprehend how his handwriting could be so bad!

After all, Duke Jiu was known for being a man of literature!

Naturally, Wang Chong could tell what Old Eagle was thinking about, and he felt embarrassed about it as well. Thus, he quickly laughed it off and changed the topic.

---

Picking up an ink slab and grinding it, Old Eagle wrote as per Wang Chong's recitation, and the seal of the Wang Clan was stamped on the very bottom of the letter. After which, a Wang Family guard delivered the letter straight to the Duke of Liu Residence.

This was the official way how prestigious clans communicated with one another. The use of communication pigeons was considered disrespectful.

Whether this letter was written by Wang Chong or not didn't matter. As long as the Wang Clan's seal was stamped on it, the letter would represent the intentions of the entire Wang Clan.

Wang Chong's letter was simple.

In the name of the Wang Clan, he requested the Duke of Liu Residence to release Su Hanshan's little sister and hand her over to the Wang Clan.

The truth would be known once Wang Chong met that young lady. If she had really been abused, there would be nothing Wang Chong could do about this matter.

The grudge between Su Hanshan and the Duke of Liu Residence would surely persist on.

Even though the current Su Hanshan might be powerless, it wouldn't be too long before he gained sufficient power to crush the entire Duke of Liu Residence.

On the other hand, if that young lady was truly treated well, it would mean that Duke of Liu wasn't lying, and there would still be ground to reconcile this grudge.

After delivering the letter, around a day later, a young lady was sent out of the Duke of Liu Residence.

Wang Chong didn't see the young lady, as she was escorted by the guards of the Duke of Liu Residence straight to Kunwu Training Camp.

Accompanying that young lady were two chests of gold ingots and an envelope.

The two chests of gold were returned, though the envelope was accepted.

After the young lady was sent to the Kunwu Training Camp, she suddenly disappeared from view. Nobody knew where she went.

"Alright, this matter has finally come to an end. It seems like the second young master of the Duke of Liu Residence wasn't lying. They really didn't abuse the young lady."

Wang Chong stood up and stretched his back lazily.

The Duke of Liu Residence's kindness didn't come for free. Since the other party had handed over the young lady, Wang Chong had to reciprocate on behalf of the Wang Clan.

"Help me arrange an appointment with the eldest son of Duke of Liu, Li Bing!" Wang Chong said.

Since big brother wasn't around, and second brother was incarcerated in the death prison, Wang Chong would have to take on the responsibility!

---

After this matter, Wang Chong met with Li Bing at the Royal Jade Pavilion and expressed his gratitude for their handling of this matter.

Just like that, a full stop was placed on this matter.

---

"Gongzi, I still don't understand. That day, when we were in the Duke of Liu Residence, even my 'scouts' weren't able to tell that it was a trap. How did you know?"

Gazing upon the field of flowers and the peaceful pond from the corridor in the Wang Family Residence, Old Eagle asked curiously.

That day, if they had advanced any further, they would surely have been detected.

The world inside the high walls was different from the world beyond it.

If Wang Chong had been trapped and killed within the high walls, the Duke of Liu Residence would be able to deny this matter vehemently. After all, why would the grandson of Duke Jiu suddenly appear inside the Duke of Liu Residence?

As long as they couldn't explain this, not even the Wang Clan or King Song would be able to redress Wang Chong's grievances.

But fortunately, Wang Chong noticed that something was amiss in advance, and managed to escape a crisis.

"Old Eagle, the 'scouts' you trained are indeed intelligent, but there are some things that a bird's eye can't see," Wang Chong chuckled. It had been a few days since that matter occurred, but Old Eagle seemed to still be hung up over this matter.

In truth, it was for an entirely different reason that Wang Chong realized that it was a trap.

"In Great Tang's two hundred years of history, many people were conferred as nobles, and there were many scions in the capital. It is impossible for anyone to know every single one of these scions. However, by frequently hanging out by the streets, one will hear some gossip or even catch a glimpse of them," Wang Chong explained.

"The Duke of Liu Residence kept a relatively low profile all along, and the young masters of their clan rarely hung out with the other scions of the capital. However, they still maintain a high profile on some aspects. Take, for example, the time when Wei Hao went to meet Li Nian, the latter had quite a few guards with him.

"And the guards by their side were very different from the usual guards that protect scions like us. They were true experts that Duke of Liu hired from the pugilistic world. It felt like he was guarded against something constantly, so very few people hung out with him," Wang Chong said.

Old Eagle nodded as he recalled the two formidable Profound Martial realm experts by Li Bing's side that day in the forest.

These experts accompanied Li Bing no matter where he went, even when he went to meet with Wang Chong.

It was the same when Li Nian met Wei Hao, as well.

It seemed like the rumors were true after all.

No one in the capital could have expected that the Duke of Liu Residence was indeed guarded against someone—Su Hanshan!

"That day, Li Bing's room was brightly lit, but there wasn't even a single guard outside. Considering how they brought Profound Martial realm experts no matter where they went, how could the entrance to their room possibly be unguarded? Since you have already confirmed that it was Li Bing's room, that leaves only one possibility—it was a trap. Think about it, Su Hanshan was able to scout around the Duke of Liu Residence for a few days without being noticed, and he even managed to sneak in and look around easily. What are the odds of this happening?"

Actually, Wang Chong had been rather perplexed by how Su Hanshan was able to maneuver and search around the Duke of Liu Residence so easily. Thus, upon realizing that the latter had entered Li Bing's room, he immediately retreated.

And of course, Old Eagle's avian scouts couldn't possibly read all of that.

On this aspect, the time which Wang Chong spent frolicking around as a profligate scion wasn't a complete waste.

After explaining this matter to Old Eagle, Wang Chong flicked his sleeves and walked to the entrance of the Wang Family Residence. A carriage was waiting for him outside.

Wang Chong stepped into the carriage before instructing the coachman, who had been waiting for him for some time already, "Let's go!"

Since he had managed to settle the matters in the capital, it was about time for him to return to Kunwu Training Camp.

That was where his attention should be at the moment!
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Kunwu Training Camp was surrounded by towering mountains. Along the perimeter of the training camp, on a path where all who wished to enter it would have to pass by, a tall figure with the air of a recluse stood.

From afar, he looked like a mountain erected on the spot. Neither speaking nor moving, he seemed to be waiting for someone.

"Brother Su!"

This was the first sight Wang Chong saw when he reached the foot of the mountain. Su Hanshan seemed to have been waiting there for him for quite a long time already.

Ignoring the greeting, Su Hanshan glanced at Wang Chong and uttered two words, "Thank you!"

"Is your little sister fine?" Wang Chong was taken aback for a moment, but he soon realized that Su Hanshan was here to thank him for his little sister. A small hint of a smile crept onto Wang Chong's lips.

It was probably impossible to change Su Hanshan's personality. It didn't matter whom he was standing before, he would always keep others at a distance. But even so, Wang Chong realized that Su Hanshan's face wasn't as cold as before.

"I owe you a debt of life" Su Hanshan said seriously. "If you have any request, tell me. Even if I have to climb up a mountain or blades or descend into a sea of flames, I'll do whatever you request of me."

This was the longest sentence that Su Hanshan had said to Wang Chong in the past three or four months. It seemed like Su Hanshan had to prepare quite a bit before he could say these words.

A person of Su Hanshan's character would never easily make promises, but if he did, he would surely fulfill his end of the promise.

Clearly, he had to think for a very long time before coming to this decision. Su Hanshan hated the idea of owing anything to anyone.

But he couldn't turn down Wang Chong's help. He could be callous to himself, but he couldn't ignore the plight of his little sister.

She was his only remaining kin in this world.

"You need not go that far!" Wang Chong was taken aback for a moment before chuckling. Su Hanshan seemed to have only come to this decision after a long period of contemplation, but he seemed to be overthinking his intentions. Wang Chong didn't have anything to request of him.

But after thinking about it for a moment, Wang Chong suddenly thought of something.

"If you wish to repay me, you just need to promise me something. To the west of Longxi, there's a place called Mountain Jiji. Promise me that you won't approach that area regardless of whatever happens!"

"Ridiculous!" Stunned by Wang Chong's request, Su Hanshan flung his sleeves, turned around, and left.

He never made promises easily, but Wang Chong's request sounded completely meaningless to him. Since Wang Chong was unwilling to say anything, he wouldn't force the other party either.

Su Hanshan quickly disappeared in the direction of Kunwu Training Camp.

Watching as Su Hanshan's back slowly disappeared in the distance, the smile lingering on his lips slowly faded, replaced with a frown.

Su Hanshan could have never imagined that Wang Chong was serious about this matter.

Naturally, Wang Chong couldn't have told him that the remote Mountain Jiji would be where he would meet his demise in the future.

After Su Hanshan's death, that mountain was renamed as “Great General Mountain”!

Of the innumerable battlefields across the entire Central Plains, few could compare in fame with that humble little mountain.

Hu!

Exhaling deeply, Wang Chong tossed aside the miscellaneous thoughts in his mind and continued proceeding up the mountain.

------

It was extremely lively inside Kunwu Training Camp. After an absence of ten days or so, the interior of the camp felt much more lively than before. Row after row of examinees queued up to shoot a target at the opposite end of the field.

They were even equipped with chainmail that soldiers would wear on the battlefield.

Some of the examinees even covered one of their eyes so that they could practice shooting even when their vision was impaired.

However, in terms of numbers, the archer examinees could hardly compare with the footsoldier examinees. On a field roughly the same size as the archery field, there were around thirty to forty times for examinees fighting against one another.

Some of the more proficient examinees were even dealing with two, three, or even five opponents at once.

There was also a clear difference in the material of the weapons used in each spar—bamboo, wooden, blunt metal, copper, and last but not least, steel.

The stronger the material of the weapon, the greater the danger that the recruit would be putting himself in during training.

After three to four months, the training camp is starting to take shape!, Wang Chong thought as he walked across the bustling training camp.

The initial Kunwu Training Camp was nothing more than a few buildings on top of a mountain, but it was slowly developing to the greatness Wang Chong has seen in his previous life.

Instead of returning back to his dormitory, Wang Chong turned around and walked down the other end of White Tiger Peak.

His primary preparations within Kunwu Training Camp was roughly ready. It was time to move on to the next step.

"Gongzi!"

At the midway of the mountain, a group of men had long been waiting for Wang Chong's arrival. Upon seeing him, they immediately greeted him respectfully.

They were Zhao Jingdian, Zhuang Zhengping, Chi Weisi, Chen Burang, Sun Zhiming, Gao Feng, Nie Yan, Xu Qi, and a few others.

After receiving a letter from Wang Chong's pigeons, they had been waiting here for some time.

Every single one of them had a grim expression on their face.

The atmosphere also felt graver than usual.

They had noticed the residence which Wang Chong built from the very first day of its construction. Even though Wang Chong didn't say anything, they instinctively knew that Wang Chong intended to build his power in Kunwu Training Camp.

From this moment forth, everyone here would be on the same ship as Wang Chong.

Objects can be classified by their type, whereas humans are divided into groups.

At birth, a person is automatically included into a clan on the basis that he shares the same ancestor with a group of people. Those are called kindred.

As they grow up, they come under a common teacher and study together. These are called schoolmates.

Venturing into a foreign land, fellow peers from the same place of origin will tend to take care of one another. This is called ethnicity.

And when one enters the royal court as an official or a noble, they meet peers who share the same scope of work. These are called colleagues.

Everyone has their own group, and this group provides them with protection.

That was how most sons of prestigious clans grew up. Scions like Zhuang Zhengping and Chi Weisi were exposed to such a system from birth, and they couldn't be any more familiar with it.

The both of them had initially intended to persuade Wang Chong to create a group within Kunwu Training Camp, but Wang Chong had moved way faster than them.

Wang Chong glanced at Zhao Jingdian. "Are the preparations ready?"

The reason why he didn't bring Zhao Jingdian down the mountain with him was because he had another job for him.

In his previous life, Zhao Jingdian was his ally, as well as his trusty subordinate. It was better to allow him to get used to these types of matters first.

"Everything is in place. Lieutenant Li has come by several times, and he even dispatched some guards over. The construction and renovation are already complete, and all we are waiting for now is your word," Zhao Jingdian answered.

Wang Chong nodded.

The Lieutenant Li whom Zhao Jingdian spoke of referred to Uncle Li Lin, and the latter had been helping him deal with various miscellaneous matters here.

After greeting one another, Wang Chong marched up to the top of the mountain with the others following behind him. It was already nearing evening, and the sun was slowly setting on the horizon. In the distance, a resplendent courtyard could be seen at the top of another mountain.

Under the warm glow of the sun, every single tile on the roof was imbued with a golden gleam, creating a breathtaking sight.

After three to four months of construction and renovation, the residence constructed on the mountain opposite to White Tiger Peak was finally complete. With beautifully-arched roofs and serene gardens, the residence looked both majestic and luxurious.

"It is finally complete!" Looking at the beautiful residence basked under the golden setting sun, Wang Chong heaved a long sigh of relief.

He could finally begin on his next course of action. This Kunwu Training Camp was located to the east of the capital, and boasted the highest number of military talents.

These people were a precious asset to the empire.

Given Wang Chong's capability as a commander, if he could place these rising generals under his command, he was confident that he could prop up the entire empire!

Kunwu Training Camp was the basis of his dream, as well as the foundation he was going to utilize to change destiny.

“A building of a hundred chi is built upon a sturdy foundation”. Everyone would remember this place!

"Gongzi!"

As Wang Chong proceeded up to the peak of the mountain, a few guards rushed up to greet him.

Even though it had been a few months since construction had started, this was the first time Wang Chong had been here. Along with the entire group, he walked through the purple gates and into a vast courtyard.

It felt like an entirely different world inside.

There was a vast garden with a beautiful pond at the center. There were a few fake hills placed here and there, and a majestic gazebo stood at the center of the pond. Exquisite wooden sculptures crafted by the greatest of craftsmen could be seen throughout the entire garden, and elegant inscriptions filled the doors, windows, corridor pillars, and roof.

Even the paint was carefully chosen to fit the grand demeanor of the residence.

"Tsk tsk, these corridor pillars are no joke. I remember seeing them before. If I'm not mistaken, they are made of Jinsi Nan wood, and cost around seven hundred gold taels each!"

"The clouds crafted at the small gap in the roof... If I remember correctly, they cost around fifty silver taels each."

"This sure is beautiful! Our training camp can hardly compare to this!"

"Incredible. I don't think that I can even afford a single pillar here!"...

Except for Zhao Jingdian, Zhuang Weisi, and Chi Weisi, this was the first time the others had visited here.

The interior of the courtyard was far more beautiful than its exterior.

Xu Qi, Gao Feng, and Nie Yan came from official clans, and even though their family background was not bad, they were still a far shot away from affording something like this.

While everyone knew that Wang Chong was wealthy, this was the first time they got a clear glimpse of his financial prowess.

Every single thing here screamed of extravagance, be it the Jinsi Nan wood used to craft the gazebo or the jadeite used to craft the tables and chairs in the garden.

But most importantly of all, while the residence was extravagant, it didn't lack class.

The design was elegant and traditional, a fitting match for a residence hidden deep in the mountains. Serene and classy, everyone fell in love with this place at first sight.

Wang Chong chuckled as he saw the group getting enchanted by the residence. They immediately scattered to look around the grounds and touch the various objects in the courtyard.

Even though Wang Chong didn't participate in the construction, he was the one who provided the blueprint for the design.

He had infused many architectural designs from the other era he had originated from into this residence.

But even though two styles from different eras were mixed together, there wasn't the slightest incongruence. On the contrary, they only served to accentuate the uniqueness of the other.

For example, the rattan chairs were woven using wooden strips around the thickness of a finger. It felt comfortable to the touch and equally comfortable to lay on as well.

As an individual, it was unique. But even so, its uniqueness seemed to perfectly complement the environment here.

Small details, but they did add up.
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As the first base constructed for the recruits of Kunwu Training Camp, Wang Chong was extremely particular about its renovation.

And fortunately, he had achieved the intended effect.

As the group was looking around the residence, Wang Chong turned around to look at an armored guard beside him. He vaguely recalled the other party's name to be Huang Qiu—Uncle Li Lin had once told him about him. Huang Qiu was an extremely reliable man, and everything in here was taken care of by him. "Have you prepared what I asked?"

"Gongzi, everything is ready," Huang Qiu replied respectfully.

Wang Chong nodded. "Lead the way."

A few pieces of six chi long white paper were placed just in front of the entrance of the main hall, and an old man stood respectfully there.

Placed beside the papers was a huge pail of ink.

When Wang Chong walked to the entrance of the main hall, he immediately caught everyone's attention. Zhao Jingdian, Zhuang Zhengping, Chi Weisi, Xu Qi, Gao Feng, Nie Yan, Chen Burang, and Sun Zhiming immediately joined him.

Their expectant eyes were all centered on Wang Chong.

"Bring me my brush!" Wang Chong said as he stretched out his hand.

"Gongzi!" A guard by the side immediately presented a huge brush into Wang Chong's hands.

The atmosphere abruptly became grave.

Since the construction and renovation were complete, going by the traditions, the owner of the residence should confer a name upon the residence.

But everyone knew that the significance of this event went further than that.

Holding onto the massive brush, Wang Chong fell into deep contemplation.

Ever since his reincarnation, this was the first time he was stepping forward to present the Wang Clan and himself to the world.

This residence, as well as base, held a deep significance to him.

As an idea came to his mind, Wang Chong dabbed the massive brush into the ink pail.

"Through military strategy, we confer the peace of the nation!"

"Through martial power, we toughen ourselves to guard the world!"

Seventeen massive words were sprawled majestically over the huge papers. Wang Chong's standard script was hard to look at, but his cursive script was another story.

The core to the cursive script was emotion, and skills played a secondary role.

These two lines consisting of seventeen words harnessed Wang Chong's ideology. Even though they couldn't be considered the work of a true master, they carried an air of grandeur about them.

"Those commanding an army must not be oblivious to military stratagem! Kunwu Training Camp is a cradle for generals, not soldiers. The main responsibility of a general is to deflect all blades directed toward the nation and usher in peace. Thus, this residence shall be known as Deflecting Blade Manor!" Wang Chong said as his brush flew across the paper, jotting down his beliefs.

As these words were written down, everyone's heart jolted as they felt the strong intentions behind those words.

Deflecting Blade Manor, a base built for fending off all attack!

Wang Chong failed to achieve this goal in his previous life, and this was one of his greatest regrets. That was why he returned here once more, to achieve what he had failed in.

Glory, wealth, prestige, power... None of this mattered to him anymore. He only had a single goal in mind, and he would pay any price to achieve it.

This was his purpose in life!

In that instant, a powerful aura suddenly burst forth from Wang Chong. It didn't come from the fifteen-year-old him, but the war god who dominated innumerable battlefields, the final Grand Marshal of the Central Plains!

In that instant, the entire Deflecting Blade Manor fell silent.

Seeing the words on the paper and the powerful disposition Wang Chong emanated, everyone fell into a momentary daze.

Even the Imperial Army guards were stunned for an instant.

The disposition that Wang Chong carried was simply too powerful. Even the foreign steel cavalry trembled in fear before the war god of the Central Plains, needless to say, these ordinary Imperial Army soldiers.

All of the guards, along with Zhao Jingdian, Zhuang Zhengping, Chi Weisi, Sun Zhiming, Chen Burang, and the others, trembled in fear, unable to utter a single word.

Nobody knew what was going on with Wang Chong, but the supreme authority that he commanded and the overwhelming majesty that he exuded was imprinted deeply into their minds.

This powerful might appeared for a split instant before disappearing without a trace. It was as if a massive glacier had shown the tip of its grandeur before submerging back into the ocean.

Wang Chong knew that this wasn't the time to reveal his other identity yet, so he quickly reined himself back.

Wang Chong turned to the old man who was invited here and said, "Old mister, I'll be troubling you to help me paste this up."

"Yes, gongzi." The old man glanced at the two lines written on the paper, and a hint of commendation flashed across his eyes. He respectfully picked up Wang Chong's work and began to carefully paste it up.

Behind Wang Chong, the group finally awoke from their daze.

"Deflecting Blade Manor! A wonderful name!"

"It sure is fitting for a place such as this."

"To think that gongzi would possess aptitude in literature as well."...

The group began uttering praises as soon as they recovered from the previous impact, finding themselves extremely fond of this name.

"It's good that everyone likes it. I believe that through refining our martial arts, we will be able to bring peace to this world. The primary goal of our Kunwu Training Camp is to protect our nation, anyway. If you find yourself some time, feel free to drop by anytime," Wang Chong chuckled.

"Yes, gongzi!" everyone hurriedly replied. Unknowingly, the group was gradually becoming centered around Wang Chong. Regardless of whether it was in terms of strength, standing, reputation, or background, Wang Chong ranked at the very top of the group.

And furthermore, Wang Chong had also used his actions to prove himself.

"Jingdian, this is the name list for the first batch I have decided on. Help me send it out. Soldiers are prized by quality, not quantity. Seven will suffice for the first batch." Wang Chong passed over a name list which he had prepared beforehand over.

Even though Kunwu Training Camp had over a hundred future generals, Wang Chong didn't intend on inviting all of them over at once. After all, progress had to be made a step at a time. Wang Chong wanted to invite the most influential of people over to the Deflecting Blade Manor first.

Once the Deflecting Blade Manor expanded its influence, more people would be willing to join it.

By then, Wang Chong believed that few would reject his invitation.

"Gongzi, will you be imparting military stratagems here?" a voice sounded from behind. Among the crowd, Sun Zhiming was staring at Wang Chong intently, with a blaze in his eyes.

He recalled Wang Chong mentioning 'military strategy' in his calligraphy previously. To become a general, martial arts were secondary to military strategy.

However, this knowledge was mostly centered among the general clans, and Kunwu Training Camp didn't impart this knowledge, either.

Sun Zhiming had looked into this matter for the past few months, and he had ascertained this.

"Un!" Wang Chong nodded. He wasn't surprised by Sun Zhiming's reaction at all. The other party was an inborn military talent, and in his previous life, Zhiming specialized in the unorthodox maneuvering of soldiers to launch sneak attacks.

In a sense, it could be said that Sun Zhiming was awakening to his true nature.

"Those who intend to become a general cannot possibly be unaware of military stratagems. Those who hope to enter the Deflecting Blade Manor will have to pass a basic military strategy examination first," Wang Chong said.

The military strategies present in this world were coarse and superficial—at the very least, this was Wang Chong's view. Thus, Wang Chong hoped to use this Deflecting Blade Manor to impart, train, and educate the future rising generals on various military strategies.

By undergoing his training, Wang Chong was confident that they would become even stronger than they had in his previous life.

And this would in turn benefit Great Tang immensely.

As the final Grand Marshal of the Central Plains, Wang Chong faced enemies whose numbers exceeded him by a dozenfold, but even so, he still managed to hang on for several decades and slew an incredible number of foreign invaders.

In terms of military strategies, there was no one in this era who could best him. Even the legendary War God Su Zhengchen fell in defeat to him, needless to say, others.

"Military strategy examination? Lad, your words sure are arrogant!..."

As soon as Wang Chong uttered those words, a voice suddenly sounded outside, and it was closing on them at an incredible speed. In the blink of an eye, several men appeared at the entrance of the main hall.

"Instructor Zhao!"

"Instructor Zhou!"

At the doorstep of the Deflecting Blade Manor, two brawny men dressed in bulky armor walked in with long strides.

Upon seeing the faces of the two, Wang Chong was astonished. To think that Zhao Qianqiu and Zhou Huang would visit his residence!

The former was Wang Chong and Zhao Jingdian's teacher in the training camp, whereas the latter was a life-and-death comrade who went through the Goguryeon assault that night with them.

"Instructors, why are you here?" Surprised, Wang Chong immediately rushed forward to welcome them.

"Haha, I have been interested to see who could be so daring as to build a private residence in such close proximity to Kunwu Training Camp. It seems like my guess is right, it is indeed you!" Zhao Qianqiu laughed heartily.

On the other hand, Zhou Huang also walked up and greeted the group.

"You sure have a lot of bizarre ideas in mind. The royal court is currently clearing the surrounding land, and the Bureau of Work and Court of Judicial Review have already passed laws banning the sales and construction of private residences on the land within a ten li radius of the camp. Yet, to think that you were even faster than them! I heard that the royal court has already passed all rights of this mountain to you, and it's already too late for them to take it back!" Zhou Huang commented with a smile.

"This fellow has always been the type to leap at opportunities, don't you know? In my opinion, the law which the Bureau of Work and Court of Judicial Review passed is targeted right at him. Those bastards from the Court of Judicial Review failed to assess the area properly before, and only after making such a severe mistake did they finally know how to act," Zhao Qianqiu said.

"Instructors, since you know that this is my private residence, don't you think it's not a good idea to speak of this before me?" Wang Chong smiled. The earliest bird catches the worm. As soon as Kunwu Training Camp started functioning, Wang Chong immediately bought this mountain, knowing that it was just a matter of time before the royal court passed down a law banning the sales of land in the surroundings.

"Hehe, where else should we speak of it, if not in front of you? There's no need to get polite with this lad!" Zhao Qianqiu laughed heartily.

Saying that, he casually pulled a rattan chair over and sat down on it. The comfortable texture and cozy seat immediately brought forth praises from him.

"Lad, you said that you were going to hold military strategy examinations a moment ago. You sure talk big. Let me ask you then, do you even know military strategies?" Zhao Qianqiu knocked lightly on the table beside him as he cozied himself on the rattan chair.

"Does Instructor Zhao intend to enlighten me on the subject?" Wang Chong chuckled as he took a seat opposite Zhao Qianqiu.

"It seems like you disagree with my view. It's fine for you kids to spar with one another to refine your martial arts, but to impart military strategy... you'll only lead them down the wrong path. Such a thing cannot be taught so easily. Alright! If you can defeat me, I'll allow you to teach them military stratagems here," Zhao Qianqiu said.

Even though there was a smile on his face, Wang Chong could sense a hint of gravity from Zhao Qianqiu's words.

Clearly, Zhao Qianqiu didn't approve of Wang Chong imparting the essence of military strategies to his peers.

After all, military stratagems were the core of a general!

A single mistake could easily spell the death of countless soldiers. This was the reason why Zhao Qianqiu was the only one who imparted the Art of Commanding throughout the entire Kunwu Training Camp.

Zhao Qianqiu didn't think that Wang Chong was capable of imparting military stratagems. In consideration of Wang Chong's pride, he chose to use such a method to stop him.
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"Since Instructor Zhao is willing to guide me along, I'll gratefully accept the offer then," Wang Chong smiled.

There was a Go board in the Deflecting Blade Manor that Wang Chong intended to use to test the examinees. However, it ended up being used for the match between Wang Chong and Zhao Qianqiu instead.

"Instructor Zhao is going to fight against Wang Chong in Go!"

"I wonder who will be the victor."

"Even though I support gongzi more, I think Instructor Zhao stands a better chance."...

---

Upon hearing that Wang Chong was going to challenge Zhao Qianqiu in a battle of military strategy, a wave of excitement immediately washed across the crowd. This was especially so for Zhao Jingdian, Zhuang Zhengping, and Chi Weisi. After all, Zhao Qianqiu was their direct instructor.

On the very first day they arrived on the mountain, Zhao Qianqiu had hurled a couple of ferocious and ravenous tigers at them, and that had put them in quite a bit of suffering.

"Gongzi, good luck! Teach him a lesson!" Zhuang Zhengping and Chi Weisi roared in encouragement. It was only here, under such a situation, that they dared to utter such words. Under their investigations, they had found that, unlike the other ordinary instructors, Zhao Qianqiu had quite a powerful background.

A jar of black stones and a jar of white stones were placed on opposite ends of the chessboard, right in front of the two players.

Everyone, including Zhou Huang, stepped forward to surround this chessboard out of curiosity.

"As an instructor, it is only right that I offer an advantage to my student. Otherwise, others will claim that I am bullying my juniors. Here, I'll let you have three stones!" Zhao Qianqiu gestured magnanimously.

Since he wanted to teach Wang Chong a lesson and dispel any notion from the other party's mind, he had to crush the other party utterly to make him accept his loss. Giving the other party a handicap of three stones should be sufficient to achieve such an effect.

"Alright." Smiling casually, Wang Chong accepted Zhao Qianqiu's goodwill and placed his first stone on the chessboard.

"Gongzi, good luck!" Zhao Jingdian cheered nervously.

He hadn't been with Wang Chong for too long, so he was unaware of Wang Chong's aptitude in Go.

"Zhao Qianqiu, there's no need to go all out against a student. It'll suffice as long as you make your point." Zhou Huang tried to mediate the situation.

He had a good impression of Wang Chong—after all, they were comrades who had tided through danger together—so he didn't hope to see Wang Chong discouraged by a tragic defeat.

However, things didn't develop the way everyone thought they would.

In ten moves, the smile disappeared from Zhao Qianqiu's face. In twenty, Zhao Qianqiu's eyebrows were knitted together.

By the time they reached forty, Zhao Qianqiu's entire attention was absorbed into the chessboard.

And at fifty, Zhao Qianqiu's complexion turned livid.

Even those who didn't possess the slightest understanding of chess could tell that Zhao Qianqiu was in a bad position. Or rather, bad wasn't sufficient to cover it.

And as for those who knew Go, they were already long drawn into the clash between Wang Chong and Zhao Qianqiu.

Zhuang Zhengping and Chi Weisi were completely overwhelmed by the fight.

The both of them knew Zhao Qianqiu's background, and that only served to deepen their shock.

---

On the eightieth move, Zhao Qianqiu finally gave up. "This round isn't counted! Let's go for another match. This time, we'll play on equal grounds, I won't give you any handicap!"

"Sure!" Wang Chong glanced at Zhao Qianqiu with a smile, and he agreed to the latter's arrangement without any hesitation.

This round, Zhao Qianqiu lost even faster. His formation was already torn apart by the time they reached the seventieth move.

"This time, I'll go first!" Zhao Qianqiu was still reluctant to accept his loss to Wang Chong.

"Alright." Wang Chong nodded in agreement. This was already their third round.

By the fourth round, no matter how thick Zhao Qianqiu's face was, he couldn't help but feel a little embarrassed.

Sipping on his tea leisurely, Wang Chong offered to Zhao Qianqiu, "I'll give you a handicap of three stones for this round." 

With a grim face, Zhao Qianqiu nodded heavily without saying a word.

This time, Zhao Qianqiu played exceptionally slowly and carefully, and the interval between his moves increased the further into the game they got...

Soon, the fourth round was over. Zhao Qianqiu sat alone, staring at the incomplete chessboard with a grim look on his face. The emotions he felt at this very moment was very different from those he harbored when he first walked in here.

"Wang Chong, can we play a round too?" Zhou Huang suddenly asked Wang Chong excitedly.

As a master archer, he usually listened to orders on the battlefield, releasing his arrows when he was asked to. But nevertheless, there was no military man who didn't wish to become a general.

Zhou Huang could tell that Wang Chong seemed to possess exceptional aptitude in military stratagems.

Perhaps, this might be the heritage from his clan.

"Of course." Wang Chong accepted the challenge decisively with a chuckle.

Soon, there was another person to accompany Zhao Qianqiu's side, and the duo stared at the incomplete chessboard before them in silence.

They were utterly defeated by Wang Chong. This was something they had never expected.

------

"That fellow is back in camp!"

At this very moment, oblivious to Wang Chong, Zhao Jingdian, Zhao Qianqiu, Zhou Huang, and the others, a group of men was currently standing on top of a faraway peak, gazing silently in the direction of the Deflecting Blade Manor.

The autumn gale roared in the surroundings. From their viewpoint, the Deflecting Blade Manor looked no bigger than a fingernail. Even though they couldn't see what was going on in there clearly, they could still roughly make out the silhouettes of the group inside the residence.

"I knew that this fellow was surely up to something when he chose Kunwu Training Camp over Shenwei and Longwei, and it seems like I am right. Abutong, how long do you think it will take before he starts building an army inside here?"

On the northern face of Azure Dragon Peak, Zheng Xuan swung a paper fan as he chuckled.

"I heard that Wang Chong, along with the entire Wang Clan, doesn't have a positive impression of the Hu. Abutong, I think it will just be a matter of time before you and your father become stablemen for that lad."

Abutong's face darkened, but he didn't utter a single word. However, the faces of his subordinates reddened in fury.

"Zheng Xuan, there's no need for you to agitate me. If I'm not mistaken, your backing, His Highness King Qi, isn't doing too well either. It seems like King Song and the Wang Clan are suppressing him forcefully in the royal court," Abutong sneered coldly.

Zheng Xuan's face stiffened instantly.

"Abutong, let's stop rubbing salt on each other's wounds. The Wang Clan is too powerful now, and that lad is the cause of everything. If we continue to watch the situation idly, our positions will only get worse."

It took a while before Zheng Xuan could regain his composure, and he began fanning himself once more.

"What do you intend to do then?" Abutong asked deeply.

A smile crept onto Zheng Xuan's lips. "It seems like it's not entirely impossible for us to work together." 

"Kunwu Training Camp is located near the capital, so we can't do anything to that lad here. However, the truth is that we need not do anything to him at all.

"That lad from the Wang Clan would never do anything meaningless. So, all we have to do is to find out what he is up to, and oppose his actions."

At this moment, Zheng Xuan suddenly recalled Deng Mingxin, and his heart abruptly ached in pain.

Despite King Qi's instructions, he didn't intend to stand up against Wang Chong. However, despite his neutrality, trouble still came knocking at his door.

The matter with Deng Mingxin had put him in a difficult position, and he was swiftly losing the hearts of those around him. Since Wang Chong was the one who trifled with him first, the other party shouldn't blame him for getting nasty, then!

"That lad is truly incredible. Considering how he built a courtyard in such close proximity to the training camp, there's a good chance he intends to build a group of followers out of the military talents here. Since we know his intentions, all we have to do is to obstruct his plans," Zheng Xuan sneered coldly.

"But the royal court has already banned the sale of land in this area. It's impossible for us to do anything on the scale of that fellow," Abutong replied. It seemed like he had already tried this

"That's because you weren't able to find the person holding the key to the matter. It's not that I am prejudiced against you Hu, but us Han are more skilled in this kind of matter. I have long obtained a deed from the Court of Judicial Review through King Qi, and my workers are already working on it. The construction should be finished by next week," Zheng Xuan said.

Hearing those words, Abutong suddenly froze in shock. He began assessing Zheng Xuan as though there was a side to the other party that he had never seen before.

"What are you looking at? That lad's residence has been under construction for several months already. I am not blind, so how could I possibly miss it? Do you think that I will allow his plans to come to fruition?" Zheng Xuan said.

"It seems like I have been underestimating you all along." Abutong stared deeply into Zheng Xuan's face. This shrewdness of this fellow gave him a feeling that the other party would be an extremely troublesome person to deal with.

"However, I don't seem to see your base at all?" Abutong asked doubtfully. He glanced at the surrounding mountains, but there was no sign of any ongoing construction.

"Of course you can't see it. I requested for the base to be constructed under the veil of the trees. Only after the completion of the base will those trees will be chopped off to reveal its full glory," Zheng Xuan said.

"Those who only know how to battle will never achieve great things. To deal with another, one must rob the other of his chance to prepare. Abutong, the only reason why your group incurs so much hostility is because you are too conspicuous. In truth, King Qi does admire you a lot."

Abutong harrumphed in disbelief at what Zheng Xuan said.

"Speak. What do you want me to do?" Abutong dove straight into the issue.

"Heh, it's simple. I'll try to pull all of the talented recruits of Kunwu Training Camp to our side. On the other hand, you will threaten the other recruits, saying that anyone who stands with Wang Chong will be an enemy of King Qi and the Hu. At the same time, you will teach those who ignore those warnings a lesson. We might be unable to touch Wang Chong, but surely we can deal with the others?

"As long as we instill fear into them, no one will dare to ally themselves with the Wang Clan. And with King Qi behind us, I would like to see who would dare to stand against us.

"Abutong, this matter should be fine for you, right?" Zheng Xuan asked.

"Hmph!" Abutong glared at Zheng Xuan. He knew what the latter was up to, but he didn't reject the plan. "Fine, I'll follow your plan!"

Throwing these words behind him, Abutong turned around and left with his subordinates.

Gazing at Abutong's departing back, the edges of Zheng Xuan's lips edged upward.

Who else would serve as a better ally to deal with the Wang Clan than the Hu?

Who else of the Hu would be more suited for this role than the son of Great General Abusi?

Considering the hostile relationship between the Hu and the Wang Clan, there was still much that he could do!

Thinking this, Zheng Xuan turned around and walked away. However, instead of returning back to his dormitory, he walked in an entirely different direction...
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An endless meandering mountain range reminiscent of the stormy waves of an ocean extended far across the vast plateau. The elevated altitude here allowed one to overlook any land and any empire.

From here, one could see the entire world!

In Great Tang, this place was known as Ü-Tsang.

"We have arrived at the blazing tree. As long as we scale across these mountains, we will be at Great Tang!"

A powerful gale blew, and at the highest point of the mountain range, nearing the edge of the high plateau, a middle-aged man dressed in silk stood against the wind. With a fan made of goose feathers, he pointed majestically at the horizon.

The middle-aged man had a scholarly appearance, and wisdom was reflected in his eyes. Even though he resembled a citizen of the Central Plains, the coarse and brownish skin tone beneath his sleeves betrayed his identity.

There was no doubt that he was a true-blue Tibetan.

"Lord, we can see it!"

Standing beside the middle-aged man was a valiant general with a long saber placed on his waist. He stood perfectly upright with his legs apart, creating the sensation reminiscent of an immovable mountain.

Despite his relatively short stature, the aura he exuded was towering and overwhelming.

It felt as if even if a mountain stood in his path, he would still be able to slice it apart with his saber.

"But so what if we can see it? That plot of land isn't suited for herding livestock. I don't understand why lord harbors such grand ambitions regarding it," Huoshu Guicang spoke impassively.

He knew the great ambitions his lord harbored, but as a general, he was unable to relate to them.

"Hahaha, Huoshu, you aren't seeing far enough," Dalun Ruozan chuckled on hearing the words of his aide, and retracted his goose feather fan.

"Even though Great Tang is unsuited for herding livestock, it produces the most beautiful silk and the greatest amount of rations in this world. On top of that, they have the largest number of cities, as well. Those standing on a higher ground should naturally govern those beneath them, don't you agree, Huoshu?"

"Lord, I am merely a soldier, all I know is to fight," Huoshu Guicang replied nonchalantly. His expression was extremely firm, and even his eyebrows didn't move at all.

"... Furthermore, Great Tang might not be as easy to deal with as lord expects," Huoshu Guicang said.

As an Ü-Tsang general, Huoshu Guicang would never put down himself. But at the same time, he wouldn't underestimate his opponents, either.

If Ü-Tsang wanted to expand, Great Tang was the direction to go. But Ü-Tsang had never succeeded before. 

The Ü-Tsang empire operated on a feudal system, where the various regions were governed by powers chosen by the royal family. In the capital Luosuo, power was centered in the hands of Me Agtsom, and he distributed the power of governance among the Four King Lineages, which were ruled by his four younger brothers. Me Agtsom lorded over the Four Imperial Factions governed by his four younger brothers, namely Ngari Faction, Lhasa Faction, Yatse Faction, and Yarlung Faction.

Huoshu Guicang and Dalun Ruozan belonged to the Ngari Faction, which ruled over the southeast.

The area bordered with Great Tang's Jiannan, and it wasn't too far from Erhai's Mengshe Zhao, either. In this region, their main enemies were Great Tang's Southern Protector-General Zhangchou Jianqiong, and Mengshe Zhao's sovereign Geluo Feng.

This was especially so for the 180,000 elites of Great Tang's Southern Protectorate Manor. It was like a nail stuck there, exerting a huge pressure on the other two powers.

"Hahaha, Huoshu, did you hear the news yet? Your mortal enemy Zhangchou Jianqiong wants to enter the royal court as the Minister of War," Dalun Ruozan suddenly chuckled.

"Is the news reliable?" Huoshu Guicang was taken aback, and the composure on his face finally cracked.

"It's not confirmed yet, but there's an 80% chance of the news being reliable," Dalun Ruozan said confidently.

"With Zhangchou Jianqiong gone, a gap will appear in Great Tang's Jiannan. Huoshu Guicang, this is an ideal opportunity for us." Speaking so, Dalun Ruozan turned to look at the Ü-Tsang general with a smirk on his face.

Huoshu Guicang clenched his fists tightly upon hearing those words, but a moment later, he recovered from his agitation.

"It's no use. It is hard to fathom Zhangchou Jianqiong's thoughts. The news that lord received might not necessarily be true. Perhaps, he might have released it intentionally so as to lure us into the trap. Besides, he would have surely made ample preparations before his departure.

"I have been fighting with him for so time now, and he isn't that easy to deal with!"

"Zhangchou Jianqiong might not be an easy opponent, but the same cannot be said about his successor, Xianyu Zhongtong. If Zhangchou Jianqiong is really deployed in the Great Tang royal court, then Huoshu, you will have to start making preparations. It won't be long before we start a war against Great Tang!" Dalun Ruozan said deeply.

"I don't fear war, but lord, once the arrow is shot, it can't be retrieved. Are we really ready?" Huoshu Guicang asked, grabbing onto the handle of his saber.

Great Tang wasn't an easy foe, this had been verified innumerable times in history. In the past thousand years, the Central Plains was the only land Ü-Tsang had never conquered.

But similarly, Ü-Tsang had never been conquered by Great Tang before. Every single war between them ended as swiftly as it started.

As one of the great generals of Ü-Tsang, Huoshu Guicang was well aware of this.

As a true warrior, Huoshu Guicang belonged to the battlefield, and war was his calling. But as a general of Ü-Tsang, he couldn't neglect the interests of the empire behind him.

"Hehe, it'll be different this time!" Dalun Ruozan chuckled and waved his fan. "This time, it's the decree of the gods. Our shamans have enquired thrice, and the same answer was received each time. A threat will rise from the East, and a war that will determine the ultimate fate of our Ü-Tsang will occur. If we cannot shatter this threat in its cradle, our Ü-Tsang will be plunged into a calamity!"

"Huoshu, you should know when the last time the issuance of three identical divine decrees occurred, right?"

The latter nodded grimly.

This remote plateau didn't always only have a single civilization and dynasty. Several thousand years ago, there had been another powerful dynasty on it, as well.

But this powerful dynasty abruptly vanished, disappearing from the face of the world.

Now, all that remained was its name: the Zhangzhung Dynasty!

That was a monarchy that was far more ancient than the Seven Crimson Heaven Tsenpos.

But nearly no one, except for the upper echelons of Ü-Tsang, knew of its existence.

——And that was the previous time the issuance of three identical divine decrees occurred.

The divine decree back then had accurately prophesied the appearance and rise of the Great Snow Mountain Divine Monastery, and the era of the Seven Crimson Heaven Tsenpos.

In the Ü-Tsang empire, the divine decree was an even higher existence than the Great Snow Mountain Divine Monastery. Not even its Great Monk dared to defy it.

"But what I want to tell you is that even though the shaman claimed that there are three decrees, the truth is that there are four of them. The last one was hidden by the Tsenpo," Dalun Ruozan said.

Huoshu Guicang's face immediately warped in shock.

"I believe you should understand what four divine decrees represent even if I say nothing of it. In the history of Ü-Tsang, such a matter has never happened before. The only country to our east is Great Tang, so without a doubt, the danger will originate from there.

"Only Great Tang wields the power to overthrow Ü-Tsang. At this moment, Dusong Mangpoje is currently escorting the First Prince to Great Tang to investigate the matter. Rumor has it that the emperor of Great Tang is declining into degeneracy recently, but it hasn't been verified yet. However, I believe that Dusong Mangpoje should fill us in on that soon," Dalun Ruozan said as he turned his gaze to the northeast, in the direction of Great Tang's empire.

Behind him, Huoshu Guicang also turned his sight over.

The entire mountain peak fell silent, except for the slight ruckus which the wind carried with it. Those were the sounds from the training of countless Ü-Tsang warriors...

------

Hong long long!

Dust blew into the air, and more than ten powerful steeds galloped across the vast lands in the southwest of Great Tang. Even though it was only a dozen or so horses, they created the imposing might of an army of cavalry, and even the ground seemed to shake beneath their feet.

"Hahaha, so this is Great Tang! Everywhere, one can see fields and cloth merchants. With their weak bodies and cowardly gazes, how could they possibly match up to us Tibetans?"

Leading in front of the group was a young Tibetan man with eyebrows shaped like a sword. Speaking fluent Tibetan, he roared in laughter.

"First Prince, this is good news!" A brawny Tibetan man carrying an imposing aura reminiscent of a storm galloped forward and said. His skin was brownish, seemingly due to overexposure to the sun. Even though his stature was relatively short, it felt as if even the might of the mountain would be incapable of moving him.

And what was exceptionally conspicuous about him were his hands. They were exceptionally large, seemingly brimming with power.

This was a general of Ü-Tsang, Dusong Mangpoje.

Dusong was his family name, and Mangpoje meant “valiant eagle”!

Only the most outstanding offspring of the plateau would be granted the name of Mangpoje, and every clan would only have a single Mangpoje.

"The current Great Tang isn't the Great Tang of back then. Peace has made them complacent, and they are only interested in earning a huge fortune and vying for their own profits. This is good for us. A mountain is too small for two tigers. In this continent, the peaceful coexistence of two powerful empires is impossible. The weakening of the Great Tang means that it is time for our ascension!" Dusong Mangpoje said. He wore a leather hat on his head, and his clothes were rather normal as well. This was an attempt to conceal his identity.

Even though this wasn't an intelligent disguise, the men of Great Tang simply lacked understanding of Ü-Tsang. Even if they had heard of the great name of Dusong Mangpoje, it was unlikely that they would be able to recognize him!

_________________________

Translator Notes:

Luosuo is known as Lhasa in modern times.
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"But even so, we should still proceed warily," Dusong Mangpoje said.


This wasn't the first time he had been in the Central Plains. It had been around a decade since he was last here.


Back then, soldiers could be seen deployed all around Great Tang. It was just like a war machine, everyone who came here could see the functioning of this gigantic mechanism.


But the successive victories and a long period of peace had brought complacency to the citizens here. Make no mistake, Great Tang was still powerful, but Dusong Mangpoje could already see signs of decline.


This formed a stark contrast to Ü-Tsang, which was still growing by the day.


Without a doubt, the era for Ü-Tsang was swiftly approaching.


"What are you fearful of?" The First Prince's tone was hiked up a notch. "Dusong Mangpoje, it can't be that you have even lost the courage of the Dusong Clan? The reason why Ü-Tsang is able to stand its ground before Great Tang is due to our courageous warriors and the swords and arrows we wield, not because we have bowed down to them. Furthermore, we are here to see the true colors of Great Tang. If we don't make a bit of a ruckus, how could we possibly see through their facade? More importantly, we are envoys. Doesn't Great Tang take pride in its etiquette to foreign guests? Let's see if they dare to do anything to us!"


Dusong Mangpoje was rendered speechless by those words.


Even though he felt unnerved by the First Prince's order to maintain a high profile, he had to admit that there were some truth to the latter's words.


All that came to Ü-Tsang, and this was including envoys as well, had to proceed carefully and maintain a low profile. This was the same for the East and West Turkic Khaganates, Abbasid Caliphate, and Charax Spasinu as well.


Great Tang was the only exception.


Here, envoys held unparalleled standing. In fact, Great Tang even established an organization known as the “Chamberlain of Dependencies” to punish those who dared to offend foreign envoys.


And this time, they were invited here by the Chamberlain of Dependencies!


"Alright, we'll only be in Great Tang for two to three months anyway. I'll follow the First Prince's orders," Dusong Mangpoje replied.


"That's more like it! This time, I would like to see what kind of figures are hidden within Great Tang!" The First Prince burst into laughter as his steed galloped forth.


Everyone hurriedly followed along.


------


Kunwu Training Camp, White Tiger Peak...


Weng!


Origin Energy surged in from the surroundings. Seated on the ground, a layer of white mist forged of Origin Energy shrouded Wang Chong's figure.


Even though this wasn't the main hall of Kunwu Training Camp or a Spirit Gathering Formation, the concentration of Origin Energy around Wang Chong was astonishing, surpassing that even of a Spirit Gathering Formation.


This was the effect of the Gold Organs.


Wang Chong's intimacy with Origin Energy far surpassed anyone in Kunwu Training Camp, and this gave him the ability to draw Origin Energy from the surroundings freely.


In just a few short moments, the Origin Energy within a radius of several zhang was sapped dry.


However, more Origin Energy automatically collapsed into the void.


Origin Energy obeyed the laws of diffusion, and it was constantly moving from a heavily concentrated region to a less concentrated one.


In other words, the area around Wang Chong was like a black hole, pulling in Origin Energy from the surroundings to him constantly.


This effect of the Gold Organs allowed him to continuously absorb Origin Energy from his surroundings without worry.


Even though it hadn't been long since he had redeemed the Gold Organs, he had already benefited greatly from it.


Weng!


Within the dense white mist, a white glowing ripple around Wang Chong's body was continuously expanding and contracting in a cycle...


Every cycle was accompanied with a metallic call, and Wang Chong would also grow stronger by a little.


The white ripples were the strongest ability an Origin Energy cultivator could wield, as well as the fundamental form of a halo.


Once one's cultivation reached the pinnacle of the Origin Energy realm, every single blow that one executed could be imbued with this destructive ripple, significantly enhancing one’s might.


During this period of time, Wang Chong focused all of his attention on the True Martial Little Dipper to forge Stellar Energy and nourish his white ripples, forcefully strengthening them.


Wang Chong's Might of Barbaric God had also reached 9-dan, allowing him to display a might over three times greater than an average Origin Energy realm 9-dan cultivator. He was already nearing the strength of a True Martial realm 1-dan cultivator!


Weng!


After a period of time, Wang Chong's aura had reached its peak, and a bright glow suddenly flashed. In the next instant, Wang Chong had disappeared from his spot.


Peng peng peng peng!


Eight consecutive explosions sounded in the surroundings. Eight clear fist imprints appeared at the east, west, south, north, northeast, northwest, southeast, and southwest of the room.


And at the same moment as the appearance of these eight fist imprints, there was another flash of light, and Wang Chong's body reappeared in the center of the room.


"One, two, three, four, five, six... There are a total of eight fists. To be able to strike eight fists in a single movement, I can finally cultivate the Eight Steps of the Furious Flood Dragon!"


Dressed in a green robe, Wang Chong stood upright in the middle of the room as he glanced at the clear imprints around him with a relieved expression.


In this period of time, he hadn't just been aimlessly forging his Stellar Energy using the Gold Organs and True Martial Small Dipper.


With his Phantom Steps reaching its peak, and the massive improvement in his cultivation, Wang Chong could finally cultivate another powerful secret art, the Eight Steps of the Furious Flood Dragon.


This was a one-time use secret art.


It allowed him to expend the entirety of his Origin Energy to display a fighting prowess far beyond him in a single strike to destroy his opponent.


This was a technique designed to defeat opponents far beyond one's class.


If even the activation of  the Eight Steps of the Furious Flood Dragon couldn't allow one to defeat one's opponent, then it could be said that one didn't stand a chance against one's opponent in the first place.


Da da da!


Just as Wang Chong was recuperating, the sound of hurried footsteps suddenly sounded outside.


"Hm?"


Frowning, Wang Chong glanced at the door, and through the small gap in between, he could see a familiar figure rushing up the mountain, toward his room.


"Gongzi, something bad has happened!..." Before Xu Qi even reached his room, he began shouting in panic. Wang Chong's face immediately darkened.


In the time he had known Xu Qi, this was the first time he had seen the latter getting so anxious.


"What's wrong?" Wang Chong immediately asked after opening the door.


"Gongzi, something happened! Someone severely injured Chen Burang, and when Gao Feng and Nie Yan sent someone to help him, they ended up being surrounded as well. Even Zhuang Zhengping and Chi Weisi weren't spared!" Xu Qi immediately spoke of the matter anxiously.


"What?!" Wang Chong's face twisted in astonishment.


"How did this happen? How did you get into conflict with them?"


This was the first time something like this had happened in Kunwu Training Camp.


"We weren't the ones who provoked them, they were the ones who came charging at us. Chen Burang was in the midst of cultivating when a group of people suddenly barged in to chase him out. Indignant, Chen Burang tried to reason with them, but the other party got violent instead. Gao Feng and Nie Yan were in the area, so they rushed forward to help. However, the other party seemed to be prepared, and a larger group of people suddenly came swarming over, and they injured them. I think that someone is trying to deal with us..."


Before Xu Qi could finish his words, Wang Chong had already interrupted him.


"Bring me over!"


------


On the main peak of Kunwu Training Camp, a large group of people was gathered.


When Wang Chong arrived under Xu Qi's lead, he saw two groups of men facing off with one another. One group was clearly larger than the other, and they were currently surrounding the other group with a playful look on their faces.


"Hu!"


When Wang Chong took a closer look at the two groups, he was immediately stunned. The group with more people had high-bridged noses and deep eyes, distinctive traits of the Hu.


Xu Qi only mentioned that Chen Burang was injured, but he didn't say that the ones whom he got into a fight with were Hu.


"Right, gongzi. I forgot to tell you, but those who beat up Chen Burang were Hu." Xu Qi also only recalled this matter now, and he hurriedly added it in.


Are they doing this because of me?


A sliver of doubt rose in Wang Chong's mind. He recalled Xu Qi saying that the other party seemed to have come prepared.


Chen Burang came from a humble background, so there was no reason for anyone to kick up such a huge fuss just to deal with him. The only plausible target was Wang Chong!


After the regional commanders incident, Wang Chong had become the enemy of all Hu.


Just the incident itself was sufficient reason for the Hu in the training camp to deal with him.


But when Wang Chong saw Chen Burang amidst the crowd, his face turned livid. Fury surged through his body, and a blaze raged in his heart.


Chen Burang was currently lying on the floor, his face disfigured with swelling. His clothes and the ground were crimson with his blood.


Zhaung Zhengping, Chi Wei, Gao Feng, Nie Yan, and a few others were standing around him, glaring at the Hu. But even so, every single one of them was wounded.


"Bastards!" Upon seeing this sight, Wang Chong immediately burst into anger.


Chen Burang had come from a family of hunters, making him adept in the bow. But as he had focused most of his attention on refining his archery, his close combat skills were average.


Xu Qi was right. Those people had started from the easiest target of them all, it was clear that they had come prepared!


With a livid face, Wang Chong began walking over.


"Hm? Who allowed you to come here-"


Upon seeing Wang Chong and Xu Qi, a Hu immediately stepped in front of him, blocking his passage.


"Scram!" Killing intent burst from Wang Chong's cold eyes, and in an instant, the rowdy group fell silent.


Many eyes fell upon Wang Chong and Xu Qi. When they saw Wang Chong's frosty eyes, they couldn't help but feel a shiver deep in their souls.


"Hmph, and I thought who would it be. So the leader of our show is here! Asiluo, don't you recognize even Wang gongzi? Let him in!"


Suddenly, a derisive voice sounded, and in the middle of the group of Hu, a Hu young man sneered coldly. He turned to meet Wang Chong's eyes with a gaze as sharp as a sword.



                                                                        Chapter 300: Duel Between the Two Tigers! 

                                                                                Translated by StarveCleric
Edited by RED


The feeling this Hu young man gave Wang Chong was very different from the others around him. The others only viewed him with enmity, but in this one, he could feel animosity.

This wasn't just at the level of differing views, something must have happened between them in the past.

But Wang Chong couldn't recall seeing this person before.

Wang Chong had never really come into contact with the Hu in the capita. But even so, he had an inkling of the other party's identity.

There is a strict requirement that limits those who can enter Kunwu Training Camp. On top of that, there aren't too many Hu who dare to provoke me despite knowing my identity.

Wang Chong had some guesses as to who the Hu young man before him was.

Ignoring the Hu young man, Wang Chong walked across the group and to Chen Burang's side. Squatting down, he placed two fingers on Chen Burang's neck to check his condition.

"... Chen Burang has fainted from his severe injuries. We want to bring him out, but those group of people obstructed our path," Gao Feng and Nie Yan spoke in shame.

"We came here right after hearing the news, but it seems like the other party was intentionally luring us in to blow up the matter. Right after we arrived, they brought in even more reinforcements and overpowered us."

Chi Weisi added. Judging from his swollen face, he had also suffered quite a bit under the Hu.

"Gongzi, be careful. I recognize this man, he is Abutong, the second son of Great Hu General Abusi. Those men beside him are the elites of the Tongluo Tribe. From birth, those from the Tongluo Tribe choose a colt to accompany them for life. They treat their horses just like their closest kin, so their horses also gain human traits. As such, the Tongluo horses are known to be untamable by anyone except for those from the Tongluo Tribe. The Tongluo are famed to be the strongest cavalry in the world. These people won't be easy to deal with!" Zhuang Zhengping whispered with a grim expression.

The Chi Clan was known for their steel guards, whereas the Zhuang Clan was known for their steel cavalry. Naturally, he had a good grasp of the various elite troops in the world.

But even the elite steel cavalry which the Zhuang Clan took pride in couldn't compare with the elite cavalry of the Tongluo Tribe.

The Tongluo cavalry had to adhere to an extremely strict regimen and discipline, and in terms of how they treated their war steeds, the Zhuang Clan couldn't even begin to compare to them.

For one, every single Tongluo steed grew up with a Tongluo youth, and the both of them shared a very strong relationship. On top of that, their steeds were dressed in a close-fitting armor which shielded them from head to toe.

Just the cost of these armors in itself could easily range up to tens of thousands of gold.

Not even the Zhuang Clan could afford such an expenditure.

Before allying with Great Tang, the Tongluo Tribe served as mercenaries, and the money they earned was devoted to crafting such armor for their steeds.

At the same time, members of the Tongluo Tribe were also very adept at battle. The first food that newborn members of the Tongluo Tribe ate was raw food dripping with blood.

At seven years old, they would be expected to hunt wild wolves alone.

Their entire tribe took pride in combat, and it was a glory in itself to die in battle!

Furthermore, the members of the Tongluo Tribe also had a unique set of fighting and cultivation techniques. These were further refined over several millennia years of battle, and they were only passed down within their group.

As such, all members of Tongluo Tribe possessed extraordinary strength.

But even so, the members of the Tongluo Tribe were very limited. Due to long years of standing on the frontlines, the Tongluo Tribe faced as astonishingly high death toll in war.

To date, there were only around thirty thousand Tongluo warriors!

But nevertheless, this army of thirty thousand struck fear deep into both enemies and allies alike, thus allowing Abusi to rise to the position of a Hu great general!

Even the Zhuang Clan was filled with awe for the Tongluo cavalry.

They were true warriors of the battlefield!

Hearing Zhuang Zhengping's words, Wang Chong thought, As I expected, it's indeed him!

He had never come into contact with Abutong. The Tongluo Tribe formed a small faction themselves, and they didn't come into contact with anyone else. Besides Wang Chong, it was the same for the other clans in the capital, as well.

The members of the Tongluo Tribe were extremely strong, so there were many who respected them. However, Wang Chong didn't have a high opinion of them.

The Tongluo Tribe had allied themselves with Great Tang in the era of Emperor Taizong.

The Tongluo cavalry didn't join the ranks of Great Tang because their beliefs were aligned with them or anything. Rather, Emperor Taizong had forcefully annexed them with his powerful army.

Back then, not even the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganate was a match for the militaristic Emperor Taizong, needless to say thirty thousand Tongluo men.

Judging their current plight, they chose to submit to Great Tang.

And in the time in between, the members of the Tongluo Tribe did contribute much to the empire. However, this was just a means for survival.

Wang Chong knew that the Tongluo Tribe would eventually betray Great Tang.

Considering how the Tongluo Tribe were forced into Great Tang at the very start, it wasn't surprising that they would eventually betray Great Tang. However, what Wang Chong couldn't accept was their action of massacring the civilians of Great Tang right after their betrayal.

As such, Wang Chong truly couldn't find the slightest goodwill for the Tongluo Tribe.

"Hmph, Zhuang Zhengping, you sure do know us well!" On the other hand, Abusi sneered coldly. With their target appearing, their goal had been achieved.

"Wang gongzi, I have long heard of your name. It's a pity that our first meeting turned out like that, but your men have injured my men. How do you think we should resolve this issue?"

"Bastard!"

"What did you say?"

"Gongzi, don't listen to their nonsense. They are lying!"...

Wang Chong's group immediately became agitated, and they cursed angrily.

"Don't panic." Raising a hand, Wang Chong halted them. His demeanor was composed, and he seemed to carry a kind of charisma that induced trust in him.

Leadership seemed to flow from Wang Chong naturally.

Wang Chong placed a pill into Chen Burang mouth, and the pill immediately dissolved as soon as it came into contact with the latter's saliva. Chen Burang's face slowly regained a red glow, and his breathing also gradually stabilized. Only then did Wang Chong finally stand up.

He turned his head to stare at Abutong and the group of Tongluo youths around him coldly. Even though Abutong had expected hostility from Wang Chong, he still couldn't help but stiffen upon seeing the latter's eyes.

"Abutong, you injured my man. What should we do?" Wang Chong didn't bother explaining himself at all. Staring right at Abutong, a powerful disposition flowed from him.

"Hmph!" Abutong froze for a moment before sneering coldly.

"Didn't you hear my words? It's your men who injured my men! It's your men who took our Spirit Gathering Formation! Wang gongzi, don't you think that you should compensate us?" Abutong stepped forward. Peng! A dark green Halo of Thorns appeared from his body.

"Ah!" A commotion immediately broke out amidst the crowd. Even Zhuang Zhengping and Chi Weisi were alarmed, and they subconsciously took a step back.

True Martial realm halo!

Abutong had actually reached True Martial realm!

Only then did they realize that Abutong had been concealing his cultivation when crossing hands with them.

"Bastard!" the duo cursed furiously. Deep within, they were even more sure that Abutong was using them as a bait to lure Wang Chong over.

"Wang gongzi, I heard that you regard us Hu very lowly. Is that the reason why you sent your men to humiliate us and steal our Spirit Gathering Formation? If you don't give us an explanation for this matter, don't even think of leaving here today!"

Staring at the young man before him, Abutong felt a surge of exhilaration which he had never experienced before. There were too many factors restraining his father in the royal court, so despite being humiliated by the regional commanders incident, he couldn't redress his grievances.

But now, Abutong had a chance to teach the culprit a lesson he would never forget with his own hands!

"Abutong, it just happens that I was thinking the same. If you don't give me an explanation, don't even dream of leaving here!" Wang Chong also slowly took two steps forward. A dangerous glint flashed across his eyes as he glared at Abutong.

Chen Burang was injured because of him.

Wang Chong had an extremely good impression of this innocent young hunter, and the latter also played a crucial role in his future plans.

The latter would become the most capable Great Tang master archer general in the future.

And a man who devoted his entire life to archery couldn't possibly excel in close combat as well. These Tongluo youths had merely taken advantage of his weakness.

It was due to Wang Chong that Chen Burang was harassed by these people.

If Wang Chong didn't cut this problem off from the stem, such matters would only continue to happen.

After all, it must be known that Abutong wasn't the only Hu in the capital!

Wang Chong knew what Abutong was up to, but if the latter thought he could take him down just because his cultivation had reached True Martial realm, then he couldn't be any more mistaken than that.

"Hmph! Seems like talk won't get us anywhere!" Abutong sneered. It was in his favor how Wang Chong refused to go along with him. If Wang Chong had decided to compensate him with money or pills instead, he would be put in a spot instead.

But since Wang Chong was still keeping his head up high at this moment, he need not beat around the bush.

"Hmph, this works fine with me too. We of the Tongluo Tribe have always settled conflicts with our fist. We don't win wars with our mouths!" Abutong stepped forward, and an imposing aura flowed from him.

"Wang Chong, as long as you can defeat me, I'll can treat it as if nothing has happened before. Otherwise, you can placate my wrath with your body, and I can drop the matter too!"

Hahahaha!

The Tongluo youths behind him burst into laughter.

This was their true motive. Their goal had been Wang Chong all along.

"Bastard!"

Everyone's faces flushed in anger behind Wang Chong.

Wang Chong raised a hand to stop the crowd behind him.

"Sounds fair to me." Even though Wang Chong's words were calm, a fiery blaze was burning in the depths of his eyes.

"Conflicts that words cannot settle should naturally be settled with fists."

Shua!

In that instant, the laughter in the area vanished. All of the Tongluo youths, including Abutong, stared at Wang Chong with bizarre gazes.

They didn't expect the belief of this young Han man to be aligned with theirs.

From the very start, this was a world where the strong reigned mighty!
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