
Table Of Contents


    
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
        	
            - Table Of Contents -
        

        
            
                	
                    Chapter 301: Tongluo Secret Art! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 302: Eight Steps of the Furious Flood Dragon! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 303: Hung On a Flagpole! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 304: Mister Taijia! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 305: Revelation of the Spirit Vein! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 306: Chaos At the Deflecting Blade Manor! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 307: War of the Princes! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 308: Princess Ni Huang! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 309: Coercion! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 310: Retaliation! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 311: The Future Emperor of Great Tang! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 312: The Future Corrupted Minister! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 313: Reshaping Li Heng! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 314: Blood Reformation! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 315: The Changes in Li Heng! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 316: Deep Night! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 317: Meeting Big Uncle! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 318: Persuasion! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 319: New Winds! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 320: New Winds (2) 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 321: Xu Qiqin! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 322: Halo of Dusk Stallion! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 323: Trial 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 324: Official From the Chamberlain of Dependencies 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 325: The First Assembly Point 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 326: Drill Training! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 327: Start of the Operation 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 328: The Sharp Bai Siling! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 329: Conflict! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 330: The Stunned Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 331: Spying! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 332: Superior! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 333: Red-Eyed! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 334: Bai Siling's Insight! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 335: Assassin! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 336: Bai Siling's Astonishing Strength! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 337: Hidden Secret! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 338: Iron Cloak Technique! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 339: Danger! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 340: Great Danger! (1) 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 341: Great Danger! (2) 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 342: Fight! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 343: Charge! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 344: Wang Chong's Edge!, Part One 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 345: Wang Chong's Edge!, Part Two 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 346: Crossing Blows! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 347: Sudden Assault! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 348: Second Mission From The Royal Court! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 349: Suspicions! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 350: The Other Hand of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 351: Falling Prey! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 352: Ambush! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 353: Iron Cloak Li Makes a Move! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 354: The Fearsome Iron Cloak Li! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 355: Reversing the Tides! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 356: Last Operation! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 357: Final Opportunity! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 358: Slaying Iron Cloak Li! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 359: Slaying Zhou An! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 360: Identity Exposed! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 361: The Trove of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 362: Great Harvest! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 363: The Third Mission! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 364: The Third Gathering Point! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 365: Analyzing the Circumstances! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 366: Longxi's Big Dipper Army! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 367: The Tibetan Cavalrymen at the Top of the Mountain 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 368: Capturing the Scouts! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 369: Scarlet Tassel Spear! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 370: Tibetan Scouts! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 371: Mapping Out the Strategy! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 372: Start of Battle! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 373: Clash of Troops! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 374: Ambush! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 375: Victorious! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 376: Interrogation! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 377: Geshu Han's Threat! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 378: Ambushed! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 379: Heavily Wounded! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 380: Zhao Qianqiu’s Bamboo Tube! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 381: Returning to the Capital! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 382: Traitor! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 383: The Relationship Between Clans! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 384: Huang Clan's Compensation! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 385: The Victor Hailed and the Defeated Damned, Such is the Way of the World! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 386: Fairy of Dainty Hands 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 387: Invincible Great General Li Siye! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 388: Invincible Great General Li Siye, Part Two 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 389 : Resolution! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 390: Huang Qian-er's Feelings! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 391: Subduing Xu Qiqin! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 392: Subduing Xu Qiqin, Part Two 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 393: The Furious Xu Qiqin! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 394: Provocation! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 395: Suspicion 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 396: The Warning from the Great General of the Sui! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 397: News from the Ocean! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 398: Wang Liang Weeping in Joy! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 399: Cultivation Recovered! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 400: News on the Hyderabad Ore! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 401: Framing! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 402: Qixi! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 403: The Hyderabad Ore Is Stolen! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 404: Wang Chong's Counterattack! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 405: Li Siye's First Battle! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 406: Black Dragon Zhao's Treasure Map! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 407: The Supreme and Infinite Origin Immortal Art! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 408: Going Down the Mountain 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 409: Li Heng's Plea for Help! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 410: Countermeasures! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 411: The First Prince of Ü-Tsang 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 412: The Hearts of the People 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 413: Wang Chong Steps Forward! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 414: Fight! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 415: Killing the Ü-Tsang First Prince! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 416: Sharpness Revealed! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 417: The Surprising Truth! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 418: The Gathering of Dragons! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 419: One Game Ends and Another Game Begins! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 420: Meeting Taizhen in Yuzhen Palace! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 421: Lobbying (I) 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 422: Lobbying (II) 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 423: Lobbying Successful! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 424: Harvest! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 425: The Scripture Depository Plan! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 426: A Brand New Reward! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 427: Good News from the Snowstorm! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 428: Elder Cousin, Younger Cousin! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 429: The Third World Constraint! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 430: Li Siye's Harsh Question! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 431: The Final Attempt! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 432: Persuading Li Siye! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 433: Plans for the Southwest! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 434: Xu Qiqin's Final Challenge! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 435: Suppressing Wang Chong's Chess Style (I) 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 436: Suppressing Wang Chong's Chess Style (II) 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 437: Xu Qiqin Achieves Victory! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 438: The Last White Stone Reverses the Victory! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 439: Wang Chong's Condition! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 440: A Prologue! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 441: Storm! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 442: An Yaluoshan! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 443: An Intent to Kill! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 444: A Lifelong Enemy! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 445: Hunting Down An Yaluoshan! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 446: The World's Interference! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 447: The Rebel Soldiers of Youzhou! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 448: Stalemate! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 449: Destiny 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 450: Andong Protector-General! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 451: Zhang Shougui! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 452: Almost Within His Grasp! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 453: The Farmer and the Viper! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 454: Zhang Shougui's Absolute Power! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 455: The Death of Ashina Sugan! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 456: Wang Jiuling! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 457: The Last Word of Advice! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 458: Fermentation! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 459: Bitterness! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 460: Aftershocks! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 461: Upheaval! (I) 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 462: Upheaval (II) 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 463: The Calm Before the Storm (I) 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 464: The Calm Before the Storm (II) 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 465: The Jailed Wang Chong! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 466: The Insane Wang Clan! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 467: The Furious Capital! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 468: The Court Debates! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 469: Wang Chong's Request! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 470: The Last Try! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 471: The War Begins! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 472: Grievous News from the Southwest! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 473: Wang Chong Leaves the Prison! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 474: A Snowstorm of Letters! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 475: Agitating the Capital! (I) 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 476: Agitating the Capital! (II) 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 477: Simulating the Southwest! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 478: Old Eagle's Worries! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 479: Discussion in the Hall (I) 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 480: Discussion in the Hall (II) 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 481: The Capital Quaking! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 482: The White Lion Great General, We Tadra Khonglo! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 483: Bad News Spreads! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 484: The People in Panic! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 485: King Song, Vaguely Beginning to Understand! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 486: The Final Preparations Before the War! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 487: The Crucial Point! Lion City! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 488: Move Out! The Southwest! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 489: Crisis! Scaling Ladders! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 490: Rapid Advance Over One Thousand Li! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 491: Encounter! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 492: The First Battle! Sweep Away Everything! (I) 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 493: The First Battle! Sweep Away Everything! (II) 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 494: The Movements in the Southwest! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 495: Discovery! A Thousand-Man Enemy Army! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 496: Tension! As Nimble as Fire! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 497: Decision! Strike First! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 498: The Call of War! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 499: Cavalry! Impact! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 500: Ü-Tsang! Ksitigarbha Secret Art! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 501: The Unbreakable Arrowhead! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 502: Six-Armed Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 503: Killing in Three Moves! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 504: Bon Kha! The Secret Manual of the Great Snow Mountain! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 505: Warning! Danger of Obliteration! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 506: Meeting! Commandant Xu! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 507: The Situation in the Southwest! A Powerful Foe! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 508: The Five Tiger Generals! Bachicheng! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 509: Tibetan Reinforcements! Two Become One! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 510: Major Battle! (I) 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 511: Major Battle (II) 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 512: Major Battle (III) 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 513: Major Battle (IV) 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 514: Major Victory!  ﻿ 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 515: Leaping Dragon Spear! The Strength of the Profound Martial Realm! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 516: Laying Plans! The Battle to Come! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 517: A Private Worry! Provisions! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 518: Silk Bag! A Sheep Dead from Plague! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 519: The Superior General Breaks the Enemy's Schemes! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 520: The Dark Clouds Hang Overhead! The Capital's Anxiety! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 521: An Abrupt Downpour! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 522: The Empire's Southwest! The Battle in the Rainstorm! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 523: Chaos! The Army in Danger! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 524: Chaos! The Army in Danger! (II) 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 525: Crisis! The Unconscious Wang Fu! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 526: Stabilizing Morale! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 527: Taking Command of the Army! The Astonishing Retreat! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 528: Turning Point! Counterattack! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 529: Turning Point! Counterattack! (II) 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 530: Turning Point! Counterattack! (III) 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 531: The Swordfanged Beast,Jiaosiluo! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 532: Hidden Danger! Fengjiayi! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 533: The Crown Prince of Mengshe Zhao! The Geng Metal Halo! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 534: Controlling the Battlefield! Wang Yan Appears! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 535: Turning Point! The First Victory! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 536: Argument! Zhangchou Jianqiong's Token! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 537: Xianyu Zhongtong in Peril! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 538: Besieging the Enemy to Defeat Reinforcements! Wang Chong's Resolve! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 539: Ambush! The Easily Frightened Jiaosiluo! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 540: Impact! Tibetan Versus Tibetan 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 541: Transformation! Martial General Halo! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 542: Constantly on the Run! Wang Chong's Harassing Attacks! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 543: The Fierce Tiger Leaves the Gate! Huoshu Huicang's Strike 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 544: Confrontation! The Invisible Contest! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 545: Plot! Luring the Tiger From the Mountain! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 546: Breaking the Encirclement! The Transfer of Authority 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 547: Ambush! Alliance Between Wang Yan and Xianyu! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 548: Retreat! Huoshu Huicang's Killing Intent! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 549: Planning! A Long-Distance Clash! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 550: The Capital! The Unfathomable Mind of the Emperor! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 551: The Sage Emperor's Intentions! The Storm Over the Capital! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 552: A True Man! The Calm Before the Storm! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 553: Yuanfeng Mountain! Wu of Han's Edict to Open Dian! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 554: Meeting With an Old Friend! Zhang Shouzhi! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 555: The Final Plans! The Quarrel in the Tent! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 556: The Attention of Mengshe and Ü-Tsang! The Enemy Targeted by All! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 557: Dalun Ruozan's Judgment! The Astonishing Result 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 558: Dalun Ruozan's Insight! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 559: The Decisive Battle! Prelude! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 560: The City of Miracles! Wang Chong's Fighting Intent! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 561: Meeting! Dalun Ruozan's Probe! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 562: The Battle Begins! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 563: The Decisive Battle! The Whitestone Corps! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 564: Walking into a Trap! Both Sides Sound Each Other Out! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 565: The Decisive Battle! Initial Victory! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 566: The Decisive Battle! The Second Wave of Fighting! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 567: The Decisive Battle! Duan Wuzong Strikes! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 568: The Decisive Battle! Old Foe! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 569: The Decisive Battle! The Highest Level of the Art of War! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 570: The Decisive Battle! Facing a Dilemma! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 571: The Decisive Battle! Ü-Tsang Begins to Move! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 572: The Decisive Battle! Annan, Iron Spear Luo! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 573: The Decisive Battle! The Wind Blows, Generals Clash! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 574: The Decisive Battle! Death's Scythe! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 575: The Decisive Battle! Jiaosiluo's Panic! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 576: The Decisive Battle! Dalun Ruozan's Hidden Move! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 577: The Decisive Battle! The Death of Jiaosiluo! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 578: The Decisive Battle! Longqinba Retreats! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 579: The Decisive Battle! The Unspoken Challenge 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 580: The Decisive Battle! A New Wave of Offense! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 581: The Decisive Battle! Dalun Ruozan's Counterattack! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 582: The Decisive Battle! Arabian Kerosene! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 583: The Decisive Battle! Tumi Sangzha! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 584: The Decisive Battle! The King of Black Iron! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 585: The Decisive Battle! Threat! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 586: The Decisive Battle! A Duel of Tactics! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 587: The Decisive Battle! Ballistae Show Their Might! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 588: The Decisive Battle! Geluofeng's Killing Intent! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 589: The Decisive Battle! A Vague Exchange of Sharp Words! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 590: The Decisive Battle! Both Sides Display Their Strategies! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 591: The Decisive Battle 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 592: The Decisive Battle! The White Elephant Corps! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 593: The Decisive Battle! Besieged by Elephants! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 594: The Decisive Battle! The Danger of Wang Chong! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 595: The Decisive Battle! The Elephant's Weak Point! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 596: The Decisive Battle! The Plan to Break Elephants! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 597: The Decisive Battle! The Great Minister's Night Probe! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 598: The Decisive Battle! Mutual Night Raids! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 599: The Decisive Battle! Wang Chong's Difficulties! 
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 600: The Decisive Battle! Lethal Point and Danger! 
                

            
        
    



Chapter 301: Tongluo Secret Art! 

                                                                                Translated by StarveCleric
Edited by RED


"Well said!" Abutong suddenly started clapping. "However, we might not have to go through so much trouble for this matter..."

Weng!

With a flash of light, a cold wind suddenly blasted into the surroundings, and Abutong vanished from the spot with unbelievable speed.

Boom!

Almost instantly, Abutong appeared right before Wang Chong, and his hand reached forward to grab him.

At the same moment, a loud exclamation sounded behind Abutong. The group of Tongluo youths swiftly backed away, as though alarmed by something.

Abutong's face warped in shock. Turning around, he saw Wang Chong standing nonchalantly on the spot he was previously at, seemingly expecting him to make this move.

With a frigid expression, Abutong said, "Wang Chong, looks like I have underestimated you! I admit that you do have the qualifications to cross hands with me. Huorja, clear the area!"

Abutong raised his arm, and the group of Tongluo youths immediately backed away respectfully.

"Zhuang Zhengping and Chi Weisi, you all should back off as well." Wang Chong waved his hands.

Zhuang Zhengping, Chi Weisi, and the others were indignant, but they still followed Wang Chong's instructions and backed away with Chen Burang.

"Gongzi, be careful!"

Abutong was no weakling. The previous move he made was extremely swift. If his target had been any of them other then Wang Chong, that person would have already fallen.

With the people from both sides backing off, a huge empty space was soon opened up on the main peak.

In this empty space, Wang Chong and Abutong were staring at one another, and the atmosphere grew tense.

"We are in trouble." Realizing the nature of the event, Zhuang Zhengping frowned.

"Even among the Tongluo Tribe, Abutong possesses astonishing talent. Furthermore, due to the Tongluo Tribe's vast experience in battle, he is likely to be stronger than even those of equivalent cultivation realm as him, and gongzi is a single realm weaker than him!"

Wang Chong had yet to reach the True Martial realm, everyone here was aware of this fact. Even though it was only a single realm of difference, the gap between Origin Energy realm and True Martial realm was like heaven and earth.

Putting everything aside, just the augmentation from the halo meant that Abutong's Stellar Energy was far more formidable than Wang Chong's.

"I understand this as well, but we have no other choice at this point. Abutong planned out this entire matter to lure gongzi over. Regardless of whether gongzi is willing or not, this fight is inevitable. Furthermore, if we were to step forward and assist him, the other Hu will surely intervene, and that would only diminish our chances at victory." A worried frown also sat on Chi Weisi's forehead.

Under the current circumstances, they had no other choice. Thus, even though everyone knew that Wang Chong shouldn't accept the duel, there was nothing they could do.

On the other hand, the atmosphere wrapped around the Tongluo youths was the complete opposite. A glint reflecting savagery and mischief lit their eyes.

"Young master, there's no need to be polite with him!"

"Show him that we are not to be trifled with!"

"Teach him a lasting lesson so that he will never dare to disrespect the Great General and you in the future!"

The group sneered. Even though Wang Chong's ability to dodge that strike from Abutong was shocking, no one still thought that he would be a match for their young master.

After all, their young master's capability extended far beyond that single fist. That fist was only an appetizer consisting of less than a tenth of their young master's full might.

"Hmph!" Hearing the voices of his peers, Abutong sneered coldly, and a frigid gaze surfaced in his eyes.

"Wang Chong, my fists and kicks are blind. I might not be able to hold back in the battle."

"Hah! That's exactly what I wanted to say!" Wang Chong scoffed in response as he stretched his hands and legs. How could he possibly be unaware of Abutong's thoughts? However, this happened to coincide with what he intended.

Hmph! You're seeking death! Even though Abutong didn't say anything, he was provoked by Wang Chong's words. Deep within him, he made up his mind to teach Wang Chong an excruciating lesson he would never forget.

While he didn't intend to let Wang Chong off the hook easily from the start, Wang Chong's actions had further strengthened his resolve.

Zheng Xuan had used his connections with King Qi to suppress the other instructors. Even though he could only stall them for a short moment, it was more than sufficient to teach Wang Chong a lesson.

Boom!

Abutong stepped heavily against the ground, and the earth immediately tremored. At the same time, a furious wind blew, and Abutong's robe fluttered. A greenish-black halo slowly surged out from beneath Abutong's feet.

Unlike usual martial halos, the emergence of Abutong's halo caused a slight tinge of scarlet to appear in the air, and these scarlet tinges swiftly gathered together to form thousands of minute bloody edges.

The trembling of these thousands of minute bloody edges sliced the air in the surroundings into innumerable pieces.

Sss!

Seeing the unique halo and the floating bloody edges in the air, everyone's heart turned cold. Even though they weren't the one crossing blows with Abutong, they could still easily sense the danger within the matter.

If they were struck by those bloody edges, they would be severely injured even if they managed to avoid death. Not to mention, it would surely be an extremely gruesome sight.

After Abutong summoned his martial halo, the aura he exuded also abruptly changed. He suddenly felt like a domineering and callous warrior of the battlefield, and this left everyone slightly astonished.

Even Wang Chong had to view him seriously at this point.

This fellow... is indeed strong!, Wang Chong thought.

Of the scions in the capital, how many had ever been on the battlefield and witnessed the brutality and bloodiness there? Even though most of them were skilled in martial arts, they had only engaged in friendly duels and the sort in their time.

But Abutong was different.

The Tongluo Tribe viewed combat as an honor, and most of its members had been on the battlefield. They had witnessed the callousness of the battlefield, and even participated in it personally.

Just in mental resilience alone, Abutong far exceeded most of the opponents that Wang Chong had encountered. It wouldn't be easy to deal with him.

"Hmph!" Wang Chong simply chuckled nonchalantly. Abutong might be tempered by the callousness of the battlefield, making him a difficult match for most scions in the capital. But compared to Wang Chong... Abutong was still far lacking.

The intensity and frequency of battlefields that Wang Chong had experienced was something Abutong could never imagine in his life. The thing that Abutong and the Tongluo Tribe took pride in meant nothing at all to Wang Chong.

"Wang Chong, prepare yourself!" Abutong's voice was clear and powerful, imbued with a chill that could freeze one's bones.

Not only so, the furious roaring of valiant war steeds seemed to vaguely sound around him. The overwhelming bloodthirstiness originating from the brutal battlefield shook everyone's heart, and for a moment, the illusion of innumerable asuras rising from the depths of hell flashed across everyone's minds.

Hong long long!

Before everyone's gazes, the shadow behind Abutong warped, and an impassive and towering silhouette rose from the ground. That brawny silhouette seemed to wield incomparable strength, and the scarlet saber in his hands further accentuated his fearsome might.

The Tongluo War God!

Upon seeing the towering shadow behind Abutong's back, all of the Tongluo men began cheering in excitement. The Tongluo War God was the deity which the members of the Tongluo Tribe had revered for the past millennia.

It was a deity that represented war, death, and glory!

The reason why Tongluo warriors didn't fear death was because they believed that they would return to the embrace of the Tongluo War God after their deaths, and share unparalleled honor along with their deity.

And the secret art of the Tongluo used this belief of theirs as its foundation.

Depending on one's mastery of the technique, differing Tongluo War Gods would be formed by one. Even though their young master was only able to produce the primary form of the Tongluo War God, just a simple silhouette, it was still an astounding feat already.

At the very least, no True Martial realm 1-dan cultivator would be able to stand against this.

"Young master, kill him!..." Blinded by excitement, a Tongluo youth yelled in their native tongue as he waved his hands in agitation. The martial arts of the Tongluo weren't created for the purpose of sparring, but for war and slaughter.

Boom!

As soon as Abutong drove his Stellar Energy to its maximum and summoned the Tongluo War God, his figure immediately disappeared from the spot he was standing at.

An incomparably powerful but savage aura burst from Abutong. With a scarlet flash of light, he charged forth like a streak of lightning. This time, his speed was far swifter than before. Immense might gathered in his right fist as he thrust it forward, executing yet another secret art of the Tongluo Tribe, Legion Crusher!

Boom!

A formidable shock wave rushed into the surrounding as Abutong smashed it into Wang Chong. The tiles on the ground immediately cracked into fragments, and dust billowed into the sky.

"Abutong, is this all you can do?" a cold sneer sounded behind Abutong. Hearing everyone's shocked exclaimations, Abutong turned around, only to see three identical Wang Chongs standing behind him.

"Phantom Steps!"

"Gongzi has mastered it!"

Around ten steps away, Xu Qi, Nie Yan, Gao Feng, and the others' faces immediately glowed in delight. They all knew that Wang Chong was skilled in an extremely unique movement technique known as Phantom Steps, they had witnessed the wonders of it before.

But what they were unaware of was that Wang Chong had already managed to master the Phantom Steps to its pinnacle, allowing him to form three identical illusions of himself simultaneously.

Perhaps others might just regard this secret art as a means of escape and dodging, but everyone knew that its uses would far exceed just those in Wang Chong's hands.

"Great! With this secret art, gongzi will at least be able to fight on equal grounds with Abutong!" Zhuang Zhengping exclaimed excitedly.

As long as Abutong was unable to determine which Wang Chong was the real one, it would be difficult for him to land a blow. On the contrary, he might even unwittingly expose his vulnerabilities instead.

In the Deflecting Blade Manor, everyone had crossed hands with Wang Chong, so they were well aware of this. Wang Chong's cultivation realm might not seem to be any higher than them, but somehow, he was always able to find their flaw and exploit it.

"Heh, interesting!" Abutong's eyes studied the three illusions for a moment before abruptly chuckling. Wang Chong's movement technique might be profound, but Abutong had seen his fair share of formidable movement techniques as well.

In his view, that movement technique was nothing more than a fanciful performance. It was precisely this kind of technique that proved to be the most useless on the battlefield. In the end, a battle between martial artists still relied on true strength.

"Wang Chong, I have no idea what you're up to, but if you think you can defeat me like that, then I must say that you are sorely underestimating me," Abutong smiled derisively. It wasn't out of sheer luck that he was able to walk out of battlefields alive. Wang Chong was using the technique on the wrong person.

Today, he was determined to make Wang Chong lose tragically!

Weng!

In just an instant, Abutong had already changed his blows. Hong long, amidst the tremoring of space, the Tongluo War God behind Abutong raised his arms up high and roared.

And just as the roar occurred, the thousands of bloody edges around Abutong suddenly rotated furiously, and with a shrill whiz, they flew toward Wang Chong.

There were simply too many of those bloody edges! They sealed the space all around Wang Chong, sealing every last one of his paths of escape.

Even his illusions were locked down!

"This is bad. Retreat!"

"Gongzi, careful!..."

The entire scene immediately plunged into chaos.
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The fearsome, bloody edges weren't just directed toward Wang Chong. Even the others standing behind him were within its area of attack.

This was a habit of the Tongluo Tribe.

The members of the Tongluo Tribe would never hold back. As long as they could slaughter their enemies, they had no qualms regarding the means.

This was the same for duels amongst the members of the Tongluo Tribe themselves.

No one would hold back in a battle, so the fight between fellow Tongluo Tribe members tended to be extremely intense as well. In fact, there was a significant number of casualties each year as a result.

Abutong's move had embroiled everyone within it.

"This move won't work on me!"

Seeing the huge number of bloody edges sealing every single inch of space around him, Wang Chong began chuckling instead. In the next instant, without any warning, Wang Chong flicked his fingers, and sou!, sword qi that was as thin as a spider's net but extended over a length of a dozen zhang shot out from his ten fingers.

In the blink of an eye, hundreds of sword qi were shot out, and all of them struck multiple bloody edges accurately.

The sharp bloody edges immediately broke apart like fragile glass upon encountering Wang Chong's sword qi. In just a few breaths, Wang Chong had already shattered all of the dangerous bloody edges in the air.

This was the result of Wang Chong's diligence during this period of time!

Wang Chong had continuously tempered his sword qi, compressing them and bulking them up over and over again... And the final result was that he was able to easily shoot a dozen sword qi from his fingers, and perfectly control the angle and force of every single one of them, as well.

Abutong's Tongluo secret art was formidable, but it was not worth a mention before Wang Chong's Art of Life Massacre.

Hong long!

Just as Wang Chong shattered every single bloody edges in the surroundings, a powerful fist suddenly tore through space and crushed down on him.

Abutong possessed sharp instincts that allowed him to see and seize all possible opportunities to destroy his opponent. Even though his thousands of bloody edges had been shattered, Abutong still gained an opportunity to get into close quarters with the real Wang Chong and land a fist on him.

"If this is what you wish!" Wang Chong chuckled. To everyone's astonishment, instead of dodging, Wang Chong raised his fist and faced Abutong's fearsome punch instead.

"Gongzi!" From behind, Zhuang Zhengping and Xu Qi's heart tightened, and their lips turned dry. No one could have thought that Wang Chong would actually face Abutong straight-on.

Given that Wang Chong's cultivation realm was beneath Abutong’s, and his movement technique was far superior to the latter, the logical course of action should be to dodge!

Yet, Wang Chong chose the most disadvantageous option.

Hong long!

A powerful shock wave surged through the area, and before everyone's astounded gaze, Wang Chong's arm trembled for a moment before catching Abutong's fist perfectly.

Weng!

Abutong's face twisted in astonishment.

"Impossible!" Abutong stared at Wang Chong in disbelief. He knew the depths of his strength, and even a True Martial realm 1-dan expert would find it difficult to withstand his blow, needless to say, an Origin Energy realm martial artist.

Yet, Wang Chong actually managed to withstand his attack!

... How could something like this happen?

The powerful rebound he felt from his arm further amplified his shock. Abutong had gone through many battles, but he had never met such a situation before.

"How could this fellow be so strong!!"

The Tongluo Tribe members behind Abutong was completely astonished by the sight before them. They were even more stupefied than Abutong by this conclusion.

Abutong was the young master of their Tongluo Tribe, and he possessed incredible talents.

No one could have expected Wang Chong to be able to withstand Abutong's attack.

Faced with such an unexpected situation, they began to panic.

Before this, they possessed no doubt about Abutong's victory, but at this moment, their faith was shaking.

"Hmph! Abutong, you're too arrogant. It can't be that you thought that you were the strongest person in this training camp?"

As Wang Chong's fist kept Abutong firmly at bay, he gazed upon the latter's astonishment nonchalantly, as if he had expected all of this.

After mastering Might of the Barbaric God, Wang Chong was able to call upon the Incarnation of the Barbaric God, allowing him to rival a True Martial realm expert in terms of strength.

Even though his stamina was still lacking in comparison—after all, the gap between an Origin Energy realm and True Martial realm couldn't be breached that easily—it was still more than enough for him to withstand a blow from Abutong.

Peng!

With a burst of Stellar Energy, Wang Chong jolted Abutong away, and the both of them pulled apart.

"Since you have made your move, it should be my turn now." A confident smirk surfaced on Wang Chong's lips as he looked at Abutong. With that previous clash, Wang Chong had gained a good idea of Abutong's fighting style, the might of his halo, his speed, and his reflexes.

So, it was time for him to retaliate.

"Abutong, if you can withstand this attack from me, I'll admit that I'm not a match for you!"

Before Abutong's astonished gaze, Wang Chong exerted the strongest secret art he had at his disposal—or perhaps, even the strongest secret art within the Origin Energy realm!

If he couldn't even defeat Abutong with this move, it would basically mean that he would be unable to defeat the latter at all.

"Eight Steps of the Furious Flood Dragon!..."

Wang Chong stepped forward, and a tempestuous aura suddenly burst forth from him. The incredible energy from it twisted even space itself.

All anyone saw was the flicker of a shadow when Wang Chong disappeared right before their eyes.

"Shit!" A strong sense of danger suddenly struck Abutong's heart. This was the first time he had felt threatened throughout the fight. Without any hesitation, Abutong immediately summoned yet another set of thousand bloody edges and shot them in the surroundings.

But nevertheless, Abutong was still too late.

Peng peng peng peng!

Eight deafening explosions boomed in the air. But unlike the previous time where the fist imprints scattered in the surroundings, all of the punches were aimed at the same point!

ROARR!

Vaguely, one could see eight flood dragons rampaging in the surroundings. Before anyone could fully comprehend what was going on, a loud cry echoed. The Stellar Energy surrounding Abutong, along with the thousand dangerous bloody edge around him, were shattered by the frenzied might of the eight blows instantaneously.

And after crushing the layer of Stellar Energy around Abutong, the furious might crashed heavily into him. Abutong could barely yell out before he was crushed down into the ground by Wang Chong's Eight Steps of the Furious Flood Dragon.

"This is bad!"

"Young master!"

"Hurry up and stop him!"

The faces of the dozen Tongluo youths immediately warped in astonishment. Without any hesitation, they charged forward in an attempt to save Abutong.

"If anyone dares to move, I'll kill him!"

With a flash of shadow, Wang Chong leaped across space and sat on top of Abutong. Holding the latter down with his left hand, he raised his right hand and punched Abutong heavily.

Fearful that Wang Chong would really injure their young master, they could only stop.

"Wang Chong! You dare!" Savagery flashed across Huorja's eyes. With Abutong held captive, he had become the Tongluo youths' de facto leader.

Huorja also never expected such an outcome, but regardless of the situation, he had to get his young master back safely.

"Wang Chong, if our young master suffers any injury, you won't be able to withstand the wrath of our Tongluo Tribe!..." Huorja threatened with fury burning in his eyes.

The Tongluo Tribe did take pride in dying in battle, but that didn't mean that they didn't value the lives of their tribesmen. If Wang Chong dared to do anything to Abutong, the thirty thousand Tongluo elites would surely charge up to the Wang Clan and make them regret this dearly.

"Hmph!" Hearing Huorja's words, Wang Chong's eyes turned cold, and rage rose in his chest. He had long heard that the Tongluo Tribe often threatened others with the might of their cavalry in the capital.

Even the scions of powerful clans weren't spared from this.

After all, the Tongluo was a warrior clan. To avoid unnecessary trouble, most would choose to stay out of their path. But it was a pity that they had encountered the wrong opponent.

"Hmph! Are you all planning to revolt?" Grabbing Abutong by his neck, Wang Chong lifted the latter up from the ground. An incredibly cold aura suddenly burst forth from him, turning the atmosphere so frigid as if it was the middle of winter. Even Xu Qi, Nie Yan, and the others couldn't help but be astonished by this turn of events.

"Where do you think you are? With those thirty thousand men of yours, you still dare to start a rebellion in Great Tang? Give it a try, then! Let's see how every single last one of your thirty thousand Tongluo cavalry will be beheaded for leaving the military barracks without any deployment order!"

Wang Chong was the Grand Marshal of the Central Plains in his previous life, and the blood which had drenched his hands could fill a river.

If the Tongluo thought that they could threaten him like that, they were truly barking up the wrong tree.

"If a rebellion is what you want, I'll accede your wish then!"

Chi! A cold gleam flashed, and a three chi sword was stabbed into Abutong's left shoulder. Blood began trickling down the sword.

"Bastard! You lunatic!"

The eyes of the Tongluo youths turned red with agitation at Wang Chong's actions. If not for their young master being held hostage, they would have dashed forward to rip the latter into pieces.

No one could have thought that Wang Chong would really dare to lay his hands on Abutong. And what further infuriated them was that they were completely helpless in this situation.

They were all intimidated by Wang Chong's attitude.

The latter's expression and disposition were so compelling that they had no doubts that he would dare to kill even Abutong.

In the capital, there were no scions who wouldn't concede to the Tongluo Tribe.

Putting all aside, even though Great General Abusi didn't have many soldiers under his command, he was still a trusted aide of the Sage Emperor, a person on equal standing with Fumeng Lingcha, Wang Chongsi, Zhang Shougui, Go Seonji, and Geshu Han!

Just based on this, no one would dare to trifle with the Tongluo Tribe.

On top of that, the Chamberlain of Dependencies had also emphasized time and time again that they should give in to the Hu's customs and tolerate them.

But simply none of this worked on Wang Chong!



                                                                        Chapter 303: Hung On a Flagpole! 

                                                                                Translated by StarveCleric
Edited by RED


Looking at the fiery-eyed Tongluo youths, Wang Chong sneered.

He was willing to even speak up about a matter as dangerous as the regional commander incident, so how could he possibly fear their threats?

To attempt to threaten Wang Chong was a joke in and of itself!

Furthermore, after the regional commander incident, if Wang Chong didn't make a stern warning out of these Tongluo youths, such a matter would only happen again and again.

"I'll be taking Abutong with me! If you dare to pursue me, be prepared to suffer the consequences." With a firm grip on Abutong, Wang Chong lifted the latter up.

"Zhuang Zhengping and Chi Weisi, take Chen Burang along with us. We'll be heading to the Deflecting Blade Manor!"

Saying so, Wang Chong turned around and left.

There were some mutterings in the perimeter of the area already, and it seemed like the instructors of Kunwu Training Camp were currently rushing to the area. Needless to say, someone must have informed them.

Abutong had intended to lay a trap for Wang Chong, but it turned against him instead. They had intentionally diverted all of the instructors away from the main peak previously, and to call them back only at this moment... was too late!

Abutong himself doesn't wield so much influence as to interfere in the affairs of Kunwu Training Camp. Without a doubt, King Qi is involved in this matter as well!, Wang Chong thought as a figure surfaced in his mind… Zheng Xuan!

Wang Chong vaguely recalled that the King Qi's faction which Deng Mingxin was under was headed by a recruit in Kunwu Training Camp known as Zheng Xuan.

Wang Chong didn't believe that Zheng Xuan would neglect such a good opportunity to deal with him.

Wang Chong soon departed with Abutong.

With the unconscious Abutong hidden in the group, not even the instructors outside could tell that anything was amiss.

Besides, the instructors of Kunwu Training Camp were plagued with many duties. They weren't so free as to interfere in everything they saw.

---

"Damn it!"

A while after Wang Chong left, Zheng Xuan and a few instructors finally arrived at the scene. Seeing the empty main hall, Zheng Xuan's face darkened.

He had never expected Wang Chong to be able to defeat Abutong.

His plan had failed utterly!

------

After an unknown period of time, Abutong was woken up by a cold breeze around him. Opening his eyes, he realized that he was a few dozen meters away from the ground, and a strong mountain wind was battering his body.

"Bastard! You bastard! I will never forgive you!"

As soon as Abutong came to, he immediately began struggling with all his might.

"Wang Chong, I swear I will kill you!..." a furious voice resounded clearly across the area.

"Abutong, if I am you, I would choose to remain silent so as to avoid attracting the recruits of the entire training camp over."

At this moment, a leisurely voice sounded beneath him. Along with eight other people, Wang Chong sat at a table beneath the pole, calmly sipping on a cup of tea.

"... though I guess you might not care about it anymore since all of your Tongluo subordinates have already seen your state!"

In midair, Abutong suddenly shuddered in fear. Gazing downward, he saw a majestic manor, and below the manor, at the halfway mark of the mountain, he saw Huorja and the other Tongluo youths looking in his direction in agitation, fury, and peculiarity.

However, that wasn't the most shocking blow.

The most shocking blow was his realization of his current state.

He was being currently being hung on a pole seven to eight zhang above the ground completely naked!

In realization of that fact, Abutong's face immediately turned ghastly white.

"Y-y-you..."

Abutong's entire body trembled, and his eyes blazed with fury. The immense humiliation he felt so infuriated him that he nearly fainted on the spot.

"You what you? This is just a small punishment for you!" Seated on the purple rattan chair, Wang Chong continued sipping on his fragrant cup of tea calmly. It was Gao Feng who spoke up on his behalf.

"Just to add on, even though many people have seen your unimpressive body, there are still many who have yet to. If you wish to rally them over, feel free to do so. I don't think I will mind sharing this sight with the entire training camp," Wang Chong spoke leisurely.

With this reminder from Wang Chong, Abutong finally noticed the crowd gazing over here from White Tiger Peak. They seemed to be muttering something as their fingers pointed at him.

Abutong's heart immediately froze. His anger was washed away by embarrassment and fright.

He had lost to Wang Chong, but he didn't expect Wang Chong to utilize such extreme means on him.

This was a huge humiliation!

Anxiety, fury, embarrassment, and fright came gushing into Abutong simultaneously. Under the clash of all those intense emotions, his grievous wounds acted up, and he fainted once more.

"Gongzi, is it really fine for us to do this?" On the opposite end of the rectangular table, Chen Burang held onto a cup of tea with a slightly unnerved expression. This matter had arisen because of him, so he felt guilty over this incident.

He hadn't seen what had happened in between, as he was unconscious, but he was worried by the way Wang Chong had dealt with Abutong. After all, Abutong was the son of Great General Abusi.

Getting on the wrong side with a great general of the empire truly wasn't a wise decision.

"Hmph, what are you frightened of? If we don't teach him a harsh lesson, will he learn to be obedient?" Wang Chong waved his hands nonchalantly. "Besides, the goal of this isn't just to humiliate him. More importantly, it is to deter others from doing the same, so as to terminate the problem at its stem. At the very least, with this precedent, they will have to consider whether it will be worth the risk."

The group silently nodded in agreement. In truth, they agreed with Wang Chong's method of handling this matter.

There were some things that they couldn't afford to do, but Wang Chong, as the grandson of Duke Jiu, could do it in their stead.

Since Wang Chong was involved in this matter, Abutong would be unable to make use of the influence behind him to get even.

"Burang, listen to gongzi's words. Gongzi knows what he is doing," Xu Qi advised from the side.

Chen Burang was simply too kind. Even Xu Qi felt furious when he saw the Tongluo youths viciously beating him up, and yet the person-in-question didn't feel a thing at all.

It was fortunate that gongzi's recovery pill was effective, allowing Chen Burang's injuries to heal swiftly. At this moment, the hideous swelling on his face had already been alleviated.

Chen Burang hesitated for a moment, but he still nodded eventually.

He still felt guilty over this incident, but he had trust in Wang Chong's judgement.

This trust wasn't just due to Wang Chong's background, but the trust one had for comrades who had been through a life-and-death situation together. Not to mention, Wang Chong had even met the Sage Emperor personally, and stormed through the regional commanders incident.

The deeds he had achieved were unimaginable for those of his age.

"... It's about time. The training camp should be dispatching someone over soon. Xu Qi, take two people with you to escort Abutong to the training camp later on. We'll hang him there for a while longer before letting him go," Wang Chong instructed.

"Yes, gongzi," Xu Qi nodded.

Tapping his right forefinger lightly on the table, Wang Chong turned to Chen Burang and said, "Burang, in the future, you should bring your bow along with you wherever you go. Your martial arts might be acceptable, but it is far from sufficient to deal with someone of Abutong's class. However, if you were to have a bow in your hands, I doubt that even Abutong will be able to do anything to you."

Chen Burang actually wasn't weak at all, but he was crippled without his bow. If he had his weapon in hand then, Abutong's group would have suffered serious casualties for their actions.

"Un," Chen Burang nodded humbly.

"For the time being, you shouldn't visit the cultivation ground on the main peak. Also, I have something to tell you all."

Without any hesitation, Wang Chong revealed his discovery of a spirit vein to everyone. Upon hearing that Wang Chong actually owned a huge spirit vein, everyone was dumbstruck.

Even Chen Burang also stared at Wang Chong in shock, realizing how huge an affair this was.

Even though he grew up hunting in the forest, he wasn't living in isolation from the world. Naturally, he knew what a spirit vein was.

Kunwu Training Camp was built right on a small spirit vein.

Spirit veins were extremely hard to come by, and even prestigious clans were dying to lay their hands on one. And yet, Wang Chong actually said that he possessed a spirit vein.

"... Actually, I intended to tell you all this matter a little later, but since such a thing has happened, there's no need no wait any longer," Wang Chong said impassively.

The Deflecting Blade Manor was actually a part of the spirit vein. It was through this benefit that Wang Chong intended to entice people to join his faction.

Wang Chong was intending to tell the others about this a little later, but he had changed his mind due to several reasons.

First, this could help to reduce conflicts. Also, this would allow Chen Burang, Xu Qi, and the others to raise their cultivation swiftly, so that they wouldn't be so vulnerable should such a situation occur once more.

"Gongzi, are you speaking the truth?" Nie Yan spoke in a trembling tone. Even now, he still found it hard to believe that Wang Chong actually possessed a spirit vein! Such a thing was so rare and out of their reach that it was nearly a myth to them. The worth of a spirit vein was truly incalculable!

It was precisely this that made everything so hard to believe.

Seeing their confused looks, Wang Chong chuckled. "Hehehe, you will know once you see it."

At that moment, two familiar figures suddenly appeared at the entrance of the Deflecting Blade Manor.

"Brother Jiang, Brother Chai!" Wang Chong greeted. These were the two men who visited Wang Chong after the Goguryeon's night assault, and presented him with a gift.

They were both the children of illustrious dukes of Great Tang. One of their ancestors was a meritorious subject who stabilized the Western Regions, while the other was a mighty general who conquered the world alongside Emperor Taizong.

"Are the both of you here for Abutong as well?" Wang Chong dove straight into the topic.

"This... That's indeed the case. I apologize, Brother Wang, but we weren't able to turn down the request."

Jiang Feng and Chai Zhiyi looked a little embarrassed. They had barely gotten acquainted with Wang Chong, so it was a little inappropriate for them to make such an abrupt request.

Just that, the person who requested this matter of them possessed extraordinary standing, thus making it difficult for them to turn down the request.

"Since Brother Wang has already beaten and humiliated him, your anger should be placated by now. May I ask of you to let Abutong go on our account? The Wang Clan and Abusi's lineage are both important pillars to the empire, and it is truly unwise to become enemies because of such a small incident. This is only detrimental to the royal court, to the Wang Clan, and to the Tongluo Tribe," Jiang Feng said.

As befitting the successor to a clan, his words were extremely persuasive.

It seemed like Jiang Feng had been entrusted with the role of a diplomatic envoy.

"It is not that I am unwilling to let him go, but that he is unwilling to let me go. Brother Jiang and Brother Chai should know that it is Abutong who came knocking on my door this time. The only reason why he is the one hanging up there now is because he had underestimated my strength. If I were to simply let him go just like that, won't I be letting him off the hook too easily? Wouldn't such matters simply happen again and again?" Wang Chong replied calmly.

Jiang Feng and Chai Zhiyi glanced at one another awkwardly. Naturally, they wouldn't be so foolish as to claim that it was Chen Burang who offended the Tongluo before Wang Chong.

From the looks of it, it seemed like this offspring of Duke Jiu was unwilling to let this matter go easily.
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"But since it is Brother Jiang and Brother Chai who are asking me for this favor, I can let him go. However, not now." Just when the duo thought that they would have to return in failure, Wang Chong suddenly changed his tone, giving them a spark of hope.


"May I know when does Brother Wang intend to let Abutong go?" Jiang Feng and Chao Zhiyi were delighted to hear those words. In truth, they didn't think that Wang Chong would accede to their request in the first place, and the reason why they headed over was due to the overwhelming pressure heaped upon them.


"Soon. When the timing is ripe, I'll naturally let him go," Wang Chong said calmly.


"May I know if he can be released by today?" Jiang Feng tried to sound Wang Chong out.


Wang Chong nodded in affirmation.


"Thank you, Brother Wang!" Jiang Feng and Chai Zhiyi immediately thanked Wang Chong profusely. To say the truth, they didn't want to do this dirty job. The Wang Clan was one of the powers which the Jiang Clan and Chai Clan were actively trying to strengthen their ties with, and matters like this could easily sour their relationship.


But the person who requested this matter of them was simply too influential.


Thus, they were already gladdened by the fact that Wang Chong was willing to let Abutong go today. As for the rest, they couldn't be bothered with it.


After all, the ones suffering wasn't them. Why should they?


"Brother Jiang and Brother Chai, why don't you sit down and have a cup of a tea as well?" Wang Chong flicked two empty Yixing teacups over.


"Hahaha, I would love to!"


"It's rare that Wang gongzi is treating us to a cup of a tea, how can we possibly turn down this offer?"


With hearty laughs, the duo caught the teacups and took a seat. The tension on their faces alleviated slightly.


As members of prestigious clans, they would often be forced into situations beyond their control. Take, for example, the incident with the Duke of Liu Residence. In order to save Su Hanshan's little sister, he now owed a favor to the latter.


Thus, if the Duke of Liu Residence were to request help, the Wang Clan would not be in a position to turn them down.


This reciprocation was a common practice among prestigious clans. Having grown up in the circle, Wang Chong was well-versed in such matters.


After putting aside Abutong's matter, the atmosphere among the group grew relatively happy. Jiang Feng and Chai Zhiyi also expressed their interest to join the group.


Unwittingly, several hours passed.


------


"You brat, you sure know how to enjoy yourself!"


A deep and lively voice suddenly sounded by everyone's years. Following which, with loud metallic clanging sounds, the armored Zhao Qianqiu and Zhou Huang strode into the room.


"Brat, you have had your fun already. It should be time for you to hand him over, right?" Zhao Qianqiu walked directly to the table, took a teacup from Wang Chong, and gulped down a cup of tea.


"Haha, is Instructor Zhao here under someone's request?" Wang Chong chuckled as he watched Zhao Qianqiu pour himself yet another cup of tea leisurely.


"What nonsense are you spouting? If not for me, the other instructors in the training camp would have trampled this manor of yours already!" Zhao Qianqiu raised his hand and smacked the back of Wang Chong's head.


He had learned of the conflict between Wang Chong and Abutong relatively late because someone had intentionally hidden the news from him.


And when Wang Chong gained the upper hand, someone else intentionally made the entire matter known to him. Zhao Qianqiu was no fool, and he immediately realized what was going on.


On one hand, Zhao Qianqiu felt a little frustrated. Those bastards were simply going too far. This was a training camp that the Sage Emperor was keeping an eye on, and yet they still dared to cause trouble here.


On the other, Zhao Qianqiu was also displeased. This was the first time that there was such a huge conflict among the recruits, and if he were to let this matter rest easily, he would be going too easy on them.


At the same time, leniency would only promote the reoccurrence of such incidences.


Thus, he was determined to teach the perpetrators a heavy lesson!


On this aspect, Zhao Qianqiu and Wang Chong were of the same mind. Thus, Zhao Qianqiu tapped into his authority to interfere in this matter.


King Qi might possess vast influence, but this was limited to beyond the training camp. Even the Bureau of Military Personnel couldn't stretch their hands in here. However, Zhao Qianqiu was different.


The lord behind the training camps was his direct superior. Zhao Qianqiu could simply find that superior of his to suppress this entire matter.


Since Abutong was the one who caused this matter, he had to be punished firmly so as to serve as a deterrence to others.


As such, Zhao Qianqiu actually supported Wang Chong's actions.


"Brat, there is a limit to what you can do. It's about time already, so let him go," Zhao Qianqiu said.


Despite the strict orders against instructors getting too close with recruits, Zhao Qianqiu still enjoyed Wang Chong's company. Somehow, the latter's personality seemed to suit his preferences.


"Xu Qi, you heard Instructor Zhao's words. Take Abutong down!" Wang Chong gestured, and with a chuckle, Xu Qi and a few others immediately stepped forth to free Abutong from the tall pole.


With this, this matter could be considered to have come to an end. However, this was just the beginning of Abutong's humiliation.


"Let's go!" Xu Qi, along with Nie Yan and Gao Feng, left by the side door.


Seeing that Abutong was finally allowed to leave the Deflecting Blade Manor, Jiang Feng and Chai Zhiyi heaved a sigh of relief.


"Brat, don't be in such a hurry to leave. Let's play a game first..."


Right after Xu Qi left, Zhao Qianqiu immediately whipped out a Go chessboard from his sleeves and slammed it on the table.


"Sure, how can I possibly dare to disobey the words of Instructor Zhao?" Wang Chong smiled.


After losing five rounds to Wang Chong consecutively that day, he had become addicted to challenging Wang Chong. Thus, whenever he had time, he would visit the Deflecting Blade Manor and grab Wang Chong for a match.


Zhou Huang was the same as well.


The rules of the training camp dictated that ordinary recruits couldn't leave the training camp freely. Zhao Qianqiu's help was required to grant this privilege to Xu Qi, Nie Yan, Gao Feng, and the others. As such, Wang Chong sat down and played a round with him.


Nevertheless, the disparity in abilities was simply too great.


In just less than half a tea's time, Zhao Qianqiu was completely crushed.


------


Kacha!


A streak of light flashed across space, and thorny vines with the thickness of an infant's arm were sliced across. A gray-robed elder with cold eyes stood up amidst shrubs.


With his sharp eyes and sudden movements, the elder felt like a snake prowling the grounds, waiting to strike at its prey.


An aura of danger lurked around him, warning others to keep clear.


Gazing at the vast mountain filled with trees and thorns, the elder asked, "Mister Taijia, is this really the place in your divination?"


"There's no mistake. A hunch suddenly came to me half a month ago, so I spent some time divining, and this was the result I got. Under normal circumstances, it is definitely impossible to divine this far. Even seers of equivalent prowess to me will only have a one in a thousand chance after repeated divinations to zone in on this location."


Behind the elder stood a dignified and scholarly daoist, who wore a white robe with a Taiji symbol in front.


The daoist's long hair was held in place with a purple hairpin, and in his left hand was a unique gold dual-layered compass. He was currently standing above a boulder as he formed seals with his right hands, seemingly divining something ceaselessly as he surveyed the surroundings.


"The malicious aura is growing stronger as we advance. 'A blessed land concealed within malicious, an earth dragon veiled amidst nature', this geographical terrain is shaped after the famous Yin-Yang Facade. The only way to determine the true nature of this region is to travel here, or else even the best of seers will find it hard to divine the presence of a spirit vein here."


"The malicious aura has the attribute of yin whereas the spirit vein has the attribute of yang. This is a rare Complementation of Yin-Yang! I am certain that we're getting closer and closer to our destination," the daoist holding onto the compass said.


“A purple hairpin to determine one's destiny, two geomantic compasses to crush Yin-Yang.” If Wang Chong was here, he would surely recognize the daoist present here as the famous Mister Taijia of the capital.


Among Yin-Yang practitioners who divulged the secrets of the heaven, Mister Taijia was one of the most esteemed figures in the field.


Many had heard of his affairs, but very few knew him.


Furthermore, he was under the direct command of the royal family.


"Mister Taijia, I know not of divination, I work only for the welfare of the Third Prince. I believe that you should know how highly His Highness thinks of this matter. If there's indeed a huge spirit vein in the deep mountains, it'll definitely become an invaluable support to the His Highness's goals. Thus, I hope that you won't disappoint His Highness," the gray-robed elder said.


"Phantom Hands, don't worry. It's impossible for there to be any mistakes in my divination. Let's proceed ahead, I'll bring you to the secret spirit vein that no one knows of," Mister Taijia replied confidently.


The elder known as Phantom Hands nodded silently. With a wave of his hands, the yellow-robed guards that came along with them began paving the way once more.


The journey was plagued with thorns, poisonous insects, venomous worms, and ferocious beasts.


It was already their third day on the mountain, but regardless of whether it was the unfathomable elder known as Phantom Hands, the seer that many addressed as Mister Taijia, or the powerful-looking guards who clearly came from a distinguished background, none uttered a word of complaint at all.


Standing within the expansive mountain range, the group trudged forward like an insignificant group of ants, searching for their goal.


Just as everyone was fatigued by the journey, Mister Taijia abruptly pointed forward while gazing at his compass, and he exclaimed with a particularly excited tone, "I have found it! It is right in front!"


The compass in his left hand was trembling far more than it had throughout the journey.


Upon hearing those words, the crowd was revitalized, and immediately paved the way with greater vigor.


Kacha!


When last few thorny vines and trees were knocked apart, the sight before them abruptly opened up. Standing beneath a few large trees, they saw a verdant mountain of several hundred zhang tall towering right before them, like a resting colossal dragon. A primordial aura drifted in the surroundings.


Even if Mister Taijia didn't say anything at this point, everyone could feel the heightened concentration of spiritual energy in the air.


Under a slight breeze carrying the concentrated spiritual energy, the gray-robed elder shuddered in comfort, and he found his fatigue being washed away.


"Wonderful!" the elder trembled in excitement. They had spent four days trudging arduously through the wilderness, but their diligence had paid off.


Finally, they had found the treasure hidden in the mountain range.


With this unprecedentedly immense spirit vein, the Third Prince's plight would surely improve greatly. He would be able to attract and groom even more experts, thus giving him more leverage in the fight against the other princes.


"Mister Taijia, you have truly contributed greatly to us this time around! His Highness will surely be delighted to learn of this!"


The voice of the agitated Phantom Hands was slightly higher than usual.


"Hurry up and send a messenger to inform His Highness of this matter-"


But before Phantom Hands could finish his words, a shocked exclamation sounded in the air.


"How could this be?"


"Lord, look over there. How can there be houses over here?"


The royal guards pointed to the peak of the mountain and uttered in astonishment.


Phantom Hands, along with the exhausted Mister Taijia, immediately jolted in shock. They hurriedly lifted their gazes in the direction the guard was pointing at.


Hong long!


Unfolding before their flabbergasted gazes were several majestic golden palaces rising amidst the clouds.


As though lightning had struck him, Phantom Hands froze.


Dumbfounded, Mister Taijia didn't even realize that he had dropped the golden dual-layered geomantic compass in his hands.


How could this be?


This was the only thought that filled Mister Taijia's mind in this very moment.
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Stunned. Everyone was stunned!

This was especially so for Mister Taijia and Phantom Hands. Their mouths were wide open, but not a single word would come out.

"Taijia, what is going on? Didn't you say that this is a plot of undeveloped land, and no one else except for us is aware of it?" The livid Phantom Hands spewed out these words one by one through gritted teeth.

"This shouldn't be possible!" Mister Taijia uttered as he stepped forward. He hadn't noticed Phantom Hands' words at all. Astonishment had consumed him completely.

His divination mastery had already reached the peak a dozen years ago. There were very few in the capital who could compete with him in this field.

Based on his divination, this land should be completely unknown to anyone other than him. It was impossible for anyone to beat him to it.

But reality was showing him a very different picture.

Someone found this location way faster than him. The elegant infrastructures and the cluster of buildings… it was impossible to build all of those without a lengthy period of construction.

"Mister, is there any chance that they haven't noticed the spirit vein yet?" three royal guards of the Third Prince asked hopefully.

"That's not possible!" Mister Taijia refuted the suggestion without any hesitation.

"The place is extremely remote, and it is a far distance away from the main route. If they hadn't noticed something, they wouldn't have built such elaborate structures here."

"But is there a chance that they are just to tour around?"

"Do you think that they will tour in a place where venomous snakes roam?"

The question rendered the guards speechless.

On the journey here, they had imagined all kinds of scenarios, be it whether the spirit vein didn't exist at all, or that Mister Taijia had miscalculated. The one and only scenario they had failed to take into account was that... someone had beat them to the spirit vein.

Looking at the rows of buildings on the peak of the mountain, all their hearts turned cold.

"Mister Taijia, is this the spirit vein you have divined for us?" Phantom Hands asked with a frigid voice. At this moment, his eyes were blazing with fury. If not for the Third Prince's high regard for the seer, he would have long killed the man for this farce.

"This is indeed the spirit vein..." Mister Taijia said, but before he could finish his words, Phantom Hands interjected in displeasure.

"Then you divine again!"

Sou!

The seer stretched out his hand, and the golden dual-layered geomantic compass immediately flew into his hands.

Casually picking a leaf near the spirit vein, Mister Taijia began his divination.

"How can this be?" The abruptly different results Taijia saw left him stunned.

The consecutive divination over the course of the past few days had left his face pale, but at this moment, it looked as though it was completely drained of color.

He had spent his entire life dabbling in divination, and he was extremely confident of his own divinations.

However, Taijia suddenly realized that his divination was inaccurate.

In his entire life, this was the first time he had received an uncertain result.

"How can this be? What is going on?" The trembling Taijia muttered under his breath anxiously. The confidence he had built over the years was shattered all of a sudden.

"Is it the malicious aura... No, the malicious aura can't possibly affect my results by so much. There must be other factors in place! The mist concealing the river... This is an intervention from an external force. Who in the world is the person who built these structures to interfere in my divination?"

Staring at the towering palace-like buildings that rose into the clouds, Taijia's mind was in a state of chaos.

The results he had received on his compass was the phenomenon of "the mist concealing the river". This was a divination that would only appear when meeting those possessing extremely strong "destiny", resulting in an inconclusive divination.

However, with his high mastery in the art of divination, he had divined for innumerable people, ranging from the prestigious kings and nobles to the officials and scions, but he had never encountered such a situation before.

Glancing at the spirit vein amidst the clouds, Taijia immediately made a divination regarding the mastermind who managed to beat him to the spirit vein.

No matter what, he was determined to uncover the identity of the man who was able to interfere even with his divination.

Weng!

As if a boulder had fallen from the sky, Taijia suddenly felt incomparably heavy. The resilience of the other party's "destiny" was far stronger than he thought.

Who in the world is that person?

Taijia's heart turned cold. He had barely started his divination when a pressure reminiscent of a falling mountain crushed down on him. This was a situation he had never encountered in the past.

But this only served to further fuel his curiosity.

The Third Prince had regarded this operation with utmost importance, and Taijia knew that he would have to provide him an answer regardless of the situation.

Boom!

Just as Taijia gathered his determination to continue his divination, an immense power from the world suddenly struck him as if a bolt of lightning.

Immense pain grasped Taijia's heart, and blood flowed from his nostrils. He had already been weakened from the fatigue of consecutive divinations, and this blow added injury to his wound. In an instant, the sight before him darkened, and he fell backward.

"Mister Taijia!"

"Mister Taijia!"

"Mister! ..."

Astonished, the group of men hurried forward to grab Taijia.

"Lord, what do we do now?"

The group turned toward Phantom Hands.

"Don't worry, he has just fainted out of exhaustion." Phantom Hands replied after placing his fingers on the pulse on Taijia's neck. Even though he was incapable of divination, he had learned some basic knowledge about it following behind the Third Prince, and he knew that divination was extremely exhausting on one's spirit.

The more thorough and uncharted the divination was, the more tiring it would be.

Clearly, Mister Taijia had overexerted himself and fainted as a result.

"You got off the hook easily," Phantom Hands muttered quietly as he stood up from the ground. He was still bubbling with rage, but with Master Taijia fainted, there was nowhere he could vent his anger, so he could only let it go.

"Lord, what do we do now? His Highness bears high expectations for this operation. Why don't we kill the men on the mountain? As long as we move carefully, we should be able to succeed without leaving behind any traces," a guard stepped forward and proposed. As he spoke, he made the aggressive gesture of sliding his thumb across his neck.

They were all the elites of the Third Prince's guard. As long as the command was issued, it shouldn't be too difficult for them to wipe out the group on the mountain.

"Wait a moment!" Even though Phantom Hands had the same thought in mind, he knew better than to act so recklessly. "There's no hurry in this matter. Let's ask about this matter at the Court of Judicial Review first, to confirm whether this plot of land is taken or not. If it isn't, we shall take it down, and they would have to evacuate no matter how many buildings they have constructed on the mountain.

"On the other hand, if the land is sold to someone without a sufficiently powerful background, we will have a good talk with them. We will have them sell the land to us using the Third Prince's name.

"And if he refuses to budge, we'll just get rid of him and clear away his men here."

Phantom Hands' thoughts were extremely rational. It seemed like it wasn't the first time he had conducted such a deed.

"... But what if the other party has a powerful background?" a guard asked.

"Hmph!" Phantom Hands sneered in disdain as a cold, piercing gleam shone from his eyes. "Do you think that there's anyone with a background larger than the Third Prince?"

"Understood!" everyone lowered their heads and responded.

Without alarming anyone, the group carried Mister Taijia and descended the mountain.

They were unaware that several li away, a pair of eyes was silently staring at every single of actions of theirs. Only when they finally left with Mister Taijia in their hands did the Demonic Emperor Old Man sigh deeply and close his eyes.

-------

Surprisingly, it didn't take them much effort to uncover the identity of the man they were looking for in the Court of Judicial Review. There was a map of the geographical terrain around the capital there.

They only had to point at the location of the mountain to receive the information they wanted.

Phantom Hands and the others had hypothesized this situation numerous times, but when they heard the name of the owner of the spirit vein, they were still stunned.

"Wang Chong?"

"The man who caused a huge uproar in the royal court via the regional commanders incident, alarming even the Sage Emperor?"

"Duke Jiu's grandson?"

"The offspring of the Wang Clan?"

Everyone, including Taijia who had barely awoken, was startled to hear the answer.

That was truly a person who a strong background!

No one had expected the Wang Clan to actually be involved in this matter.

The Third Prince was a son of the royal family, a potential successor to the throne. In the Central Plains, all powers were nothing more than a joke before him.

This was also the reason why Phantom Hands had no fear at the start.

But if the Wang Clan was involved...

This would cast some doubt on the matter. No one could say what the result of the clash would be.

The Wang Clan didn't have any members who possessed the royal bloodline, but their standing was comparable to one, perhaps exceeding it even. When the Sage Emperor was younger, it was the old master of the Wang Clan who supported him taking the throne.

The Sage Emperor had said on more than one occasion that if not for the old master of the Wang Clan, Duke Jiu, he wouldn't have achieved so much in his lifetime.

Great Tang wouldn't be as prosperous as it was, either!

In fact, even after the old master of the Wang Clan retired, the Sage Emperor even established a Four Quarters Embassy to house him so that he could seek the other party's advice whenever required.

Through this, one could see the standing of the Wang Clan in the royal court.

If the old master of the Wang Clan were to report a complaint to the Sage Emperor regarding the Third Prince, the Third Prince would be in trouble.

Everyone suddenly felt hesitant.

They dared not make a move at all!

The Wang Clan mustn't be offended!

Even if the Third Prince learned of this matter, he would surely stop them from doing something as risky as this.

"What is going on? How did that fellow learn of the spirit vein's existence? Is that son of the Wang Clan that formidable?"

Phantom Hands was a person who wouldn't even blink when a blade was pressed against his neck, but at this moment, a deep frown surfaced on his forehead. He suddenly realized that this matter was far more complicated than he had expected.

"Lord, what do we do now?" the leader of the guards asked.

"We should lay low for the moment and reconsider our options. The Wang Clan is not a power we can trifle with at the moment, we can only find another solution to this matter, "Phantom Hands replied as he grabbed his aching head.

"So the owner of those structures is him?" At the same time, many thoughts were whirling inside the awoken Master Taijia's head.

He had spent his life around the royal family and the nobility of the capital. However, at this moment, he suddenly felt a strong interest in the legendary fifteen-year-old child of the capital.

A person who could result in the failure of his divination couldn't possibly be someone ordinary. No matter what, he was determined to uncover the secrets hidden on that young man.

With such thoughts in mind, Master Taijia, Phantom Hands, and the others left the Court of Judicial Review.

------

Three days later, an earth-shattering news took the entire capital by storm.

A massive spirit vein was found amidst the mountain range less than thirty li beyond the capital.

The spiritual energy gathered on the spirit vein was tenfold more than Shenwei, Longwei, and Kunwu, as well as the spirit veins located around the capital.

Even if they were to take the entire world into scope, there were probably very few spirit veins who could compare with it.

Ten days of training on the spirit vein could easily match several months of hard work elsewhere.

As soon as the news hit the street, a huge uproar rose in the capital.

And along with the news, another familiar name also reached the ears of the crowd——

Wang Chong!

_____________________________________

Tl Notes: 

The term for destiny used here is 命格 (ming ge).

There is a traditional belief that luck played a role in one's ultimate fate, and this "luck" is often determined at birth. If you have watched Chinese or Korean historical drama often, I am sure you have come across plotlines where a new 'Star of the General' rose into the sky when a child was born or something along that line. Take Consort Taizhen as an example: she is said to be born with the 'destiny of the Phoenix', which hints that she will eventually take the role of the queen in Great Tang (or an equivalent position).

Besides that, there is also the concept of the resilience of one's "destiny", which refers to the chances of the prophecy being fulfilled. For example, one might hold the 'destiny of the Phoenix', but it doesn't mean that she will definitely take the role of the queen. Thus, it will be more exact to call destiny as a possibility in this case.

Divination is an act that interferes with "destiny" because it reveals the unknown and allows it to be reshaped. If you view it in another manner, you are challenging the destiny of another. For example, if you divined that Consort Taizhen has the 'destiny of the Phoenix' and you decide to kill her, then you will have changed her destiny. In this case, Master Taijia failed in the challenge against Wang Chong's destiny when he tried to divine him.

Basically, those with resilient destiny are often those who achieve great things in the future. For example, remember how the Sage Emperor cannot be divined, and his aura protects those around him (Back in Consort Taizhen's arc)? That's an example of that as well.
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The talk with Zhao Qianqiu went very successfully, as expected of the instructor in charge of imparting the Art of Commanding. 

His standing towered far beyond the other instructors, allowing the matter regarding Gao Feng, Nie Yan, and the others to be resolved very quickly.

Gao Feng, Nie Yan, Xu Qi, Chen Burang, and Sun Zhiming were originally banned from leaving the training camp without permission, but with Zhao Qianqiu's backing, they managed to receive the privilege to do so.

While they weren't completely unrestrained like the recruits under Zhao Qianqiu, such as Wang Chong and Su Hanshan, they were at least allowed to move freely for half a month for every month now.

Without wasting any time, Wang Chong immediately sent them to the spirit vein to train so as to prevent a situation such as that with Abutong from occurring once more.

At the same time, the rise in their cultivation would also be beneficial for the wars that would occur in the future.

They were the generals that Wang Chong had his eyes on in the future. The stronger they were, the greater Great Tang's hope for survival was.

------

"Wang Chong!!"

"Wang gongzi!!"

Three days later, in the Deflecting Blade Manor, just as Wang Chong was brewing a pot of Tie Guan Yin while basking under the hot sun, deafening shouts suddenly rose outside.

Accompanying those excited shoutings were flurried footsteps that seemed to indicate a huge crowd was swiftly nearing the manor.

"What is going on?" Wang Chong nearly dropped the teacup in his hands from the abrupt shouts. He and Zhao Jingdian glanced at one another in astonishment.

The Deflecting Blade Manor was a distance away from Kunwu Training Camp. On top of that, for fear of a backlash from the royal court, Wang Chong had also moved very carefully in his recruitment process. As such, other than him and the others, very few people would come here. Thus, something was clearly amiss with the ruckus outside.

"Jingdian, go and take a look,” Wang Chong instructed as he glanced outside.

Nodding, Zhao Jingdian placed his teacup back on the table before heading out. Under Wang Chong's influence, he was slowly growing interested in tea as well.

Wang Chong thought that Zhao Jingdian would return swiftly, but it took half a tea's time before Zhao Jingdian finally re-emerged at the doorstep of the courtyard with a look of astonishment on his face.

"What is going on?" Wang Chong frowned.

"Gongzi, there are many people outside. All of them have expressed their interest in joining the Deflecting Blade Manor!" , Zhao Jingdian said after organizing his thoughts momentarily, a bizarre expression on his face.

"What?" Wang Chong was taken aback. Pressing his hands against the violet rattan chairs, he abruptly stood up in shock.

Join the Deflecting Blade Manor?

He hadn't even sent out the invitations yet, why would there be so many people here?

"I'll go out and take a look." Without any hesitation, Wang Chong immediately walked out of the courtyard.

Hong!

The mountain wind blew. As soon as Wang Chong stepped out from the gates of the Deflecting Blade Manor, a deafening ruckus immediately filled his ears. In that instant, he felt as though he had stepped into an entirely different world.

Zhao Jingdian had said that many people were here, but Wang Chong only got a clear idea of what 'many' represented at this moment.

The crowd on the mountain definitely numbered in the thousands. It seemed as if all the recruits from White Tiger, Vermilion Bird, Black Tortoise, and Azure Dragon were all here.

"Wang gongzi, please accept me!"

"Wang gongzi, I wish to join your Deflecting Blade Manor!"

"Me too! Choose me!"

"Wang gongzi is here! Let's go!"...

Upon seeing Wang Chong, the faces of the crowd immediately flushed with excitement. To Wang Chong's shock, there were quite a few ladies from the Vermilion Bird Peak here as well.

However, their chatter formed a stark contrast with the others in the surroundings.

"So that's Wang Chong. He looks dashing!..."

Wang Chong's mind plunged into chaos.

What was going on? Why were there so many people expressing their interest to join his Deflecting Blade Manor?

"Lad, these people are here to join the Deflecting Blade Manor. For some reason, they found out that we have extended our invitations to a few people in the training camp, and rushed here to join the Deflecting Blade manor. Those who have rejected us initially have suddenly changed their mind as well. Most importantly of all, they seemed to have found out that gongzi is the owner of a huge spirit vein beyond the capital!"

Behind him, Zhao Jingdian reported the intelligence he had just gathered as he slowly walked down the slope.

"What?!" Turning around, Wang Chong stared at Zhao Jingdian in astonishment.

How did these people learn of the spirit vein!?

He had never told anyone about the spirit vein other than his own team, and there was no way Xu Qi, Gao Feng, Nie Yan, and the others would reveal the matter to another soul.

Wang Chong had absolute trust in them.

"... Furthermore, rumors have it that the spirit vein gongzi found is exceptionally huge. The spiritual energy there is exceptionally dense, and ten days of cultivating there can reap equivalent results to months of hard work elsewhere. Thus, the group standing before us now doesn't just consist of those from Kunwu Training Camp. Even those from Shenwei and Longwei are here, as well."

"In other words, everyone knows about the existence of the spirit vein now?" Wang Chong asked.

"That's right!" Zhao Jingdian nodded seriously.

In an instant, Wang Chong's face turned grim.

This matter was far more severe than he had thought. If this news wasn't just confined to Kunwu Training Camp, it would mean that it was known throughout the entire capital by now.

Wang Chong understood the significance of a massive spirit vein. There was no power or nobility who could possibly resist this allure.

In his previous life, up to the point that the spirit vein exploded, no one had noticed it despite its proximity to the capital.

In that moment, there were countless who, just like Wang Chong, felt that it was a huge pity.

This was also the reason why Wang Chong rushed to claim the spirit vein as soon as he acquired the resources to do so.

However, how did this matter get exposed?

One must know that even the Wang Family guards were kept in the dark about the true nature of this operation. They only knew that an extensive construction work was going on deep in the mountain.

That was how far Wang Chong went to conceal this matter.

But the news still eventually leaked somehow, and the matter was spiraling out of control.

In that instant, Wang Chong panicked.

No matter what, he didn't believe that Gao Feng, Nie Yan, and the others would betray him.

Someone must have intentionally let the news out!, Wang Chong thought. He had no doubt about that.

Honestly speaking, he was extremely displeased by this matter.

Who is the person who spread the news out?, Wang Chong thought.

He disliked the feeling of being led around the nose by someone else in the dark.

Hualala!

While he was in contemplation, a letter pigeon suddenly swooped down from the sky. Wang Chong stretched out his hand and grabbed it.

There was a simple note tied to the leg of the pigeon, and two familiar, thick brush strokes were written on it.

"It is a letter from teacher!"

Whenever the Demonic Emperor Old Man sent a letter to Wang Chong, he would leave two thick brush strokes on the back to indicate his identity.

This was the first time Wang Chong had received a letter from him since he came to Kunwu Training Camp.

"So that is what happened!"

After reading the contents of the letter, the frown on Wang Chong's forehead tightened, but the mystery which had confounded him had been resolved.

The Demonic Emperor Old Man's note was rather short, mentioning only that a suspicious group of men had appeared in the vicinity of the spirit vein recently.

Wang Chong's teacher hadn't fully recovered yet, so he wasn't able to view the situation clearly from his location then. However, he could tell that all of them possessed exceptional cultivation, and their armor was clearly that donned by the guards of the royal court.

One of them was even holding onto something resembling a geomantic compass.

Even though the Demonic Emperor Old Man stopped the letter here, this was more than sufficient for Wang Chong.

Indeed, someone has intentionally spread the news regarding the spirit vein. It seems like even teacher has heard of the news. Considering how chaotic it was already here, there must have been quite a few people who went to check out the spirit vein in the past few days, Wang Chong thought.

The only consolation at the moment was that Wang Chong was at least smart enough to spend the money to buy the mountain, as well as the land surrounding it.

Furthermore, the Wang Clan's name was also strong enough to deter most powers from doing anything extreme. No one would dare to intentionally cross Duke Jiu.

On top of that, the Imperial Army instructors were stationed on the spirit vein as well. Thus, the situation should be still fine for now.

As long as Wang Chong refused to sell the spirit vein, no one would be able to do anything to him.

Most probably, that bunch of men chose to intentionally expose this news to fluster Wang Chong.

Since someone was holding a geomantic compass, that person should be a seer. Only those who engage in divination would use a compass. However, how did that person manage to divine the location of my spirit vein?

Wang Chong was perplexed.

Since no seer was able to divine the presence of a spirit vein in his previous life, why would it be different now?

That presence of the spirit vein had been concealed by an immense congregation of malicious aura, and that should have been able to confound most seers. Otherwise, considering the massive spiritual energy gathered in the area, how could it possibly remain undetected until the day it exploded during the catastrophe?

Thus, Wang Chong found it inconceivable that someone actually managed to divine the location of his spirit vein.

A divergence in destiny had truly occurred!

"WANG CHONG!..."

Just as Wang Chong was deep in thought, a snappish voice sounded out. A valiant lady with a spear behind her back appeared below. Before her presence, the crowd immediately split apart to open a pathway for her to pass through.

A few guards of the Deflecting Blade Manor stepped forward to stop her, but Wang Chong hurriedly halted them with a wave of his hand!



                                                                        Chapter 307: War of the Princes! 
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"You brat, to think that you have such a huge spirit vein outside of the capital. When were you intending to inform me of this matter?"


Marquess Yi grabbed Wang Chong's shoulder and exerted her strength. Creak, Wang Chong’s bones groaned in protest.


Wang Chong had reached Origin Energy Tier 9 pinnacle, but his cultivation still wasn't a match for Marquess Yi yet.


"If Marquess Yi wishes to cultivate there, I'll welcome you there anytime. You can drop by the spirit vein whenever you want to, there won't be any restrictions on you," Wang Chong replied.


Despite Marquess Yi's slim build, the immense strength that she exerted with her hand was no joke at all. Wang Chong could tell that she was far stronger than Abutong.


"Good, I'll forgive you for now then!" Hearing Wang Chong's words, Marquess Yi's eyes lit up, and she loosened her grip. "Right, some good friends of mine want to tag along as well!"


"That is of course not a problem too! Feel free to bring them along..." Wang Chong immediately replied without any hesitation. In any case, the spirit vein was huge, so a few additional people wouldn't make a difference at all. Furthermore, considering their relationship with Second Sister Wang Zhuyan, he wouldn't act so miserly with them either.


"That's more like it!" Marquess Yi released Wang Chong's shoulder with a smile reminiscent of a blooming flower on her lips. Having achieved her extortion, she looked around and noticed the Deflecting Blade Manor behind Wang Chong.


"Hmm, your manor doesn’t look too bad." Marquess Yi spoke as if she was seeing it for the first time.


This manor of mine has been completed for a long time already, how can you have only seen it now?


Wang Chong was rendered speechless by Marquess Yi's response. True, the Vermilion Peak might be a little far away from this manor, but to have only seen it now...


He had heard from Second Sister that Marquess Yi was a martial arts fanatic, and that seemed to be very true at the moment.


Wang Chong beckoned a guard from the Deflecting Blade Manor over and instructed him, "Luo Cheng, take Marquess Yi in to take a look."


"Yes, gongzi." The guard hurriedly led Marquess Yi up the mountain and into the Deflecting Blade Manor.


After Wang Chong finally sent that fearsome woman away, Zhao Jingdian heaved a sigh of relief and asked, "Gongzi, what do we do now?"


A frown reappeared on Wang Chong's forehead as he gazed at the crowd beneath him silently.


"Have the men gather the names of those who are interested in joining the Deflecting Blade Manor and hand it to me.


"I intended to take the Deflecting Blade Manor forward a step at a time, but it seems like there is no need for it anymore. This is a good opportunity," Wang Chong spoke resolutely, looking at the bustling crowd beneath him.


As the saying went, "Opportunity and disaster are like two sides of a coin. They come together and are interchangeable". Even though he was caught off-guard by this turn of events, it was undeniable that this could be seen as a good opportunity as well.


If he could grasp it well, it could be a chance to further his aims.


Thus, Wang Chong came to a decision.


Under Wang Chong's leadership, the guards began to gather the names of those in the area.


The crowd, which was dissatisfied at being obstructed by the guards, immediately cheered Wang Chong's name in excitement.


Even those who had intended to do Wang Chong in couldn't have expected the latter's reputation in the training camp to soar over this matter.


Hualala!


---


Soon after Wang Chong instructed his men to gather the names, a white dove dove down from the sky.


Today sure wasn't going to be a peaceful day.


Upon seeing Big Uncle Wang Gen's seal on the letter, Wang Chong was taken aback.


After a moment of hesitation, he opened the letter and looked at it.


The letter which Big Uncle Wang Gen sent over only had a few lines of words asking if the spirit vein beyond the capital truly belonged to Wang Chong.


However, it was this ordinary letter without any concrete content that made Wang Chong's heart sink.


The terms Big Uncle Wang Gen used were extremely polite, different from his usual, casual tone.


This was very unlike Big Uncle Wang Gen. It seemed as if he had sent this letter at the request of another.


Given Big Uncle Wang Gen's current standing in the royal court, there were very few people who could put him in such a difficult position.


Wang Chong only had to give it some thought to figure out who the other party was.


Wang Chong sighed deeply as he kept the letter with a heavy heart.


If Wang Chong's conjecture didn't fail him, the person who left Big Uncle Wang Gen so distressed was probably the First Prince.


When Wang Chong first received the letter from his teacher, saying that someone dressed in the armor of the royal guards had appeared in the vicinity of the spirit vein, he already had a bad premonition.


And everything happened as he had suspected!


The person who brought the seer to the spirit vein and announced the news was probably a prince, and the one who made Big Wang Gen write the letter was another...


The thing which Wang Chong had been worrying about had finally happened.


In this life, the matter which Wang Chong didn't wish to get embroiled with the most was the "War of the Princes". The "Vast Crane Pavilion incident", "Consort Taizhen incident", "regional commanders incident"... All of these matters could easily result in the downfall of a prestigious clan, but none of them could compare with the severity of the "War of the Princes".


Regardless of which era one was in, the War of the Princes was always the most dangerous matter to get involved with.


A single mistake could result in the regret of a lifetime.


The ancient Yu the Great intended to pass his throne to Count Yi, but the latter ended up being killed by Yue the Great's son, and his body was torn apart by five horses!


This was how vicious the War of the Princes could get.


Anything that involved the struggle for imperial authority was bound to be callous and vicious in nature.


Their failure in the Vast Crane Pavilion incident still allowed the Wang Clan to hold its ground for many years, and even the Consort Taizhen incident only resulted in the demotion of the Wang Clan to normal civilians.


But as for the War of the Princes...


As soon as the new emperor ascended the throne, those who supported the opposing princes would find their entire clans completely exterminated.


Even an emperor as wise as Yu the Great had his own successor being torn to shreds by his own son, needless to say about the others after him.


Such had been the case when the incumbent Sage Emperor came to power, so why should there be any exception this time?


Wang Chong had always consciously shied away from the War of the Princes, trying to remain uninvolved as far as it was possible.


But this spirit vein had swept Wang Chong into the most dangerous vortex in Great Tang.


The First Prince stood behind Big Uncle Wang Gen, and the mysterious prince who dispatched the seer to find the spirit vein... With these two princes getting involved in this matter, there was no doubt that more would soon come knocking on the doors of the Wang Clan.


And that was where the trouble lay.


Amidst this crisis, such a thing known as the 'correct decision' didn't exist at all. There was no ground one could stand on that was definitely remain safe. Doing anything was a mistake in itself, and the more one did, the deeper one would sink... But not doing anything was a mistake as well!


With such thoughts in mind, Wang Chong could only sigh deeply.


"All that has to happen will happen. I'll just count my steps as I take them."


Soon, Wang Chong turned around and returned back to the Deflecting Blade Manor.


------


"What a powerful spirit vein!"


Just as Wang Chong was busy in the Deflecting Blade Manor, he was unaware that a haughty, crimson-robed lady was currently standing at the edge of the Vermilion Bird Peak. A fiery martial halo reminiscent of blazing flames shone beneath her feet. Along with an austere court nanny beside her, she gazed in the direction of the Deflecting Blade Manor.


Behind them were more than a dozen ladies dressed in court wear. Each of them possessed exceptional cultivation, and even the weakest of them was a True Martial realm. As such, their presence was exceptionally conspicuous in the training camp.


"Your Highness, this is a good opportunity. It is by the will of heavens that we are in the Kunwu Training Camp, we mustn't let this chance slip by our fingers!" the austere nanny spoke. From the slight golden hue on her skinny, withered fingers, it could be seen that she had cultivated some kind of unique martial arts.


And held in her five fingers was a letter containing the most recent news from the capital.


Under her instructions, a scout had already proceeded to scope out the spirit vein, and the news he sent back was that the spiritual energy contained in the spirit vein was unbelievably concentrated.


And more importantly, the spirit vein covered a wide region.


This news was sufficient to move any power in the capital.


Without a doubt, anyone who gained possession of this huge spirit vein would obtain a vital edge in the War of the Princes.


"Since that is the case, let's take it." , Princess Ni Huang said without any hesitation, holding her head up high. The brilliant splendor of her halo made her astounding features even more beautiful.


"We will surely have to gain possession of it, but that lad isn't a simple figure..." the old nanny frowned. Even though she had been living in the royal court for far too long, spending most of her time by Princess Ni Huang's side, she was still kept abreast of the happenings outside.


The old nanny began to fill Princess Ni Huang in on the various rumors she had gathered regarding that lad.


"Hmph, and here I was wondering what kind of formidable figure he could be. In the end, he's just nothing more than a fellow who is all words," Princess Ni Huang replied in disdain after hearing of the regional commanders incident.


"No matter how big the Wang Clan is, can it be compared to the royal family? I don't believe that he will dare to refuse me if I were to ask him to hand it over! Besides, even if he were to refuse, all we have to do is to beat him into submission. I don't have the hobby of being rejected." Princess Ni Huang clenched her fists, and a powerful aura gushed forth from her. For a moment, the entire cliff tremored.


This was the incredible strength that Profound Martial realm experts harnessed at their fingertips.


As a member of the royal family, she had the qualifications to be proud. Before her, not even Abutong was worth anything.


"Your Highness is right. No matter how powerful the Wang Clan is, they are no more than servants of the royal family. I'll escort Your Highness over later on. If that lad were to dare to utter a word of refusal, your humble servant will teach him a lesson in Your Highness's stead and have him obediently hand the spirit vein over," the old nanny nodded as a bone-chilling smile surfaced on her lips.


No matter what the princess wanted, even if it was the stars in the sky, she would obtain it for her.


That was her mission as a servant!



                                                                        Chapter 308: Princess Ni Huang! 

                                                                                
"Gongzi, we have tallied the name list."

Unknowingly, several hours had passed, and the crowd outside slowly scattered. Zhao Jingdian stepped into the room with a thick stack of papers in his hands.

"Place it on the table."

The room was decorated in an elegant, antique fashion. Wang Chong was currently seated behind an ancient Han Dynasty painting as he gestured to a rosewood table beside him.

The commotion resulting from the spirit vein had brought in more applicants to the Deflecting Blade Manor than expected.

Perhaps I should change the rules, Wang Chong thought.

His original plan was to gather a group of talented commanders from Kunwu Training Camp and groom them to achieve greater things in the future.

But the arrival of the men from Shenwei and Longwei had made Wang Chong reconsider his decisions.

He suddenly felt that he could expand his original plan to include those from Shenwei and Longwei, as well.

However, the prerequisites to entering the Deflecting Blade Manor wouldn't change.

Wang Chong didn't intend to recruit martial artists. There were plenty of experts throughout Great Tang whose services he could employ if that was the case.

Who Wang Chong intended to recruit were those who possessed a sharp eye for the battlefield, or those who possessed potential in that aspect.

In other words, Wang Chong wanted to bring in allies who would stand on the same front as him, future generals who would fight for Great Tang!

Starting from the very first page, Wang Chong began to read through the names while scavenging through the memories of his previous life to sieve out the list of priority candidates.

Xie Qingyun from Longwei Training Camp. He sounds familiar... Isn't he the scion of the Xie Clan? He is quite famous in the capital, and he is renowned for his loyalty. To think that he would be here as well!, Wang Chong thought as he stared at a certain name in the middle of the list.

While Shenwei and Longwei failed to produce as many outstanding generals as Kunwu Training Camp, there were still quite a few who had achieved considerable feats.

Even though Xie Qingyun couldn't compete with the top-notch talented generals such as Su Hanshan and Sun Zhiming, he was still a relatively outstanding commander.

According to what Wang Chong remembered, the other party eventually become a commandant, a high-ranked officer in the military.

Coming from a large clan, he should have come into contact with military affairs and the sort from a young age, so his talent should be acceptable. The only thing he is lacking is the determination to reach for greater heights. Since he was able to become a commandant in his previous life, he should have some talent in commanding an army. If he could be groomed in the Deflecting Blade Manor, he might be able to surpass his previous achievements and reach heights beyond his previous life, Wang Chong thought.

The future held countless possibilities. As long as one reached out, there were many things one could grasp. However, after seeing Xie Qingyun's name, Wang Chong suddenly recalled another recruit of Longwei Training Camp.

That person had one of the humbler backgrounds among those in Longwei, and his clan didn't seem to regard him highly, either.

However, to uphold the honor of the clan, he was still allowed to enroll in Longwei Training Camp despite being the son of a concubine. Such matters were rather common in large clans.

A moment later, Wang Chong eyes lit up as he found the ordinary-sounding name. "I found it, Wei Anfang!"

The current Wei Anfang was probably going through one of the worst phases in his life. There was no one in the clan who valued him, he was snubbed in Longwei Training Camp, and he even had a conflict with his elder brother recently.

Wang Chong raised his brush and wrote a tick beside Wei Anfang's name.

Wei Anfang was one of the high achievers that had emerged from the Longwei Training Camp. The army that he led had performed unexpectedly well in several huge battles.

He was a dedicated person who could fulfill the instructions of his superior perfectly, and even go beyond that.

Every single great general needed to learn the art of effectively commanding an army. But similarly, they would also require loyal commanders who could understand their military tactics and intention, and execute them perfectly.

Wei Anfang definitely belonged to the latter.

His talent might not be particularly outstanding, paling in face of Sun Zhiming, Chen Burang, and the others, but as a loyal and flexible commander, he was a sought-after talent of all great generals who possessed great ambitions.

And more importantly, Wei Anfang was the type to only shine later on.

His life in Longwei Training Camp was ordinary and unspectacular, and he only began to rise swiftly after he officially entered the army.

With each passing battle, he had undergone metamorphosis after metamorphosis, eventually becoming one of the few rising stars from Longwei Training Camp.

If Wang Chong could bring him to his side now, the other party would surely become his most reliable comrade.

"Jingdian, send an invitation letter to this person. Tell him that he need not take the examination, and he can come here straight."

Pointing to Wei Anfang's name, Wang Chong instructed Zhao Jingdian.

Upon hearing Wang Chong's words, a sliver of astonishment flashed across Zhao Jingdian's eyes. He couldn't understand what kind of capabilities Wei Anfang possessed for Wang Chong to extend an invitation straight to him without undergoing the entrance examination.

Furthermore, this was under the circumstances that Wang Chong had yet to finish looking through the list!

"Yes, gongzi."

Even though Zhao Jingdian was bewildered, he still followed Wang Chong's instructions without any complaints.

After arranging this matter, Wang Chong continued browsing through the list.

"Zhang Tuwen, no impression of him at all..."

"Xu Tong, this person has a horrible reputation. Back when I was still hanging in the streets, his name surfaced on many occasions."

"Huang Yanwu, I should give him a chance when the time comes."

"Shi Rongrong..."

Seeing the feminine name amidst the list, Wang Chong grabbed his forehead as a pang of headache struck him.

There were quite a few female applicants to the Deflecting Blade Manor this time, but Wang Chong's original plan didn't involve the recruitment of ladies. Of course, Marquess Yi was an exception.

Furthermore, they didn't seem to just be interested in entering the Deflecting Blade manor!

The words they had spoken earlier were still fresh in Wang Chong's mind!

This is truly troubling!, Wang Chong thought.

This matter had surpassed Wang Chong's expectations. It would not be feasible for him to reject every single one of them. After all, most of them came from distinguished clans, and if they were to cause a fuss, it would be vexing.

But accepting those ladies in... He hadn't really entertained such a possibility before.

Besides, Wang Chong had another doubt in his mind.

The spirit vein is indeed enticing, but the number of ladies who applied for the Deflecting Blade Manor is simply too many. This is a little suspicious…, Wang Chong thought.

Calming himself down, Wang Chong continued scanning through the names and leaving a mark on some of them.

------

Some time later, as Wang Chong was still busy marking the names on the list, a lady's voice suddenly sounded. Even though the voice was pleasant, it had a haughty and domineering vibe to it.

"Where is Wang Chong? Come out right now!"

"Hmm?"

Wang Chong raised his head from the desk doubtfully. The voice seemed to be coming from the entrance, and it didn't seem to be Marquess Yi.

Boom!

Before Wang Chong could process what was going on, a loud explosion sounded, and the gate to the courtyard was kicked open. A shock wave gushed into the room.

Following which, the sound of wooden boards and human bodies crashing onto the floor sounded.

It seemed like the guard had been kicked in along with the door.

"Damn it, who are those people?" Fury flashed across Wang Chong's eyes as he smashed his palm onto the table. It was one thing to cause trouble in the Deflecting Blade Manor, but to hurt his men was going way too far!

Peng!

Opening the door, Wang Chong was just about to walk out when what he saw left him frozen.

At the entrance, he saw a group of ferocious young ladies dressed in court wear, and a formidable-looking nanny standing in front of them.

And standing in front of those young ladies and beside the old nanny was a fair-skinned young lady. She was beautiful, but her face was frosty like a winter night. Standing above a resplendent pink halo reminiscent of flames, she gazed at the crowd with an air of superiority.

The Imperial Army members whom Uncle Li Lin had dispatched here were kneeling before her with their heads lowered.

"You are Wang Chong?"

Upon noticing Wang Chong, the cold-faced lady immediately turned her head over. Her attitude was overbearing and intolerable.

Seeing the young lady, Wang Chong was taken aback.

He didn't recognize the lady, but he recognized the brilliant martial halo beneath her feet. He had only seen it from afar on the night of the Goguryeons' night assault, but...

Princess Ni Huang!

This thought flashed across Wang Chong's mind, and in an instant, a bad premonition struck him.

"I am talking to you!" Not receiving an answer, Princess Ni Huang immediately became a little irritated.

"Yes, I am. May I know the reason behind Your Highness's visit?" Wang Chong said as he walked down the stairs.

"Hmph, it's good that you're him." Ignoring the guards of the Deflecting Blade Manor, Princess Ni Huang walked up to Wang Chong. The cold-faced nanny and the group of ladies behind her immediately followed suit.

"I am honored by Your Highness's visit. May I know what can I do for you?" Wang Chong said nonchalantly as he gestured to a guard beside him.

"Bring a pot of tea over..."

"There's no need for it!" Before Wang Chong could finish his words, Princess Ni Huang interjected.

"Hmph, since you know who I am, that will make things simpler. I heard that you have a spirit vein under your name. Hand it over!" Her voice was forceful, leaving no grounds for negotiation at all.

Peng!

With just a glance, the court lady behind immediately stepped forward and placed a blank deed on the rosewood table to the side.

Even the red ink used to seal the deed had been prepared.



                                                                        Chapter 309: Coercion! 

                                                                                
That bad premonition had become a reality.

Looking at the deed and the red ink before him, Wang Chong's complexion turned ugly.

Princess Ni Huang was indeed here for the spirit vein.

He knew that the exposure of the spirit vein would surely bring about great trouble, but he didn't think that it would come that quickly.

A princess had actually come before him for the spirit vein.

Even though Wang Chong knew that he was bound for trouble, he didn't expect the other party to be so arrogant. To expect him to hand over the spirit vein freely like that, how could there be something as good as that in the world?

If it was just for private purposes, he wouldn't mind giving the spirit vein away.

However, the spirit vein simply played too crucial a role for him in changing the future. Otherwise, he wouldn't have wasted his resources on it in the first place.

Not to mention, he wouldn't have continued holding onto it despite the danger of being embroiled in the War of the Princes, especially after receiving the letter from Big Uncle Wang Gen.

But from the looks of it, Princess Ni Huang would never leave unless she achieved her aims here. Most probably, the matter here wouldn't be resolved peacefully.

Glancing at the brilliant martial halo beneath Princess Ni Huang's feet, he asked calmly, "May I ask Your Highness a question? Given Your Highness's superior cultivation, what use do you have seeking the spirit vein?"

"Hmph! You need not bother about that. I'll just ask you one simple question: will you hand it over or not?" Princess Ni Huang's eyebrows shot up as she spoke authoritatively.

"Lad, I know that you are the grandson of Duke Jiu, but since Your Highness has already requested it from you, you better obediently hand it over," the austere old nanny who possessed unfathomable cultivation added.

"Indeed. Why bother speaking so much nonsense? Since Your Highness asks you to hand it over, all you have to do is to hand it over."

"I suggest you give in so that you can avoid some unnecessary suffering!"

The two court ladies behind Princess Ni Huang harrumphed impolitely with an attitude of "it is your honor that our princess is interested in your possession".

"Hahaha! Princess Ni Huang, even the His Majesty has to spend his own money to purchase his meal and necessities. Yet, Your Highness actually expects me to give away a spirit vein for free? What if I reject your request?" Wang Chong sneered in anger.

"Hmph, that is not up to you!"

Having expected Wang Chong’s rejection of her request, Princess Ni Huang smiled coldly. Sou! With a flash, her figure vanished, and a slim but powerful white hand darted straight for Wang Chong's wrist.

Weng!

Wang Chong knew that Princess Ni Huang would surely make a move, so he swiftly executed the Phantom Steps. In an instant, three identical Wang Chongs appeared before Princess Ni Huang.

Princess Ni Huang had always been an arrogant person, and she didn't think highly of Wang Chong, either. Thus, she was caught off guard by Wang Chong's maneuver, and her hand grabbed onto thin air.

Princess Ni Huang was taken aback, but she swiftly recovered from her astonishment. Instead of pursuing Wang Chong, she turned around to look at the old nanny beside her with a cold smile.

"Nanny, I was right, am I? This fellow won't pass the spirit vein over to us willingly unless we show him our might."

"Your Highness, don't worry. Leave this lad to me!" A layer of frost cloaked the old nanny's face.

Even though Duke Jiu possessed exceptional standing in the royal court, and he was respected by many, the old nanny didn't have any other choice since the princess had already spoken.

Weng!

A cold gleam could be seen vaguely streaking across the old nanny's eyes. In that instant, Wang Chong felt as if he had locked onto by a venomous viper, and his goosebumps immediately rose in alarm.

This is bad!

Astonished, Wang Chong immediately tried to back away. However, he was still too late. A pair of withered claws swiftly flew toward him, and just as he was about to be caught—

"Gongzi, be careful!"

In that very moment, a figure abruptly rushed in between Wang Chong and the austere old nanny.

"Jingdian!" Wang Chong shouted in shock.

The person who cut in at that crucial moment was no other Zhao Jingdian, who had just returned after giving away his invitation letters. However, how could Zhao Jingdian be a match for that unfathomable old nanny given his current cultivation?

Peng!

As soon as he leaped in, he was immediately knocked flying.

"Brat, is this your subordinate? It looks you care about him a lot!"

A cold and sinister laughter reverberated in the room. Seeing Wang Chong's reaction, a vicious smile crept onto the lips of the old nanny. Before Zhao Jingdian could even land on the ground, she stretched out her right hand and grasped. Under the pull of some invisible force, Zhao Jingdian was dragged to the old nanny, and the latter immediately suppressed him and locked him under her feet.

"If you hand over the spirit vein, you'll be able to take him away. Your Highness and I can let treat as if nothing has happened today, and we'll leave immediately."

"Gongzi, you mustn't accede to her request!"

"Brat, if I am in your position, I won't dare to act so obstinately," the old nanny sneered coldly. With a flick of her right hand, a needle imbued with Stellar Energy flew out and disappeared into Zhao Jingdian's body.

That small needle might seem to be nothing much, but Zhao Jingdian couldn't help but yell from the excruciating pain coursing through his body, and cold sweat dripped profusely from his body.

"Let go of him!" Wang Chong roared, glaring at the old nanny.

There were many ways to torture another in the royal court. Without a doubt, that old hag was using some torture method on Zhao Jingdian.

"If you hand the spirit vein over, everything can be resolved peacefully," Princess Ni Huang said haughtily. "Also, I suggest you not to even think of running away. You won't be able to escape, so don't bother engaging in pointless actions!"

Wang Chong was furious, but with Zhao Jingdian locked firmly beneath the old nanny, there was very little that he could do.

The spirit vein really couldn't be handed over!

However, the old and young duo clearly wouldn't let the matter rest as long as Wang Chong refused to hand them a satisfactory answer. The only reason why they hadn't done anything yet was because they thought that there was nothing Wang Chong could do at this point.

However, their patience wouldn't last forever.

"Wang Chong, I'll count to ten. If you still refuse to hand over the deed to the spirit vein, don't blame me for getting nasty. One! ...Two! ..."

While Wang Chong was still wracking his head for a solution, Princess Ni Huang was slowly cornering him with a cold sneer.

The temperature in the Deflecting Blade Manor abruptly plunged.

The hands of the old nanny slowly tightened on Zhao Jingdian.

To this point, she had tried her best to spare Wang Chong's pride in consideration of the possible backlash from Duke Jiu's side. However, if Wang Chong still refused to give in, she would have to resort to extreme measures.

"Princess Ni Huang, you are too audacious! Aren't you afraid of His Majesty's punishment?" Wang Chong bellowed furiously.

"Hmph, that will be a thing for the future." Princess Ni Huang harrumphed nonchalantly in response.

"Six! ..."

Reasoning with another had never been her character.

It was just a moment ago that her nanny told her not to lay her hands on Wang Chong in consideration of Duke Jiu. However, Princess Ni Huang bore no such thoughts.

Ten counts was the limit of her patience. If that lad still refused to cooperate with her, she didn't mind falling out with him entirely.

It seems like he must feel some pain before he will submit!, Princess Ni Huang clenched her fists tightly.

Wang Chong remained silent. Even though Princess Ni Huang didn't say a word, Wang Chong could still feel the malicious intentions from her gaze.

It seems like escaping won't do any good now...

Many thoughts ran through Wang Chong's head. Even though it was a brief encounter, he could tell that the princess and the nanny's cultivation had already far surpassed the True Martial realm.

He wouldn't be a match for them at all.

This matter really can't be resolved peacefully anymore.

Wang Chong's heart sank. Before absolute power, there was nothing he could do. Furthermore, the other party was a member of the royal family, so the usual restraints among the high society didn't work on her, either.

However, waiting around for death wasn't Wang Chong's style.

Suddenly, a thought flashed across Wang Chong's head, and an idea popped in his mind.

"Princess Ni Huang, given how the spirit vein is useless for your cultivation, you are probably here for the Second Prince, am I right?"

"I was still wondering what you will talk about. Who doesn't know that the Second Prince and I are siblings from the same mother. If you intend to talk your way out of this matter, I advise you not to waste your breath,"Princess Ni Huang replied in contempt.

"We are already at nine. Have you made up your mind yet?"

That is indeed the case!

Hearing those words, Wang Chong suddenly saw a ray of hope.

He hadn't gotten involved in the matter in the royal court back then, so his knowledge of the various matters occurring there was terribly limited. Thus, he had to verify the fact personally before he could put the pieces together.

The Second Prince, she is indeed acting for him!, Wang Chong thought.

The world's most disharmonious and scheming family was the royal family. Princess Ni Huang could have never imagined that her words had cleared up many things in Wang Chong's mind.

If Wang Chong's memory failed him not, the Second Prince seemed to have suffered some kind of severe damage when he was sixteen, putting him in a highly disadvantageous position in the intense War of the Princes.

This was the reason why Princess Ni Huang, as the other party's blood kin, sympathized with him and wanted to help him.

The reason why she was intent on obtaining the spirit vein was also due to him.

However, Princess Ni Huang probably could have never imagined that the Second Prince had already recovered from his injuries. It was just that he had never shown it in public.

Furthermore, he knew that he could win Princess Ni Huang's sympathy in such a manner, so he intended to continue hiding this matter from her to make use of her.

But on the surface, the Second Prince still upheld the image of a doting brother in front of Princess Ni Huang.

This made Princess Ni Huang even more infatuated with her brother. Indignant in his stead, she was determined to help him.
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The Second Prince was too scheming, deceiving even his own blood-related sister. This made Wang Chong extremely unfond of him.

This might be a means for survival in the fight for the crown, but Wang Chong didn't think it justified the action of deceiving even one's close kin.

It is impossible that he is unaware that Princess Ni Huang and I are in the same training camp. Perhaps, it might even be his intention for Princess Ni Huang to come to Knwu Training Camp. After the exposure of the existence of the spirit vein, the Second Prince might have even predicted that Princess Ni Huang would resort to such extreme actions, so he chose not make a move at all.

Such thoughts swiftly ran across Wang Chong's mind. As he recalled the reputation of the Second Prince and the deeds he had committed in the previous life, Wang Chong suddenly felt uncomfortable.

When power came into the equation, even the most innocent of princes would turn into ferocious beasts.

This was also the reason why Wang Chong was reluctant to get involved in the matter.

"Princess Ni Huang, do you think that you will be of aid to the Second Prince just because you obtained the spirit vein?" Wang Chong harrumphed coldly. Instead of retreating, he chose to walk up toward Princess Ni Huang fearlessly.

Regardless of whether Princess Ni Huang was aware of the true character of the Second Prince, Wang Chong knew that he had to cross this crisis first.

"Brat, what kind of tricks are you playing?" As a worldly veteran, the old nanny immediately detected that Wang Chong was up to something upon seeing his actions.

But this time, she had guessed wrong.

"Hahaha!" Ignoring the old nanny, Wang Chong chuckled. "Princess Ni Huang, are you unaware that General Li Yichao has been defeated at the Black Mountain? And yet, you are still in the mood to fight with me over a spirit vein?"

Weng!

Princess Ni Huang was determined to remain calm before whatever Wang Chong was going say, but upon hearing General Li Yichao's name, Princess Ni Huang and the old nanny's faces immediately changed.

"You brat, how dare you try to fool me?" Princess Ni Huang's face turned cold. Sou! Her figure blurred, and before Wang Chong could discern what was going on, he felt something grab his arm tightly.

This time, Princess Ni Huang had gotten serious. Her movement was several times faster than before, leaving no time for Wang Chong to respond at all.

At this moment, Wang Chong finally understood why Princess Ni Huang was willing to deal with him so leisurely.

"Wang Chong, stop spouting nonsense. How could General Li lose? If you continue uttering gibberish, I won't stop at just taking away a spirit vein from you!" the infuriated Princess Ni Huang bellowed. A deep frosty frown was etched onto her forehead.

She had arrived at the Deflecting Blade Manor with a leisurely attitude, but Wang Chong's words had truly left her incensed.

"This is just a little lesson to you!"

Kachacha! Princess Ni Huang tightened her grip, and that clamp-like strength left Wang Chong feeling as if his wrist was torn into two.

Even so, Wang Chong didn't even utter the slightest shout of pain.

He had undergone far too much for him to be affected by such measly means by Princess Ni Huang.

"Princess Ni Huang, I am only stating a fact. Whether you wish to believe it or not is none of my business. Our Wang Clan has some connections in the military, so it is inevitable that our intelligence network in the field is slightly faster than others. If you think that I am uttering gibberish, you can always treat it as if I have said nothing at all," Wang Chong replied coldly.

However, the more Wang Chong acted in such a manner, the more unnerved Princess Ni Huang felt.

Even the composed old nanny couldn't help but feel a little jittery inside.

Black Halberd General Li Yichao was a subordinate of the Second Prince, and the both of them had a tight relationship. If Li Yichao were to suffer a loss in the northern region and lose a city, he would surely be severely punished by the Sage Emperor.

The Great Tang Empire had severe penalties for generals who lost the territory of the nation.

And more important than that, the Second Prince would also be implicated in the matter. In the struggle for imperial power, this could prove to be fatal.

This was truly a huge quake for the Second Prince. Before that, the spirit vein did seem unimportant in comparison.

On this aspect, Wang Chong wasn't wrong at all.

"Your Highness, let's put the matter of the spirit vein aside for the moment. If what this lad says is true, then this matter is of grave importance," the old nanny said with a grim expression.

Hearing those words, Princess Ni Huang began to panic.

"Brat, if I learn that you are lying..."

However, before Princess Ni Huang could finish her piece, Wang Chong had already interjected.

"Princess Ni Huang, if I were you, I would rush back to the royal palace as fast as I could. Perhaps, you might still make it in time to salvage the situation. Otherwise... Hehe, do you think that grabbing a spirit vein will be able to pull the Second Prince out of that dire situation?" Wang Chong sneered.

This wasn't a lie. Li Yichao's army had indeed been defeated at the Black Mountain, and news would reach the capital very soon.

But of course, there was one thing that Wang Chong didn't tell Princess Ni Huang.

The Turks didn't have the habit of conquering cities. On top of that, considering the immense military might of the Beiting Protectorate Manor, even if they were to breach the defenses of the Black Mountain, they would surely retreat swiftly,

Li Yichao and the others need not face the Turks straight on. They could easily snatch the Black Mountain back after the Turks retreated.

But of course, Wang Chong would never tell this to Princess Ni Huang. It would be good to make this domineering and haughty princess panic for a bit.

With Wang Chong's words, Princess Ni Huang immediately rushed out of the manor anxiously.

"Nanny, let's leave. Brat, if I learn that you are lying to me, be prepared to face the consequences!"

Princess Ni Huang beckoned for the old nanny as she walked out. Peng, with a flick of her finger, a powerful force shot out and struck a massive tree twenty zhang away from the walls of the Deflecting Blade Manor. The towering tree immediately fell, and the massive crown came crashing onto the Deflecting Blade Manor.

"That woman's cultivation sure is incredible!"

Upon seeing that sight, Wang Chong couldn't help but be astonished. Princess Ni Huang hadn't used any technique at all, it was just an ordinary finger flick. Yet, as normal as it was, it still felled a towering tree twenty zhang away. Her strength was indeed fearsome.

Princess Ni Huang's group left as quickly as they came.

As furiously as they marched in, they ended up leaving anxiously. In just a brief moment, they had disappeared in the horizon.

"Gongzi! ..."

Zhao Jingdian climbed to his feet and shook his limbs. He was still a little unnerved by the incident a moment ago.

The old nanny had grabbed his acupoint, rendering him incapable of moving. Zhao Jingdian had considered whether he should persuade Wang Chong to hand over the spirit vein or not, but it seemed like there was no need for that anymore.

Princess Ni Huang had marched into the Deflecting Blade Manor with a group of powerful martial artists. Zhao Jingdian thought that Wang Chong would end up giving away the spirit vein, but who knew that the latter would actually succeed in convincing them to leave with just a few words?

"Jingdian, are you fine?" Wang Chong walked up and asked worriedly.

The torture methods in the royal court were no joke. They were both vicious and cruel, and those beyond the palace could hardly imagine how brutal the torture could get.

From the outside, Wang Chong couldn't tell for sure whether Zhao Jingdian was injured or not.

"I'm fine."

Zhao Jingdian shook his head. It was fortunate that Wang Chong had dealt with them timely, leaving them no chance to inflict more injuries on him other than the first needle.

"Gongzi..." Zhao Jingdian hesitated.

"I know that you have done everything just now to save me, but if they return and realize that you were lying... We might be in trouble then!"

Perhaps a cup of poisonous wine might be able to alleviate one's thirst for a moment, but it would only push one a step further into the abyss. When Princess Ni Huang realized the truth, the trouble would return at an escalated level.

Given Princess Ni Huang's standing and prowess, she would surely stir up a storm in the Deflecting Blade Manor, leaving no peace for anyone.

Hearing those words, Wang Chong couldn't help but chuckle."Hahahaha, Jingdian, do you think I lied to them?"

"Is that not so?" Zhao Jingdian was taken aback.

"Of course not." The smiling Wang Chong shook his head. Seeing Zhao Jingdian's stunned expression, he didn't bother to explain the situation.

"Alright, you should go and take a rest. I will settle this matter."

---

After settling Zhao Jingdian, Wang Chong went out of Deflecting Blade Manor. However, as soon as he stepped out of its gates, he saw a familiar figure rushing up the mountain.

"Seems like my worry is unfounded. I have made a wasted trip."

Carrying the trademark spear of hers behind her back, Marquess Yi stepped over the gates and gazed at the interior of the courtyard. After which, she glanced at Wang Chong doubtfully.

Noticing the doubt in her eyes, Wang Chong asked, "You saw Princess Ni Huang?"

"Un," Marquess Yi nodded. She had rushed here as soon as she received the news. She had some ties with Princess Ni Huang, so she came with the intention of playing mediator to help Wang Chong. She didn't expect to see Princess Ni Huang rushing off anxiously while she was in the midst of scaling the mountain.

"What in the world did you say to her? I know Princess Ni Huang, she isn't the type to give up that easily." Marquess Yi assessed Wang Chong from head to toe suspiciously.

Given Princess Ni Huang's panicked state a moment ago, it didn't seem likely that she had obtained the spirit vein. However, if that was the case, it didn't make sense for her to leave when she hadn't achieved her objectives here.

Marquess Yi was unable to comprehend the bizarre paradox before her.

For the first time, she realized that she was unable to see through Wang Chong.

"Hehe!" Wang Chong chuckled in response. "I'll explain it to you in the future. For the time being, do me a favor. I have quite a thick name list in my room, and there are quite a few ladies in there. However, I am not familiar with them, so I require your help on this."

Marquess Yi had come at a timely moment.

After giving it some thought, Wang Chong felt that if he wanted to expand the influence of the Deflecting Blade Manor, he mustn't limit his scope. Furthermore, if he were to cut them off entirely, it would result in some troubles.

On the contrary, accepting a number of them could prove to be highly beneficial.

"Puchi!"

But unexpectedly, upon hearing Wang Chong's words, Marquess Yi abruptly burst into laughter. Following which, she examined Wang Chong once more, and her laughter intensified. Her gaze carried a mysterious intention that left Wang Chong feeling a little uncomfortable.

________________________

TL Notes:

The Black Mountain is also known as Yin Mountain and Daqing Mountain. It is located near Mongolia.



                                                                        Chapter 311: The Future Emperor of Great Tang! 

                                                                                
"What are you laughing at?"

Wang Chong only found the situation ridiculous. Had he unintentionally said a very funny joke? Furthermore, Marquess Yi's gaze... was making him really uncomfortable.

"Haha. Brat, you really don't know the reason why so many ladies applied to your Deflecting Blade Manor?" Marquess Yi chuckled.

Those words left Wang Chong astounded. This was exactly what Wang Chong had been puzzled over, and it seemed like Marquess Yi knew something about the matter.

Curious, Wang Chong asked. "Marquess Yi, you know something about it?"

"Your expression is really too funny! Hahahaha!" Grabbing her stomach, Marquess Yi burst into another peal of laughter.

"Marquess Yi, hurry up and speak! What is going on?" Seeing how Marquess Yi kept the suspense, Wang Chong anxiously urged her.

"Hahaha! Why don't you try guessing?" The gaze which Marquess Yi was looking at Wang Chong with became even more peculiar.

"How in the world am I to know..." Wang Chong clenched his fists in frustration. Marquess Yi's action of stoking his curiosity while refusing to reveal the truth made him very tempted to punch her, but unfortunately, she just had to be far stronger than him.

Just as he was grinding his teeth in anger, a thought suddenly came to his head.

Staring at Marquess Yi, Wang Chong asked, "Second Sister! ...Is this the doing of Second Sister?"

A person who could stir up a huge farce and generate the "you should know" expression on Marquess Yi, there was only one that Wang Chong could think of… his Second Sister, Wang Zhuyan!

And as though responding to Wang Chong's doubts, Marquess Yi's laughter crescendoed. Grabbing her stomach, she could hardly keep herself upright anymore.

No matter how slow Wang Chong was, it was clear that he was spot-on.

Second Sister!

To think that his Second Sister was really involved in this matter!

"Hahaha, this is really going to be the death of me. Do you know what that fellow, Zhuyan, said?"

Marquess Yi didn't think much of it initially, but after seeing Wang Chong's expression, she suddenly found this pair of cousins really interesting.

"Your cousin let out word that the Wang Clan is intent on finding a wife for you, and anyone who joins the Deflecting Blade Manor will be on the list of candidates. That is the reason why so many ladies from the Three Great Training Camps applied here," Marquess Yi unveiled the mystery.

"What?!"

Hearing that answer, Wang Chong was astonished. He knew that the disproportionate number of ladies did seem suspicious, and those words that they spoke were extremely unnatural as well, having nothing to do with the spirit vein at all. To think that this would be the reason!

"What kind of joke is Second Sister pulling?!" Wang Chong really panicked.

Was this a joking matter? Wang Chong could tell that it was just a prank, but outsiders may not think so. They would really take Wang Zhuyan's words for truth.

He knew that his Second Sister wasn't one to idle around, but he didn't expect her to create such a huge mess for him!

Wang Chong could already imagine the sight of his Second Sister laughing triumphantly on the peak of Longwei Training Camp.

"You should direct whatever you want to say to your Second Sister, I'll go in and take a look at the name list. Now that you speak of it, there are indeed quite a few ladies whom I want to pull into here. I don't wish to see just stinky men when I enter the Deflecting Blade Manor."

Still chuckling, Marquess Yi left the dumbfounded Wang Chong behind and walked into the Deflecting Blade Manor.

A dark streak flashed across Wang Chong's face. Despite being mocked by Marquess Yi, he couldn't find a word to retort.

Isn't Second Sister causing trouble for me?

After giving it some thought, Wang Chong felt that this matter couldn't be ignored. Thus, he returned to his study, wrote an exceptionally stern letter, and had it delivered to his Second Sister. Only then did he step out of the Deflecting Blade Manor and enter the woods.

The War of the Princes was no light matter. For the time being, the First Prince and Second Prince had appeared, and taking into account the seer who divined his spirit vein, a total of three princes had already gotten involved in this matter.

Wang Chong knew that a huge wave of princes would continue to appear to seek his spirit vein, and perhaps even forcefully drag Wang Clan to stand on the same front as them.

In such a crucial period, it was imperative for Wang Chong to calm down and consider his next course of action.

First and foremost, he had to stay out of places where others would expect him to be, such as the training camp and the Deflecting Blade Manor.

For this, the woods was the perfect place to calm down and think.

Executing the Phantom Steps, Wang Chong swiftly disappeared.

------

The depths of the mountain forest were filled with thorns. Other than birds and beasts, very few people would venture into here. Yet, two figures were currently strolling in its midst.

The young man was in his late teens. He had a tall, slim stature and an extremely exquisite face. He possessed a natural grace of nobility, and every gesture of his harnessed both elegance and authority.

However, his face was pale, and he didn't seem to be in a good physical condition.

Walking alongside the young man was a servant in his forties. He was lightly-dressed in a brown shirt, and his face was exceptionally ugly, especially with the wretched expression on his face.

However, what that stood out the most about him was his neck.

Despite being a man, he had no Adam's apple!

Even though a servant should be subservient, he seemed to be very annoyed at the moment.

"Uncle Jing, I have already gone to the extent of hiding here. Do you think that big brother, second brother, and the others will let me off? Father should probably forget about me, right?"

The dashing young man walked along a path under the support of the servant.

There shouldn't have been a path in this thorny forest, but after months of strolling in this area, he had forcefully stepped out a small path here.

Sunlight seeped through the gaps of the tree crowns and fell upon the young man. Feeling the warmth of the sun, a slight smile surfaced on his lips. It was hard to tell whether he was enjoying the sunlight or whether he was looking forward to being forgotten.

"Your Highness, are you a fool?" Upon hearing those words, the servant felt even more irritated, and his tone reflected his mood.

"As a child of the royal family, the offspring of the noble Sage Emperor, you should be trying to boost your intimacy with His Majesty and win his favor so that you can grasp supreme power in your hands. Yet, you requested to come to this humble Kunwu Training Camp, and now, you are even fearing that you aren't far enough from His Majesty? How can you be so placid?"

As he spoke, the servant grew more and more critical. If not for the fact that eunuchs had no choice where they would be dispatched, he would have never followed such a useless master.

With this kind of personality, that fellow would be nothing more than cannon fodder in the whirlpool of authority. When the new emperor was crowned, the only road left before him would be death.

It was one thing for this fool to die, but he would be implicated, as well!

Since ancient times, princes who failed in the vying for royal authority would be bound for death, along with those supporting them.

"Uncle Jing, do you know? I really hate fighting with big brother and the others. Furthermore, I am not a match for them at all. Isn't it better for me to be forgotten by father? Besides, this place is very quiet, and I like it a lot." The young man paid no heed to his servant's snappish words and smiled instead.

"Enough! If you wish to die, do it alone! I have no intentions of following suit!" The ugly servant forcefully tossed aside the young man's arm and stomped forward angrily.

The more he thought about the matter, the more frustrated he felt. If not for the fact that he would be a goner if he did so, he would have long killed this foolish Fifth Prince.

How could such a placid person exist?

The years serving him had really gone to waste!

"Hehe, Uncle Jing. I know that you are only saying these words out of anger!"

The young prince had a really good temper. Despite the servant flinging his arm away, he didn't seem to be angry at all. With a light chuckle, he rushed forward to catch up with him.

Kinship was something that had never existed in the royal family.

The young prince's mother was a lowly concubine of the Sage Emperor back when he was still a crown prince, and she had died when the young prince was still little.

Before the schemes in the palace, it was difficult for a lonesome prince without any backing to survive. While he had managed to preserve his life to this point, those around him had died.

All he had left was Uncle Jing.

This was the reason why he valued this relationship a lot.

Looking in the direction Uncle Jing had disappeared, the young prince hurriedly followed his footsteps.

---

Hualala!

Pigeon after pigeon flew across Wang Chong's head, headed in the direction of the Deflecting Blade Manor. For some reason, Wang Chong heaved a long sigh of relief upon seeing them.

At the very least, he wouldn't have to deal with those troublesome matters for now. It seemed like leaving the training camp was a wise decision.

Those princes won't be easy to deal with!, Wang Chong thought. He didn't panic even when facing Yao Guang Yi back at the Vast Crane Pavilion, but this incident had really left him a little distressed.

Hua!

Crouching down, Wang Chong leapt, leaving a reverberating tree branch behind him. Like a sharp arrow, he flew in an arc and landed on another tree branch several zhang away.

Wnag Chong felt exceptionally relaxed in this quiet place, allowing him to calm down and organize his thoughts.

"Don't follow me! ..." At that moment, an angry bellow sounded. Amidst the depths of the mountain, it was exceptionally conspicuous.

"Hm?" Wang Chong frowned in surprise. "There's someone here."

"You useless bum! ..." That angry voice sounded once more from the distance. He seemed to be reprimanding someone.

"This is weird..."

Wang Chong couldn't help but feel a little curious about this situation. Even though Wang Chong, Su Hanshan, and the others were able to leave Kunwu Training Camp easily, they were the exceptions. Most of the recruits weren't allowed to leave the premises casually.

It was only because of Zhao Qianqiu that they possessed this privilege, and it was for this privilege that Wang Chong sought Zhao Qianqiu.

Sou! Sou!

Leaping from the tree branches, Wang Chong headed southwest, the direction the voice seemed to have originated from. Soon, from a distance of thirty to forty zhang away, divided by a layer of thick tree leaves, Wang Chong saw a dashing young man seemingly arguing with someone else.

Wang Chong didn't think much at first sight, he was only perplexed that at how familiar the other party looked. However, at second glance, Wang Chong's eyebrows twitched violently.

"Li Heng?!"

These words flashed across Wang Chong's mind like a streak of lightning. To think that he would meet Fifth Prince Li Heng here!

In this world, there might be very few people who had heard of Li Heng, but in his previous life, there was no one who didn’t know of this Fifth Prince.

The reason was simple.

He was the final great emperor of Great Tang and the Central Plains!

Li Heng was the personal name of Emperor Suzong of Tang, who was the successor of the current Sage Emperor. Also, Uncle Jing was more commonly known as Li Fuguo in history, a eunuch that wielded immense authority during Li Heng's rule.

__________________________

TL Notes:

The happenings in the story will probably be a little different, but this is a basic glimpse of what happened in Great Tang in history.


If you recall the regional commanders incident, that is basically the build-up to the rebellion of the Hu under An Lushan. The rebellion of the Hu caused the Sage Emperor (Emperor Xuanzong) to flee to Jiannan to seek refuge as An Lushan's troops were swiftly approaching the capital Chang'an. However, Li Heng decided not to flee to Jiannan due to the long distance, which would make it difficult to recapture Chang'an. Do note that it is a huge disgrace to have the capital of a country captured, and it can make the people lose confidence in the monarchy. Thus, Li Heng headed to Lingwu to rally an army, but under the pressure of the locals there, he ended up declaring himself emperor.
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Boom!

Watching the two figures in the distance, a huge wave of shock gushed over Wang Chong.

He didn't expect to meet the future Son of Heaven here! Furthermore, it was in the humblest of the three training camps, established specially for ordinary civilians, Kunwu!

This was simply too astonishing!

Pah!

Wang Chong was still surprised by the unexpected discovery in the mountain when he suddenly heard a loud "pah!". Turning around to take a look, he saw that the servant had actually slapped the Fifth Prince Li Heng.

"Audacious!"

Anger swept across Wang Chong's face. Peng! Dashing ahead, he swiftly stepped in between that servant and the Fifth Prince Li Heng. With a palm strike, he knocked that servant away. After which, he turned around and helped the future Great Tang emperor up.

"Li Jingzhong, how dare you!"

Wang Chong turned around and glared at that eunuch furiously. Killing intent surfaced in his eyes. Since the Fifth Prince was here, the middle-aged servant beside him must be that notorious, power-hungry eunuch, Li Jingzhong.

He had a far more spectacular title, Great Eunuch Li Fuguo! 

The number one corrupted minister during Great Tang's era of catastrophe!

If there was one person whom everyone in the Central Plains hated after the Sage Emperor's passing, it was the Great Eunuch Li Fuguo.

In his previous life, countless people wanted to assassinate him, drain his blood, and rip his flesh.

If not for this bastard, the grand heritage of Great Tang wouldn't have been terminated. It could be said that he was the one who extinguished the final hopes of Great Tang.

"Forget it!"

Just as Wang Chong was considering whether he should make use of this opportunity to clip away Li Jingzhong before he had assumed a role of power, a deep and gentle voice sounded in his ears.

Li Heng rubbed his slightly swollen face as he spoke with composure, "Uncle Jing didn't do it on purpose, he was just anxious in my stead."

On the other hand, Li Jingzhong's face was pale, and he was trembling in shock. He really didn't do it intentionally.

Even though he was very annoyed by the Fifth Prince's action, and he did possess the thought of teaching the latter a lesson, he would never dare to dream of slapping a member of the royal family.

A servant slapping his own master was truly a heinous crime. It was only out of anger that he did so. More importantly, he also didn't think that he would be seen in the midst of this remote mountain.

If word were to spread out, he might just be beheaded!

"I'm sorry, Your Highness. I was foolish." Li Jingzhong hurriedly came to and slapped himself heavily in repentance of his own actions.

"Forget it, Uncle Jing. I know that you didn't do it intentionally." The Fifth Prince waved his hands casually.

Upon seeing this sight, Wang Chong fell into deep thought.

It was not without reason that the Fifth Prince was so highly favored by the Sage Emperor and eventually claimed the crown. Just his magnanimity and disposition in itself were incomparable to many.

The prince had come from a noble bloodline, and being slapped by a servant was a huge humiliation to them. If it had been any of the other princes, they would have surely flown into rage by now. However, the Fifth Prince was still able to view it with nonchalance while not making it seem that he was weak and powerless.

"Gongzi, may I know how I should address you?" Fifth Prince Li Heng asked as he assessed Wang Chong. Compared to Uncle Jing, he was more interested in the background of the young man before him.

The other party seemed to know of his identity, but Li Heng didn't have any recollections of having met this young man before.

"Indeed, who are you? To be snooping around here, what are you up to?" Hearing those words, Li Jingzhong immediately grasped the opportunity to retaliate. The situation just a moment ago nearly scared him to death.

Thinking deeper into the matter, Li Jingzhong suddenly realized something that he had neglected earlier, and this left him extremely unnerved.

How did this lad know his name?

Even within the palace, very few knew his name. Yet, this unknown lad from Kunwu Training Camp actually knew of him!

This was truly shocking!

If possible, Li Jingzhong wanted to use this as an impetus to kill the lad before him so as to prevent any future problems. After all, if it was known that he had slapped a member of the royal family, he would be doomed.

"Speak! Did the First Prince send you here..."

Pah!

But before Li Jingzhong could finish his words, Wang Chong's palm had already struck his face heavily. The immense force behind the action send his body flying back, and half of his head swelled up.

This abrupt action left both Li Jingzhong and Li Heng stunned. As the saying goes, "One should look at the owner before beating up a dog". Since Wang Chong knew of Li Heng's identity, he should know that such a course of action was taboo.

"Hmph, this slap is for the Fifth Prince. His Highness might not care much about this matter, but it is imperative that I teach you a lesson. How can a eunuch of the royal palace lay his hands on a prince? Do you want me to report this to the royal family or the Court of Judicial Review?" Wang Chong harrumphed coldly and forcefully.

"And since you have asked, I'll tell you my identity. I am Wang Chong, a son of the Wang Clan. My grandfather is Wang Jiuling, my big uncle is an influential official of the royal court, Wang Gen, and my father is Wang Yan. If you wish to report me, feel free to do so!"

As soon as those words were spoken, Li Jingzhong's face immediately paled. Even Li Heng was shocked.

Wang Clan... a clan of ministers and generals!

With Wang Chong's identity, even a prince had to take him seriously. However, what that left Li Heng shocked was another matter.

“You are Wang Chong?" Li Heng assessed Wang Chong from head to toe with a look of surprise. In Great Tang, this was a name that needed no family background to complement it. It was prestigious in and of itself.

Even a prince like him, who was often cooped up in the palace, had heard that a formidable youth known as Wang Chong had appeared in the capital recently.

Rumors in the streets had said that Wang Chong hadn't even reached sixteen yet, and Li Heng found those words hard to believe back then. However, this young man seemed to be even younger than he had expected.

Even Li Jingzhong was stunned.

The current him hadn't obtained the power to reign supreme in the royal court yet. No matter how formidable he was now, it was all based on the Fifth Prince's trust and standing. In truth, he wielded no real authority at all.

Thus, there were still many things that could leave him frightened, and this offspring of the Wang Clan was one of them.

This is truly exhilarating!

Taking this into his sight, Wang Chong couldn't help but feel excited. Recalling all of the atrocities Li Jingzhong had done in his previous life, this slap felt even more pleasurable than advancing a single realm in his cultivation!

The corrupted Li Fuguo was always surrounded by experts, making it impossible to even get close to him, let alone assassinate him.

Not even a fly would be able to get into a radius of three hundred zhang around him safely!

Engaging the top experts from the demonic cults, sects, and the pugilistic world, his defense was watertight!

Innumerable experts who had intended to assassinate Li Fuguo had fallen at a distance of three hundred zhang away without even seeing their target.

However, the current Li Jingzhong wasn't so heavily protected yet.

Seeing how the other party couldn't even retaliate, Wang Chong couldn't help but feel ecstatic.

If I could get rid of him now, there would be one less corrupted minister in the future!, Wang Chong thought.

Li Jingzhong, or rather Li Fuguo, was the first eunuch to climb to the seat of the Prime Minister, thus starting the convention of eunuchs assuming a role of power in the royal court and interfering directly in politics.

He was the cause of the continuous decline of Great Tang in the future, pushing it further into the abyss. If Wang Chong were to kill him now, perhaps the future of Great Tang could be changed.

There might be another ray of hope for Great Tang.

However, Wang Chong extinguished this thought in his mind as soon as it surfaced.

There are always two sides to everything.

Li Jingzhong might become a corrupted minister in the future, but he had contributed to the nation in some ways, as well. For one, he had played a pivotal role in helping the Fifth Prince Li Heng in gaining power in the royal court before his coronation.

His devious schemes had also helped Li Heng avoid the various traps that the other princes had laid for the latter time and time again.

This was also the reason why Li Heng possessed absolute trust in him, not even berating him when slapped. However, in return, this created the corrupt Li Fuguo who eventually led to the downfall of the empire.

However, the reason why Wang Chong chose not to touch Li Jingzhong was due to another reason.

Due to the illness that Li Heng suffered, his body was feeble, and he couldn't learn martial arts. This gave rise to his placid personality.

This was very different from Li Jingzhong, who was driven by his craving for power.

Thus, in the earlier stages of Li Heng's life, Li Jingzhong was a motivating factor which pushed the even-tempered Li Heng forward in hopes that he would become more driven.

During this period of time, Li Jingzhong had put in all of his efforts into helping Li Heng.

This could be considered as the 'honeymoon period' for the both of them.

It seems like Li Jingzhong has struck Li Heng due to this matter!

All of a sudden, Wang Chong understood the situation. The reason why the Fifth Prince Li Heng came to Kunwu Training Camp and ended up hiding in the depths of the forest was probably due to his placid personality, as well.

However, Li Jingzhong was an ambitious man. He wanted prestige and supreme power.

And thus, an argument broke out among them over this matter.

"Your Highness, pardon my rudeness. I didn't think Your Highness would be in the same training camp as me," Wang Chong said as he turned his attention to Li Heng.

"Hehe, Wang gongzi is being too polite. I am delighted to meet Duke Jiu's offspring here," Li Heng chuckled good-naturedly. When speaking of Wang Chong's grandfather, his expression was exceptionally respectful as well.

The story of Duke Jiu and the current Sage Emperor was well known by all of the princes and princesses in the royal court.

There was no prince who didn't crave for a subordinate like Duke Jiu who would assist them in furthering their goals.

"The sovereign regards his subordinate with respect, and the subordinates repays his sovereign with loyalty". After Duke Jiu retired from his position, the Sage Emperor specially established a Four Quarters Embassy to keep Duke Jiu by his side so as to seek him for advice whenever required.

As a prince, Li Heng also felt moved and envious at this story.
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"Your Highness, pardon my inquisitiveness, but what is Your Highness doing in such a remote location?" Wang Chong suddenly asked. "Furthermore, given Your Highness's standing, entering Shenwei and Longwei shouldn't be a problem at all, right?"

"This..." Hesitance arose on the Fifth Prince Li Heng's face. How could he talk about the feuds in the royal palace to Wang Chong?

"If Your Highness refuses to speak, I won't ask any further," Wang Chong added.

"Never mind... This is nothing much anyway," Li Heng said with a bitter smile.

"I was born after only seven months of pregnancy, and while I managed to survive, I was plagued with an innate blood deficiency. This made my body unsuited for cultivating any type of martial arts. Thus, it makes no difference to me whether I enroll in Longwei, Shenwei, or Kunwu. Of the three, Kunwu is peaceful and has the least number of people, so I chose here,"  Li Heng said with a sorrowful and desolate expression. He also wished to possess unparalleled martial arts to protect those who he cared for.

But heaven just had to give him a body unsuited for cultivating any martial arts.

The treasury of the royal palace was filled with all kinds of mystical treasures and artifacts, but despite trying many different pills and secret arts, nothing seemed to work for his condition.

Many imperial physicians and experts of the pugilistic world had tried to diagnose and treat him, only to lose their heads eventually.

Even his father, whose existence was like a deity to him, was helpless before his condition. He said that the fundamental problem lay with his feeble body, making it impossible for him to store energy.

As such, Li Heng had given up hope at a very young age.

The long years of consuming all kinds of medicine and folk remedies had made his body exceptionally weak. The most direct manifestation of that was his permanently pale face that was devoid of any tinge of red.

If this was not the case, he wouldn't have allowed Li Jingzhong to slap him so easily, and he wouldn't have fallen from the slap, either.

There were simply some things in life that one had to concede.

After everything had been tried and done, all there was left was to give up hope.

Thus, the only thing that Li Heng wished at this moment was to avoid the battle for authority, and find a quiet place so that he could spend his life peacefully.

After hearing Li Heng's reply, a slight smile appeared on Wang Chong's face. In truth, he had already known all this. The only reason why he raised the question was for some other purpose.

"Your Highness, if you truly wish to cultivate martial arts, I do have an idea in mind!"

"What!?" As soon as Wang Chong spoke those words, Li Heng and Li Jingzhong immediately jolted in shock. In that instant, Li Jingzhong even forgot his fear of Wang Chong, and he stared at the latter with a look of astonishment and delight.

"Wang gongzi, you need not try to give me hope. Even my father is helpless before this matter, so how can there be anyone who can treat my condition?" Li Heng's eyes sparkled for a moment before swiftly darkening once more.

"Your Highness, what are you saying?" Li Jingzhong immediately interjected. He was fearful of Wang Chong, but the ambition and desires he harbored in his heart far surpassed his fear. "If you don't give it a try, how can you know that it isn't feasible? Wang gongzi, I was at fault earlier, and I beg your pardon. I would like to ask in the stead of our Fifth Prince if your idea is really feasible? If Your Highness can really be treated, I'll be willing to do anything in return!"

Li Jingzhong stared intently at Wang Chong, not concealing his desire for power at all. He had accompanied the Fifth Prince for more than ten years, and he was well aware of the latter's situation.

Li Heng suffered from an innate deficiency, and this was the greatest factor restricting his growth. The lack of strength had made him cowardly, creating a tendency for him to step back and give in.

Strength is one of the strongest factors that drives ambition.

If someone were to be given immense strength, even if he was just an ordinary farmer, the greatest of ambitions would be stoked in him.

Li Jingzhong understood this fact, and he had been trying his best to cure the Fifth Prince's deficiency over the years, grasping at every opportunity that came his way.

At least this despicable man has his own uses!

Wang Chong knew the reason why Li Jingzhong's actions, and this only furthered his conjecture that this future corrupted minister had his own uses in the earlier stages of Li Heng's growth.

However, he also knew that he must try his best to suppress Li Jingzhong as far as possible so as to limit his future influence on Li Heng.

"Your Highness." Ignoring Li Jingzhong entirely, Wang Chong turned straight to the Fifth Prince Li Heng and said, "I'm not too sure whether it'll work out, but not too long ago, I met an extremely powerful expert. He gave me a pill, saying that it could cure most innate deficiencies. However, I have never tried it before, so I can't say for sure whether it is useful or not."

Wang Chong did not offer any guarantees. Li Heng was born with only seven months of development in the womb as compared to the usual ten. This three months deficiency could mean that some of his organs weren't fully developed.

Thus, the first thing Wang Chong thought of was the Stone of Destiny's ability, "Blood Reformation".

Blood was the origin of all energies in a human's body. The very first step in cultivation was to absorb the spiritual energy of the world into one's bloodstream. If Li Heng's blood could be swapped, it might be able to solve his problem.

But whether it would be effective or not, Wang Chong had never tried it before and couldn't say for sure.

"Wang gongzi, there's no..." Li Heng habitually tried to refuse Wang Chong's offer, but when he met with Li Jingzhong's intent gaze, he could only smile bitterly and nod instead. "Wang gongzi, I'll be depending on you then. What do I have to do?"

After a moment of contemplation, Wang Chong replied, "I need you to follow me back to the Deflecting Blade Manor!"

------

It was right before nightfall that Li Heng and Li Jingzhong were brought into the Deflecting Blade Manor under Wang Chong's lead. In a quiet room on the second floor, Wang Chong instructed Li Heng to sit on the floor, and while apologizing solemnly in his heart, he passed a recovery pill over.

"Your Highness, please swallow this pill."

"Un." Li Heng nodded and took the recovery pill from Wang Chong's hands.

"Is this the pill to treat one's innate deficiency? But why does it seem to resemble the recovery pill from the royal palace?" Li Heng had been swallowing this kind of medicine from birth, so he was familiar with it.

Gedeng! Wang Chong's heart skipped a beat, but he still maintained an impassive look. "Your Highness, it is nothing more than a coincidence.

"Pills are concocted through medicinal herbs, and as long as its constituents are similar, the fragrance is likely to be similar as well. Besides, how can I possibly lay my hands on the pills in the royal palace?"

"You're right, I am overthinking this," Li Heng smiled in response. There was a strict control over the distribution of pills in the royal palace, making it extremely difficult for anyone outside of the royal family to lay their hands on them.

Grabbing the pill between his two fingers, he nonchalantly tossed it into his mouth and swallowed it.

Over the years, he had swallowed innumerable pills and failed innumerable times. Slowly, he had learned not to harbor any expectations anymore.

"Wang gongzi, what do I do next?" Li Heng turned to Wang Chong and asked with a smile.

"It'll suffice as long as you remain seated there."

Wang Chong took in a deep breath and sat down behind Li Heng.

He was unsure whether the Stone of Destiny's Blood Reformation would work or not, but he knew that this had to be done.

Wang Chong had always possessed goodwill toward the Fifth Prince Li Heng, and this wasn't just due to personal reasons. Li Heng possessed several traits that none of the other princes had: sympathy, compassion, and the will to push Great Tang to greater heights.

A few years later, when the Star of Calamity raised a rebellion in the Eastern Protectorate Manor and dispatched his troops from Youzhou, Pinglu, and Fanyang to sweep the entire world and bring disaster upon the Central Plains, Li Heng was the only one who chose to brave through the danger with the population, calming them with his presence.

And when eight years of war brought grievous suffering upon the civilians, when rations and resources were severely lacking, Li Heng was the first one to rally a custom of frugality within the royal palace and dispatch rations to the starving.

Under Li Heng, Great Tang had a hope of rising to greatness once more!

However, his personality was his greatest flaw. He might not be weak and incapable, but he lacked the charismatic decisiveness that a sovereign had to possess.

It might not be clear when it came to major affairs of the country, but it sure did when it came to matters involving those around him.

If not for that, Li Jingzhong, or rather Li Fuguo, wouldn't have been able to amass great power and become the most corrupt prime minister of the Central Plains!

Eventually, Li Fuguo gained sufficient power to dominate the entire royal court, turning Li Heng into nothing more than a figurehead. As a result, the strategies that Li Heng had put in place to resuscitate the dying empire fell apart.

But of course, now that Wang Chong had met Li Heng, he wouldn't allow history to repeat itself. However, this matter wasn't as easy as simply killing off Li Fuguo.

The crux of this problem was Li Heng's personality. After Li Fuguo's death, another one of those eunuchs who had been accompanying him since birth took his place, and the cycle simply repeated itself...

That was when the final flicker of hope of Great Tang was extinguished.

Wang Chong had once thought over this matter, and the root of this problem that he had determined was that everything had happened due to this future emperor's inability to practice martial arts.

Strength empowers one!

If Li Heng was a supreme expert of the Sage Emperor's level, no one, be it Li Jingzhong or anyone else, would have been able to play such mind games with him.

It was due to possessing insufficient strength that Li Heng was unable to control those eunuchs around him. In fact, he eventually lost his life to those poisonous medicines originating from unknown sources that they served him.

What Wang Chong intended to do was to change all of this. If Li Heng could practice martial arts, he could gain immense strength.

If Li Heng gained sufficient strength, he would become another great ruler of Great Tang. While it was questionable whether he could compare up to the current Sage Emperor, his accomplishments surely wouldn't be too far from the latter.

With the support of a wise ruler, Wang Chong would be able to further his goals and fulfill his mission.

These thoughts flashed across Wang Chong's mind swiftly, and he quickly recovered.

"Your Highness, please focus your attention on your abdomen."

Wang Chong said as he pressed his hand against Li Heng's back. At the same time, his thoughts sought out the Stone of Destiny in his mind...
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With a burst of light, Wang Chong's consciousness was pulled into another world. A brilliant gemstone floated in the boundless space, and information abruptly rushed into his head.

"Let me take a look at the Blood Reformation first!"

Thinking so, Wang Chong swiftly accessed the Blood Reformation ability in the Stone of Destiny. When he first came into contact with it, this ability was still in the sealed state. However, as the amount of Destiny Energy he possessed exceeded one hundred, this ability became unlocked.

【Blood Reformation (Primary): Cleanses a martial artist's bloodline thoroughly once, thus altering their talent. It can allow a person suffering from innate frailty to gain the ability to practice martial arts. However, its effects are dependent on the condition of the person himself.】

【Destiny Energy: 30 Points】

……

...

It costs five more points than Panther Bones, Wang Chong thought.

Blood Reformation and Panther Bones were roughly on the same level of significance, with the Blood Reformation slightly above the latter by a little.

However, Wang Chong knew that the crux of this ability lay not in cleansing the martial artist's bloodline, but that easily overlooked description of "altering their talent".

This hidden ability was probably the reason why the Blood Reformation ability was five points more expensive than the Panther Bones. Furthermore, this effect was not dependent on any external medicine or anything else. Its effects were directed straight at the core of its target.

I wonder if it will be effective on the Fifth Prince.

Truthfully, Wang Chong felt a little uncertain.

The description provided by the Sone of Destiny clearly stated that the ability was not omnipotent. It also depended on the constitution of the person in question as well.

I can only pray that it works.

Thinking so, Wang Chong made the exchange and boom! The Stone of Destiny trembled, and a searing gush of energy abruptly flowed down from his head, through his arms, and into Fifth Prince Li Heng's body.

Weng!

Li Heng was still nonchalant at first, but as this searing energy suddenly rushed into his body, his face abruptly changed. He hurriedly drove the energy throughout his body to assimilate it.

Blood Reformation was far more powerful than Wang Chong had expected. Even though his body was only serving as an intermediary for the flow of energy, he could feel his veins popping up, and his skin was threatening to rip apart.

"AHH!"

Li Heng's body trembled under the outpouring of energy. As the energy entered his body through Wang Chong's palm, a blaze seemed to have been ignited within him.

Wherever region of his body that surge of energy passed by, the blood in the area seemed to boil and evaporate. This sensation felt as if innumerable needles were piercing deep into his body.

Even though he had undergone all kinds of painful treatment for his condition, none of them could match up to this.

It felt as if someone was tearing off his flesh piece by piece.

Sweat seeped from the pores of Li Heng's forehead, gathering and accumulating before eventually raining down.

The energy from the Stone of Destiny continuously rushed into Li Heng through Wang Chong. Weng! A moment later, when the final bit of energy entered Li Heng's body, Wang Chong's body finally slackened, and he stood up.

It's up to him now, Wang Chong thought as he gazed at Li Heng.

His job was done, but Li Heng's was just beginning. To change the blood in one's body wasn't a feat that could be accomplished in just a short moment.

Not to mention, it had to alter his talent as well.

Making a rough estimation, it should require at least an hour before the reformation was complete.

Worried, Wang Chong stood by Li Heng's side to stand guard for him.

This wasn't just the personal issue of a prince, but a matter that could affect the ultimate fate of Great Tang.

Other than the hybrid rice which Zhang Munian was dealing with, this was probably the matter which Wang Chong valued the most.

He was going to reshape a future emperor. He was going to free him from his weaknesses and grant him strength and decisiveness, turning him into a wise ruler who could grasp everything in his hands and bring Great Tang down the correct path!

And honestly speaking, this was something that Wang Chong dared not imagine in the past.

The mechanisms of destiny had brought this unbelievable opportunity to Wang Chong. Even Li Heng probably could have never imagined the reason behind Wang Chong's actions.

Time slowly ticked by. Li Heng's teeth were tightly grit, his trembling grew more and more intense, and his clothes were completely soaked. The immense pain that showed through his face was enough to make any brave soul cringe fearfully before it, and the pain seemed to still be escalating.

Da da... Flustered and unnerved footsteps sounded outside. They belonged to Li Jingzhong.

The future corrupt minister was also tortured under the current situation as well. Every time a new treatment method was uncovered, Li Jingzhong's heart would be filled with expectations.

His dreams and ambitions for power, just a reach away...

Regardless of what Li Jingzhong would become in the future, at the very least, at this very instant, all of his care and concern was directed toward Li Heng.

"Wang gongzi, how is it?" Li Jingzhong suddenly stopped by the doorstep, and a pair of anxious eyes appeared from the slits of the door.

"Hmph, didn't I tell you to wait patiently outside?" Wang Chong replied coldly.

Li Jingzhong awkwardly backed off and began to pace around the corridor anxiously once more.

Even though this was the first time they had met, Li Jingzhong felt a little fearful of this offspring of the Wang Clan.

The entire room was silent.

After an unknown period of time, Wang Chong noticed that Li Heng's trembling was beginning to ease.

The effects of the Stone of Destiny is gradually receding, Wang Chong noted.

This also meant that Li Heng's reformation was nearing completion.

Hu!

About a tea's time later, Li Heng abruptly opened his eyes and exhaled deeply.

"How is it?"

The doors to the room abruptly opened, and Li Jingzhong rushed toward Li Heng at first notice. It seemed like he had been looking at the situation in the room from the door all along!

In response, Wang Chong glared at Li Jingzhong with hostility.

"Your Highness, how are you feeling?" Wang Chong asked worriedly. The nervousness he was feeling at the moment didn't pale in comparison to Li Jingzhong. If anything, it probably surpassed the eunuch!

In that instant, the room was so silent that even a pin drop could be heard.

The duo stared intently at Li Heng, waiting for him to give the verdict.

Instead of replying straight, Li Heng closed his eyes to feel the current condition of his body.

"It feels like... nothing has changed at all..." Li Heng opened his eyes doubtfully.

"What?!" Li Jingzhong couldn't help but feel a little disappointed. "This didn't work as well?"

His expectations and hopes would rise with every treatment, only to be burst like a bubble with each failure.

At this instant, Li Jingzhong seemed to feel even more awful than Li Heng himself.

Wang Chong didn't say anything, but the disappointment in his eyes revealed a lot about his current emotions. He had spent an entire thirty Destiny Energy for this Blood Reformation, and that was no small sum.

This was one of the matter he regarded highly, and he understood the huge significance of this matter as well.

Is Blood Reformation useless as well? Wang Chong couldn't help but feel a little low.

While he did understand that there was a possibility of failure, he still hoped that it would work out somehow.

【Congratulations to host for participating in the War of the Princes and the Crowning of the True Dragon by altering Fifth Prince Li Heng's destiny. Reward: 45 Destiny Energy!】

Weng!

Just as Wang Chong was filled with disappointment, a mechanical voice suddenly sounded in his head. Hearing that voice, frenzied joy abruptly filled Wang Chong's heart, and his darkened gaze suddenly brightened.

Wang Chong suddenly grasped Li Heng's arm and said excitedly, "Your Highness, give it another try."

"What's wrong?"

Li Heng and Li Jingzhong frowned in bewilderment.

Li Heng was already used to failure, and Li Jingzhong had already accepted reality. On the other hand, Wang Chong's face was flushed scarlet in excitement, and the joy on his face was clearly unnatural.

"Give it another try, Your Highness," Wang Chong urged.

He was extremely familiar with the Stone of Destiny's capabilities. If Li Heng had truly failed, it was impossible for the latter to offer a congratulation message.

Since he had been rewarded, his actions must have changed something somehow.

Just that Wang Chong wasn't too sure what exactly the change was either.

A moment later, Li Heng opened his eyes doubtfully once more. "No, nothing at all. Wang gongzi, what's wrong?"

Wang Chong silently assessed Li Heng from head to toe. He knew that something must have changed, it was just that it was eluding him somehow at the moment.

Wang Chong suddenly stared at Li Heng's face and exclaimed, "Wait, something has changed. Your Highness, your face!"

 A tinge of red had surfaced on Li Heng's unnaturally pale face. At this moment, he didn't look much different from a normal person anymore.

"You're right!!"a delighted voice echoed. Under Wang Chong's reminder, Li Jingzhong also noticed the change as well. Having lived with Li Heng for many years, he had a good grasp of the prince’s condition.

Li Heng's complexion did seem a lot better from before.

Vitality originated from within, so something must have changed within Li Heng's body.

"Your Highness, try feeling it once more. Something must have changed," Li Jingzhong urged as he stared at Li Heng hopefully.

A copper mirror was swiftly brought before Li Heng, and the latter also noticed the changes as well. However, what was baffling was that he truly didn't sense anything at all.

I get it!

Suddenly, a thought flashed across Wang Chong's mind, and he immediately understood what was going on.
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"Your Highness, your foundation is too weak from never having practiced martial arts in the past. Even though your deficiency has been resolved, your condition will not change immediately."

Wang Chong finally understood the reason behind this peculiarity.

Blood Reformation could alter a person's bloodline and talent, but it couldn't make a person grow strong abruptly.

In other words, if Li Heng was weak before, he would remain equally weak now. Naturally, he wouldn't feel any changes internally.

The Stone of Destiny didn't possess the ability to create a supreme expert out of nothing.

Under Wang Chong's reminder, the duo also understood what was going on. In that instant, a ray of hope emerged in Li Heng and Li Jingzhong's hearts.

"There's no need for it, I know a cultivation technique that can work!" Li Heng suddenly said. At this moment, he was even more excited than Wang Chong. For a very long time, he had desperately hoped for a change in his feeble constitution.

The reason why he could maintain his nonchalance wasn't because he didn't care, but the innumerable disappointments he had gone through had numbed him. If it was possible, he would still want to grasp immense strength.

It was always the lame that possessed the strongest desire to walk, and the blind that possessed the strongest craving for light.

Even though it was just an improvement in his complexion, this was the best thing that had happened to Li Heng in all his years.

As for martial arts, that was a secondary concern. The royal palace never lacked martial arts manuals or resources.

Also, there was a martial art that was inscribed deep in his bones.

Peng!

Before Wang Chong and Li Jingzhong's gazes, Li Heng's fist suddenly shot out. His punch was extremely fluid, possessing both force and spirit. It seemed like a punch that had been tempered over innumerable repetitions, instead of one from an amateur.

"Not bad!"

A hint of astonishment flashed across Wang Chong's eyes. Even with his current cultivation and keen discernment, he couldn't pick any flaws in Li Heng's punch.

Peng!

After the punch, Li Heng stepped forward. Peng! His footstep was incomparably heavy, and vaguely, the image of a dragon surfaced behind him.

This dragon was extremely small, only at the size of an arm. If one didn't take a closer look, one would think that it was just a snake. However, when Wang Chong saw the feet of the dragon, he suddenly froze.

"Five claws!"

Wang Chong raised his head to reassess Li Heng, this time with a very different feeling.

"It seems like the Sage Emperor has already made preparations!"

There was a common saying that "four claws mark a python dragon, five claws signify a true dragon, and six claws a flood dragon". It wasn't that the more claws there were, the more sacred a dragon would be.

The dragon image behind Li Heng seemed inconspicuous at first glance, and if Wang Chong didn't pay close attention, he would have neglected the sight.

Even among the royal palace, a technique with the symbol of a true dragon will not be passed down easily. What is going on? Wang Chong was astounded.

There was only a single person throughout the entire Great Tang who would dare to teach Li Heng a technique symbolized by a five-clawed true dragon. However, that person clearly knew that Li Heng wasn't capable of practicing martial arts, and he also lacked the ambitions and goals a ruler should possess. So, why would that person still choose to do so?

Is there some kind of secret hidden within this matter?, Wang Chong muttered silently under his breath.

However, Wang Chong didn't have much time to contemplate this question. This was because an unbelievable change was currently occurring on Li Heng.

Peng peng peng!

The sound of bones cracking suddenly echoed from Li Heng's body, and a powerful gale began to gather and rage around him.

"Origin Energy Tier 4!"

Wang Chong was astonished. In just an instant, Li Heng's body had made the metamorphosis from Origin Energy Tier 1 to Origin Energy Tier 4.

Only by infusing powerful energy into one's bones could such loud cracking sounds be heard. However, Li Heng's metamorphosis didn't just stop there.

Wang Chong could feel something heavy that had accumulated in Li Heng's body was slowly bubbling like a powerful volcano on the verge of eruption.

"Medicinal energy from the pills!"

Wang Chong suddenly understood what was going on. Throughout the years of treatment, all kinds of medicinal herbs, mystical artifacts, and even the internal energy of supreme experts had been left within Li Heng's body.

However, due to the latter's physical condition, he was unable to unleash this energy. Thus, they merely accumulated within the cells of his body.

However, this was not good news. The accumulation of these energies only became a burden to Li Heng and further worsened his condition.

It was not much different from a heavy mountain being placed upon the shoulders of an ordinary man.

It was under the constant pressure of those powerful energies that his face was that pale.

However, having resolved his innate problem, the immense burden was converted into his wealth and treasure.

Having come to this conclusion, Wang Chong could already imagine what was going to happen next.

Hong long long!

The gale gathering around Li Heng's body was growing more and more powerful, and even the tables and chairs in the room were swept off the floor. Boom! With a deafening explosion, they were crushed together and reduced to smithereens.

Meanwhile, Li Heng's cultivation broke through Origin Energy Tier 5, Tier 6, and eventually settled on Tier 7.

Even so, under the effect of those energies, his physical strength was comparable to an Origin Energy Tier 9 martial artist like Wang Chong.

As a member of the royal family, a son of the Sage Emperor, the resources he was entitled to were unimaginable to others.

"Hahaha, this is martial arts! I can practice martial arts! I can finally practice martial arts!..."

An excited and joyful voice filled the entire Deflecting Blade Manor. Li Heng's eyes were shining with an unprecedented radiance reminiscent of the sun.

The current Li Heng was a completely different man from before. Confident, positive, and most important of all, ambitious.

"This is great! Your Highness, you can finally practice martial arts!"

Li Jingzhong's body trembled in agitation. He was so delighted that he almost broke into a dance on the spot. He had been waiting so many years for this breakthrough!

Everything happened so quickly that it was hard to believe, but without a doubt, this was certainly real.

This must be what others call a miracle!

"Wonderful, this is truly wonderful! Wang gongzi, thank you! Thank you very much! In the future, regardless of what Wang gongzi asks of me, I'll surely accomplish it. My life belongs to both His Highness and you now!"

Li Jingzhong suddenly hugged Wang Chong excitedly, his emotions in joyous turmoil.

"I'll take your word for it." Wang Chong glanced at the feverish Li Jingzhong, and he couldn't help but find this situation farcical. If Li Jingzhong had known that he would gain sufficient power to dominate the royal court in the future, he would surely regret saying these words.

But of course, the current Li Jingzhong was still unaccomplished, and it was natural that he couldn't predict how far he could have gone in the future.

And Wang Chong would never allow him to transform into that corrupted minister Li Fuguo, either.

As long as this fellow showed the slightest tendency to do so, Wang Chong would eliminate him personally.

"Of course, of course! The heavens can bear testimony to my words!" Li Jingzhong raised his fingers and swore.

To him, Wang Chong was truly a star of fortune that had descended upon them. There was no one in this world who was more respectable, adorable, and beloved to him then Wang Chong at this very moment.

And despite the bizarreness of one’s own servant vowing their life to another, Li Heng didn't seem to think too much about it.

"Wang Chong, I am truly grateful to you. I'll remember this favor!" Li Heng grabbed Wang Chong's hands, his face flushed with agitation. It was as if a long nightmare had suddenly come to an end. In his entire life, he had never felt as happy as he did at this very moment.

Which man wouldn't crave supreme power?

With this, Li Heng gained the qualification to pursue it as well!

Even though the both of them had just barely met, Li Heng already viewed Wang Chong as a precious friend of his.

"Your Highness is being polite. It is my honor to be of help to Your Highness,” Wang Chong said in relief.

Li Heng seemed much more lively and confident than a moment ago. This was a good sign.

Power can change one's character, making them more decisive and charismatic.

As soon as Li Heng gained the ability to grasp strength in his hands, his path had already diverged from his previous life.

Li Heng possessed compassion, sympathy, and the desire and ambition to bring greatness back to Great Tang. And through his own methods, Wang Chong had delivered him a hope to realize the grand blueprint he had crafted.

---

Night set in, and Li Heng didn't stay in the Deflecting Blade Manor for too long. Having just obtained power, he couldn't wait to test his newfound strength in his own room.

Wang Chong also understood his excitement, so he didn't try to keep the other party here. He walked the duo down the mountain, and on the road, Li Heng and Li Jingzhong kept thanking Wang Chong profusely.

"Gongzi!"

When Li Heng finally left, Zhao Jingdian walked up with a grim expression.

"When you weren't around, we received several letters. Some of them are from the princes, some of them are from the princesses, and some of them are even from the royal consorts. In fact, a few of them even visited the Deflecting Blade Manor personally while you weren't around."

Zhao Jingdian passed a stack of letters over. As the Fifth Prince was around a moment ago, he chose to delay this matter until now.

Zhao Jingdian had already expected this after the matter with Princess Ni Huang in the day. What he was worried about was another matter.

After a moment of hesitation, Zhao Jingdian said, "As long as this matter isn't resolved, we will never have peace in our hands. There will likely be even more princes and princesses visiting tomorrow. Gongzi, you might be able to escape for a day, but you can't possibly hide for your entire life. Besides... does gongzi think that Madam and the others will be able to hide as well?"

Wang Chong might be able to hide in the depths of the mountain, but this course of action wasn't open to Wang Chong's mother. Furthermore, if the royal consorts were to summon her into the royal palace, what was she to do?

Unlike Wang Chong, she couldn't possibly defy the edict and run away.

Wang Chong's complexion also darkened. It was one thing to deal with the princes and princesses, but to think that even the royal consorts would get involved in this matter as well? Clearly, the royal offspring were trying to exert pressure on him, forcing him to make a decision.

He might be able to hide from the princes and princesses, but it wouldn't be that easy to deal with the royal consorts.

On this matter, Zhao Jingdian's worry wasn't unfounded.

______________________

TL Notes:

Just an additional note, python dragons are basically lesser dragons.

Only very high-ranked officials (presumably the prime minister and some grade-1 officials) will gain the right to wear something called a mangpao (python robe) which has python dragons woven into it, and it is a symbol of power and prestige. Of course, only emperors are allowed to wear robes with five-clawed dragons woven into them.
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"Don't worry, I have an idea in mind!" Wang Chong spoke nonchalantly, but his expression revealed his confidence.

His stroll in the mountains wasn't without reward. With that momentary breather, Wang Chong was able to calm down and take a good look at the situation. Eventually, he decided to take the initiative instead of waiting passively for others to strike.

Walking into the study, he swiftly wrote a few letters.

"Jingdian, take a trip to the Court of Judicial Review and divide the deed as per stated in this note. After which, deliver those deeds along with these letters to the royal court."

"Divide?" Zhao Jingdian's eyebrows twitched, and he keenly noticed the hidden meaning behind Wang Chong's words.

"Un. To those princes, princesses, and royal consorts in the palace, we are nothing more than a thick, juicy piece of meat. We can't afford to offend any of them at the moment. Rather than have them stomp up to our gates, we might as well take the initiative and gift a portion of the land to them."

"This way, we can avoid offending the royal family. At the same time, by dividing the land among everyone, they will be encouraged to restrain one another to prevent another from claiming a larger share of the land," Wang Chong said.

The War of the Princes was a huge whirlpool that was far deadlier than anything else. Even with the Wang Clan's strong foundation, it was still unable to withstand the violent tides.

Ever since ancient times, many were the prestigious clans who had died from being embroiled in the fight for the crown, and a handful of them were even bigger than the current Wang Clan.

Since even those powerhouses ended up being crushed by the whirlpool, there was little hope to believe that the Wang Clan would be an exception.

Taking the initiative to divide and give out the spirit vein was the best solution to resolve this crisis.

Even though it wouldn't satisfy anyone, at the very least, it could guarantee the Wang Clan's safety. Furthermore, through this method, the Wang Clan could also become acquainted with the princes and princesses, and this could prove to be beneficial to the Wang Clan.

After sending Zhao Jingdian away, Wang Chong sat quietly in the room, thinking about Fifth Prince Li Heng's affairs.

Trading for the Blood Reformation has cost me 30 Destiny Energy, but it brought me a reward of 45 Destiny Energy in return. This is really an unexpected gain. It seems like my conjecture is right; the greater the danger and impact of the matter, the more generous the reward will be!, Wang Chong thought as he recalled the voice he heard from the Stone of Destiny when he was back with Li Heng.

Obstructing the Goguryeons' assassination plot and getting rid of King Sosurim had brought him 10 Destiny Energy. Reversing the fate of the Wang Clan had brought him 25. These were far more troublesome than a mere Blood Reformation, and yet it was the latter which brought him 45 Destiny Energy.

This was really an unexpectedly generous reward.

Wait, something is wrong!, a sudden thought flashed across his mind. He realized that he had neglected an extremely important piece of information.

The Crowning of the True Dragon!

On top of mentioning the War of the Princes, the Stone of Destiny had also mentioned the Crowning of the True Dragon. The former was still understandable, but the latter...

In other words, this is only the start. By participating in the process to Li Heng's inauguration, I will be able to earn a steady stream of Destiny Energy!

A tempest broke out in Wang Chong's mind.

This was truly an alluring deal, but as someone who had witnessed the outcome of the War of the Princes before, he knew that it would surely be fraught with danger. It wasn't as simple as it seemed.

Wang Chong had stepped onto a dangerous path that most nobles and prestigious clans would flee in fright from.

And judging from the notice from the Stone of Destiny, Wang Chong had already been embroiled in the whirlpool, unable to escape anymore.

On most paths was an endless abyss, and on the last was a path to greatness. There was no middle ground in between!

"I can only count my steps as I take them now!" Wang Chong sighed.

Soon, the shadows in the royal court would move. Hidden beneath the facade of calm and tranquility would be an immense hurricane that would sweep one off their feet should they be caught off guard. Who knew how many prestigious clans would be ripped apart by that hurricane soon? And who knew how many powerful officials would have their heads lopped off their necks in the days ahead?

Getting involved in the War of the Princes meant that he would soon find himself standing at the very eye of this hurricane.

But Wang Chong knew there was no other alternative anymore.

Even if he hadn't met Li Heng today, he would still be swept in eventually.

With such thoughts in mind, Wang Chong closed his eyes.

Hu!

The candlelight was extinguished.

------

Just as Wang Chong was sitting silently in the Deflecting Blade Manor, a certain residence in the capital was brightly lit.

Before the dim candlelight, Wang Gen could be seen with a deep frown on his forehead.

As the eldest son of the Wang Clan, a grade-2 official of the royal court, there were rarely any matters that could induce a frown on his face. However, Wang Gen was truly troubled this time around.

"Hmph, what is there to troubled about? Isn't it just a single spirit vein? Just have the lad hand it over and everything will be resolved. With the welfare of the clan at stake, do you think that lad will still dare to defy you on this matter?"

A sharp and harsh voice sounded suddenly by his side, Wang Chong's big aunt.

Wang Chong might not be the wastrel he was before, even sharing an intimate relationship with Wang Gen now, but the opinion that Wang Chong's big aunt had of him didn't change at all.

On the contrary, the more brightly Wang Chong shone, the more threatened she felt.

"How can a madam like you know anything about the affairs of the royal court? Don't spout nonsense," Wang Gen berated her.

"I spout nonsense? I can overlook it if it was any other occasion, but the First Prince is the future emperor! It is to our benefit that he wants the spirit vein, such an opportunity will not come a second time. What is there to hesitate over?" Xing-shi stood up from her seat and yelled in agitation. Even a madam like her could see this as clear as the day, and yet a man like Wang Gen was still hesitating over such a grave matter!

She couldn't stand watching this any longer.

"What do you know? The spirit vein belongs to Chong-er. If it is my possession, I would have long given it to the First Prince already! Besides, do you understand the significance of the spirit vein? Even the three training camps which His Majesty regards highly are built upon ordinary spirit veins only, and Chong-er's spirit vein is at least tenfold more effective than that!" Wang Gen said with a grim face.

Having participated in governance for numerous decades, he understood the significance of this large spirit vein to a clan.

This kind of spirit vein could allow a clan to groom a large number of powerful experts within a short period of time.

A clan with such a spirit vein in possession need not worry about their downfall for centuries to come!

If not for that, how could Wang Chong's spirit vein cause such a huge stir in the capital?

"Hmph, I think you are just getting muddle-headed. Let's see how you intend to account this matter to the First Prince without a spirit vein in hand!" After scolding her husband, Xing-shi flung her sleeves and stomped out of the room angrily.

With Xing-shi's departure, the entire room plunged into silence.

Staring at the flickering candlelight before him, Wang Gen sighed deeply. Following which, he took out a letter from his sleeves. It came from the First Prince.

There was only a single line on the note: I wish to meet Wang Chong!

A short message, but the First Prince's intention was clear. His goal was not the spirit vein, but Wang Chong.

The First Prince intended to rally Wang Chong to his side!

"Forget it, I should still call Chong-er over." Sighing, Wang Gen made up his mind. Xing-shi's words were harsh, but they weren't illogical.

No matter what, the First Prince was the eldest son of the Sage Emperor, and Great Tang would be his eventually.

With such thoughts in mind, Wang Gen raised his brush and before long, a pigeon flew out of the room through the window.

------

"Spirit vein! This is truly inconceivable!"

Deep in the night, two figures, one short and one tall, stood on an opposite mountain as they gazed upon the massive spirit vein.

A conspicuous dense white mist drifted amidst the darkness. It was concentrated spiritual energy.

A beautiful sight that one could only see at night!

The billowing white mist stretched for hundreds of li within the darkness, creating a majestic sight.

If not for that the person who leaked out the news, no one could have imagined that there would be such a grand sight just a short distance away from the capital.

"That child from the Wang Clan sure is incredible!"

"Indeed! The malicious aura here is so thick that even seers would find it hard to divine this location. Furthermore, this area is filled with so many poisonous snakes and ferocious beasts, and the main route is more than ten li away. And yet he was still able to find this location!"

The duo couldn't help but exclaim in awe.

When the duo first learned that the owner of this spirit vein was Wang Chong, and that he had already bought the deed from the Court of Judicial Review several months ago, they found themselves rendered speechless.

This entire affair was simply way too fantastical.

Wang Chong had barely shaken the world through the regional commanders incident when in the blink of an eye, he became the owner of this gigantic spirit vein in the depths of the mountain.

At that moment, there was only one word running through their mind: shrewd!

It might just be a coincidence the first time, but two was one too many. The child of the Wang Clan was only a fifteen-year-old child, but he had already created an unfathomable image in front of them.

It would be no exaggeration to say that they even felt respect for that child.

No, calling him a child would be inaccurate!

To be more precise, he was the future head of the Wang Clan, Duke Jiu's successor!

"I heard that he had established a Deflecting Blade Manor at the Kunwu Training Camp, and it is in the midst of accepting members. Get Chou-er to join it. That child has a boundless future ahead of him. With such momentum, the Wang Clan could possibly grow beyond its previous peak, when it was under Duke Jiu. Perhaps striking this karmic relationship with him can bring us unexpected gains in the future!"

"Yes, clan head. I'll order Chou-er to ally himself with Wang gongzi," the other figure replied.

The former nodded and fell silent.

Glancing down from the starry skies, many shadows could be seen lurking in the vicinity of the spirit vein. Tonight, countless experts had come down here to determine the authenticity of the rumor.

And who knew how many would make the same decision as the two shadows from before?

________________________

TL Notes:

Xing-shi

Xing refers to her maiden surname, Xing Chunyuan, whereas -shi is just an address for her. It is often used within households to address one another, especially in regards to one's wife and concubines.

It is customary in China for one's eldest son to take over the father's inheritances (such as noble conferment, business, and such), and this applies to the imperial family, too. Of course, the decision is ultimately dependent on the father, but such is the traditional practice.
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Silence drifted in the night.

“AHHH...!”

From time to time, a shout of agony would sound, but peace would swiftly be restored to the mountain range.

The spiritual energy in the spirit vein was extremely concentrated, but no one dared to approach it. After the emergence of dozens of corpses after the first day, everyone learned a formidable existence occupied the spirit vein.

It was as if those who had dared to barge onto the grounds had disappeared into another world. The area would be completely silent for a few moments before a corpse was abruptly tossed out of the mist. These corpses revealed the gruesome manner in which those invaders had died, and it sent shivers down the spines of those watching.

Thus, the number of fools who were daring enough to barge into the spirit vein rapidly declined.

As dawn slowly set onto the world, the shadows in the vicinity of the spirit vein gradually retreated.

---

On the mountain where the spirit vein was centered, in the midst of a thick layer of mist, the Demonic Emperor Old Man gazed into the distance beyond the mountain before exhaling deeply. From the onset of the night until now, he had already dealt with many waves of malicious spies.

However, the number of men lurking in the area only continued to increase. Even the Demonic Emperor Old Man couldn't help but feel a little troubled over this matter. Without any forceful methods, it would be difficult for him to keep them under control. It was fortunate that he had managed to deter most of them after putting his heart into slaughtering a few of the invading experts.

Otherwise, if anyone could come and go freely from the spirit vein, there would be a huge mess.

The training regimes that Wang Chong had planned would be affected as well.

"Let's hope that they will be deterred with this," the Demonic Emperor Old Man sighed, before fetching a pigeon from his loose sleeves. Lifting his hands up, he sent the pigeon into the sky.

Whether the matter here was a blessing or a disaster, he would inform Wang Chong and allow the latter to decide for himself.

------

As the day approached afternoon, a green carriage slowly drove through the bustling streets and eventually stopped at the residence of an influential official of the royal court, Wang Gen.

The carriage doors opened, and Wang Chong walked out.

After spending half a day dealing with other crucial matters, Wang Chong finally arrived at Big Uncle Wang Gen's residence.

Towering walls surrounded the residence, and two massive crouching lions stood at the gates. By the sides hung two large red lanterns.

Through the slit in between the gate, he could vaguely see a refreshing and elegant bamboo garden.

Big Uncle Wang Gen was an academic official, and perhaps due to Duke Jiu's influence, he had a great interest in aesthetics as well. The bamboo garden was laid out in a fashion identical to that in the Four Quarters Embassy, seemingly revealing his inclination toward the plum blossom, orchid, chrysanthemum, and bamboo*.

This wasn't Wang Chong's first time here, but the emotions he harbored at this moment were very different from any other occasions.

It is about time to talk to big uncle about that matter, Wang Chong thought as he gazed upon the majestic residence. He had received Big Uncle Wang Gen's note yesterday, but he didn't reply immediately. Instead, he chose to pay him a visit personally.

Flinging his robe behind him, Wang Chong walked up to the entrance.

"Gongzi!"

Four sturdy Wang Clan guards stood at the entrance to the residence, two on each side. Upon seeing Wang Chong, their faces tightened, and they hurriedly bowed deeply in respect.

This gesture had come from the depths of their hearts, and it felt very earnest.

When Wang Chong was younger, he spent his time fooling around and causing trouble in the streets, so everyone couldn't help but think lightly of him.

But in the past half a year, Wang Chong seemed to have changed into a very different person. Seeing his great accomplishments, their initial contempt had transformed into respect and awe.

Thus, upon seeing Wang Chong, they immediately bowed deeply to pay their respects.

"Is my big uncle inside?" Wang Chong asked.

"Yes. After old master learned that gongzi would be arriving, he has been waiting for you in the study. Should we report gongzi's arrival to him?"

"There's no need for that. I'll head straight there." Wang Chong waved his hands and stepped across the gate. Passing by a pond and a garden, and crossing through a bamboo garden and a gazebo, he finally stopped outside Wang Gen's study.

A familiar breathing rhythm sounded from the room. Glancing at the purple doors of the study, many thoughts flashed through Wang Chong's mind.

There were many matters which he had avoided talking to big uncle about, but the letter big uncle sent left him with no other choice.

Big uncle would have never imagined that what he was doing now was completely wrong!

The closer he came to the First Prince, the more danger he was exposing himself to.

In his previous life, under grandfather's grand halo and outstanding accomplishments, even after falling for the Yao Clan's ploy and offending King Song, the Wang Clan should still be able to hold its ground.

However, the relationship between big uncle and the First Prince had shattered this final hope. Given big uncle's long years of contribution to the royal court, even if he were to choose the wrong side in a political face-off, the worst that should occur was just a demotion.

However, what he was roped into was the most dangerous War of the Princes. That was what that resulted in the Wang Clan losing favor with the royal family. This was the true reason why the Wang Clan declined swiftly, as if falling into an endless abyss, never to stand up again after grandfather's passing.

The entire Wang Clan fell from the heavens to become a lowly speck of dust in the mortal world.

Understanding big uncle's beliefs and convictions, Wang Chong had been trying to put off this matter. However, considering the current situation, he had no other choice anymore.

Sigh, I can only hope that big uncle will be willing to listen to my words!, Wang Chong sighed deeply.

"Chong-er, you are here." Just as Wang Chong was deeply immersed in his thoughts, a deep and authoritative voice sounded from the room.

Recovering from his daze, Wang Chong pushed open the door and walked in.

"Big uncle!"

As soon as Wang Chong walked in, he saw his big uncle sitting behind a rosewood table. Placed on the table was a thick stack of documents and scrolls. The latter seemed to have been organizing the files of the royal court before his arrival.

"Chong-er, you are here!" Wang Gen smiled and he put the brush in his hands down. After busying himself for an entire afternoon, he was feeling a little fatigued. "Sit!"

Wang Gen stood up from his seat and headed toward a round tea table in the center of the room. There was a pot of tea and two teacups on it.

Wang Gen first poured two cups of steaming tea before beckoning Wang Chong to take a seat beside him. The fact that he was willing to allow Wang Chong to sit so close to him bore testimony to the intimate relationship that the uncle and nephew pair possessed.

Saying nothing, Wang Chong walked straight to his big uncle's side and sat down.

Wang Gen placed the teapot back on the table before asking, "Chong-er, how is life in the training camp?"

"Still fine," Wang Chong replied.

"That's good. If you have any matter that requires my help, feel free to speak."

"Un." Wang Chong nodded.

"Did you receive the letter I sent you?" Wang Gen suddenly asked.

'Un." Knowing what Wang Gen was going to say, Wang Chong's heart tightened.

"Chong-er, I won't hide it from you. Actually, the one who wishes to meet you is the First Prince. He knows many things about you, and he admires you a lot. Thus, he hopes to rally you over to his side," Wang Gen said with a serious expression.

Wang Chong lifted his gaze and asked, "The First Prince wishes to recruit me?"

"That's right!" Wang Gen nodded. Wang Chong was an extremely smart and astute person, and there were few things that one could hide from him. Thus, Wang Gen chose to ask him directly.

"Chong-er, I know that the spirit vein is important to you, but the First Prince is the future successor to the throne. The entire Great Tang will be his in the future. It is a rare opportunity that the First Prince has a favor to ask of you, so I hope you can give this matter a good thought. Given your intelligence and capability, you will surely be highly regarded by the First Prince.

"This will be beneficial to both you and our entire Wang Clan. Thus, I hope you can think this matter through."

After saying those words, Wang Gen stared at Wang Chong unblinking, waiting for the response of his intelligent nephew.

On the other hand, Wang Chong fell silent after hearing those words.

Wang Gen had rarely brought up the issue of the welfare of the clan to pressurize him. The fact that he was doing so at this very moment reflected how anxious he was regarding this matter.

Without a doubt, big uncle really hoped that Wang Chong would join him in pledging allegiance to the First Prince.

However, Wang Chong knew that this was one matter he must never agree to.

This wasn't just because of Wang Chong's knowledge of history that allowed him to know that the future emperor would be the Fifth Prince Li Heng rather than the First Prince.

More importantly, Wang Chong was worried about the First Prince's character.

There was a huge flaw in his personality, and it was precisely due to that that Li Heng managed to ascend to the throne.

That flaw in his personality compelled him to do something completely audacious in the future, and even big uncle and the entire Wang Clan were implicated in the matter. That incident was what that cost him his candidacy to the throne.

As this was a fundamental problem, even if Wang Chong were to help the First Prince avert that crisis, it would just be a matter of time before another such incident came their way.

On top of that, the First Prince would not be a compassionate ruler, either. Even if Wang Chong could help the latter to the throne, it would be no blessing to Great Tang either.

Wang Chong had a chance to come into contact with the First Prince in his previous life, and he could tell that the latter was an obstinate person who couldn't stand anyone defying him.

This was also the reason why Wang Chong had his reservations regarding the First Prince.

In politics, a single mistake can lead to disastrous outcomes. Wang Chong didn't wish to bring the entire Wang Clan back to the depths of hell just because of a single mistake.

"Big uncle, I fear that I can't agree to your request!"

Facing Wang Gen's hopeful gaze, Wang Chong spoke those words slowly, but with firm determination. Merely eleven words, but each of them carried an exceptional weight that clearly reflected Wang Chong's resolution.

"Why?" The word reflexively shot out form Wang Gen's mouth. He knew that it wouldn't be easy to persuade Wang Chong, but he didn't expect Wang Chong to turn him down so decisively, leaving no grounds for negotiation at all.

"Chong-er, I understand that the request I am asking of you might be a little overboard. However, I really hope that you can give it some more thought. After all, the First Prince will become the future emperor!" Wang Gen said.

Given the astute, wisdom, and decisiveness Wang Chong had shown, if Wang Chong could come under the First Prince, Wang Gen had no doubt that the Wang Clan would surely reach even greater heights in the future, perhaps even exceeding its peak in his father's era.

On this aspect, Wang Gen shared the same view as Xing-shi.

He earnestly hoped to bring the Wang Clan to greater heights.

___________________________

TL Notes:

Plum blossom, orchid, chrysanthemum, and bamboo:

These are known as the Four Gentlemen of Flora, and they are common topics for artwork and poetry in China history. Each of them has their own personality.

Plum blossom: a noble man with ideals

Orchid: a prominent and respected person

Bamboo: a humble gentleman

Chrysanthemum: a hermit who has transcended materialism
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"Big uncle, do you really believe that the First Prince will become the future emperor?" Wang Chong suddenly asked.

Upon hearing those words, shock immediately surfaced on Wang Gen's face.

"Chong-er, what are you saying! Do you know what you're saying?"

Wang Gen had always spoken to Wang Chong with an intimate voice. However, after hearing Wang Chong's words, his face immediately grew stern.

"It's fortunate that you said those words here. If others were to hear of it and misunderstand our intentions, do you understand what possible consequences there would be?"

If Wang Chong's words were to be heard by others and spread, it would surely cause a huge uproar.

"Big uncle, I know what I am doing."

However, Wang Chong was unexpectedly calm regarding the situation.

He had always carried great respect for Big Uncle Wang Gen. More often than not, the latter always had the interest of the Wang Clan in mind, and his actions reflected that as well.

However, on the matter regarding the First Prince, Wang Chong couldn't and mustn't agree with Wang Gen.

"... Big uncle, have you ever considered the consequences on our Wang Clan should the First Prince fail to ascend to the throne?"

To Wang Gen, those words were reminiscent of a bolt of lightning, and he immediately froze in shock.

What would happen if the First Prince failed to ascend to the throne? Wang Gen had never truly entertained such a possibility before.

"Chong-er, you are still too young. There are some things you don't understand. Ever since ancient times, it has always been the eldest son who takes over the career of his father. As long as the First Prince remains, there won't be any hope for the other princes. Furthermore, you are lacking in understanding of the First Prince. Even though His Majesty has yet to confer him as the crown prince yet, the role that he assumes is no different from one. There is very little doubt regarding his position.

"Everyone, be it those in the royal court or those beyond it, shares the same view as me."

Wang Gen shook his head. After the initial shock, he quickly calmed down. Even though his nephew was extremely intelligent, he was still lacking in political experience.

More often than not, politics was about reading the situation, and it was impossible to do so without sufficient experience.

Wang Chong said that the First Prince might not be coronated as the emperor, but in Wang Gen's view, such a situation was absolutely impossible.

"Big uncle!" Wang Chong shook his head.

"I am willing to listen to you on other matters, but please pardon me for being unable to agree with you on this one. Big uncle said that it has always been the eldest son who took over the career of the father, and I do agree with you on that point. However, if the First Prince was indeed that outstanding, and His Majesty does think highly of him, then why hasn't His Majesty officially conferred him as the crown prince yet?"

The matters on the royal court were never as it seemed. If big uncle thought that a life of prosperity awaited for him just by supporting the First Prince, he was taking this matter too lightly.

Taking anything 'as granted' in the War of the Princes was extremely dangerous.

"This..." Wang Gen opened his mouth to respond to Wang Chong's doubt, only to freeze in the next instant.

The Sage Emperor carried significant trust in the First Prince, Wang Gen was certain of that. Otherwise, he wouldn't have chosen to ally himself with the First Prince.

Yet, upon hearing Wang Chong's words, he found himself unable to refute those words at all. That was because Wang Chong's doubts were logical.

The Sage Emperor doted on the First Prince a lot, and he even allowed the latter to participate in the discussions of the royal court. On that aspect, he was treating the latter not any different from a crown prince.

However, what was bizarre was that the Sage Emperor had yet to confer on the First Prince the title of the Crown Prince yet.

It was one thing when the First Prince was younger, but much time had passed since, and this argument no longer held. Even Wang Gen had found himself perplexed over this matter once, but he chose not to think too much of it.

"Chong-er, the First Prince is the His Majesty's eldest son. If His Majesty has no intentions of conferring him as the crown prince, he wouldn't have allowed him to participate in politics. Furthermore, just because His Majesty has yet to confer him as the crown prince doesn't mean he won't do so in the future," Wang Gen argued.

It takes more than a cold night to freeze a river deep. Wang Gen's relationship with the First Prince wasn't established on a whim, it was forged over a very long period of time.

It was impossible for Wang Chong to change the latter's impression with just a few words.

"... Besides, His Majesty is a wise emperor, a great sovereign whose accomplishments far surpassed his predecessors. Do you think that he will allow his sons to kill one another?" Wang Gen said, revealing his confidence as to why he thought the First Prince would be able to successfully claim the throne.

The current Sage Emperor was known both within the royal court and beyond to be the greatest sovereign in history. In his hands, Great Tang managed to free itself from its decline and overcome the threats surrounding it, thus achieving an unprecedented era of prosperity.

Be it the scale or the wealth, it had far surpassed any previous era. With its elite army of over six hundred thousand men, Great Tang even managed to suppress the powerful surrounding nations, be it Ü-Tsang, the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates, Goguryeo, or Mengshe Zhao.

Even the proud Tibetans of Ü-Tsang had to admit that the only reason why they were able to stand for so long against Great Tang was due to Ü-Tsang's unique geographical terrain.

It was only due to the soldiers' inability to adapt to the environment on the plateau that Ü-Tsang was able to remain free and fearless.

Even though those countries that had grown rapidly over the past dozens of years still carried a deep fear toward Great Tang.

And all of this was due to the Sage Emperor!

Be it his martial arts, governance, decisiveness, or guts, no emperor before him was able to match up to the current Sage Emperor.

Without a doubt, Great Tang was at its very peak ow.

If not for his refusal out of respect for the previous emperors, the Sage Emperor would have been crowned by historians as the "Greatest Emperor in History".

Many times, Wang Gen had felt gladdened that he was born in such an era, allowing him to serve under such a wise ruler.

Thus, it was hard for him to believe that the slaughter of fellow kin could possibly occur under the eyes of such an emperor.

Seeing his big uncle's serious and confident expression, Wang Chong felt extreme heaviness in his heart.

In the end, big uncle still trod on the path he did in his previous life. The Sage Emperor was indeed wise, but this had little to do with what he wanted him to do.

Big uncle probably could have never imagined that not only would the tragedy of fellow kin slaughtering one another happen, something even worse would follow.

There were too many mysteries to the matter then. Even as one who had witnessed the happenings personally, there were still many doubts that Wang Chong was unable to make sense of.

Nevertheless, if there was one thing Wang Chong was certain of, it was that what his big uncle was doing at the moment was gradually dragging the entire Wang Clan into a fearsome abyss.

If he couldn't stop big uncle, no matter how powerful the Wang Clan seemed at the moment, it would surely disappear as if a fleeting cloud. The tragedy back then would unfold once more.

Since big uncle was still muddle-headed, Wang Chong had to find a way to warn him that his thoughts were very mistaken, and his confidence was misplaced.

"Big uncle, do you think that the princes won't fight over the throne just because His Majesty is a wise ruler? Many were there wise rulers in history, but none succeeded in averting this tragedy.

"The Emperor Wu of Han, Liu Che, conquered the Western Regions and Jiaozhi, expanding the influence of the Central Plains beyond its western and southern boundaries for the very first time in history. He was accredited for his achievements in both his governance and his military prowess. However, in the Calamity of the Shamanic Gu, his successor, Crown Prince Yi, ended up committing suicide, and Princess Zhuyi and Princess Yangshi were forced to hang themselves. More than tens of thousands of people were injured or killed in this matter as well, and many prestigious clans vanished in that calamity.

"Prime Minister Gongsun He dominated the politics in that era, and he was known to possess the royal bloodline as well. The Gongsun Clan was also known to be a powerful family with a heritage that could be traced back to the Warring States Period. and many called it the Number One Clan of Great Han back then. In terms of standing and influence, even our grandfather would find it hard to match up with them. And yet, due to a single incident, their entire clan ended up being eradicated entirely, and their legend disappeared from history.

"Given that even the powerful Gongsun Clan could be destroyed that easily, does big uncle think that our Wang Clan will be any different?" Wang Clan said grimly. The struggle for power and authority would always be stained with blood.

Even the princes and princesses were mere pieces on a huge chessboard, needless to say, prestigious clans like them.

Even though the Wang Clan possessed exceptional standing due to Duke Jiu's presence, it was still unable to compare with powerful clans such as the past Gongsun Clan.

Big uncle thought that the Sage Emperor would never allow this kind of calamity to occur, but reality was contrary to his thoughts. The greater the emperor was, the more likely one would be smashed to smithereens when crossing him.

"In the era of the First Emperor (Qin Shi Huang), Crown Prince Fu Su was the eldest son, and he was known to be compassionate, discerning, and insightful, making him a strong candidate for the throne. Throughout his life, he hasn't committed any mistakes, and his behavior was exemplary.

"However, with the death of the First Emperor, Crown Prince Fu Su was forced to commit suicide, and the powerful Meng Clan, who was known to possess the greatest military might, was completely destroyed.

"Yao abdicated to Shun, Shun abdicated to Yu, and Yu abdicated to Count Yi. This is a traditional custom of abdication commonly seen in ancient times. However, Count Yi ended up being killed by Yu's son, and two influential officials under Yu, Zhao and Meng, were executed as a result of the matter as well.

"Big uncle, Emperor Wu of Han, Qin Shi Huang, and Yu the Great, all of them are great emperors of the Central Plains. Crown Prince Yi, Crown Prince Fu Su, and Count Yi, which of them weren't upright men and strong candidates for the throne?

"Gongsun He, Gongsun Jing, Meng Tian, Meng Yi, Zhao, Meng... Which of them weren't capable officials who wielded immense power in their era? Yet, who could have thought that the dismissal of the crown prince would occur in the era of emperors as wise as Emperor Wu of Han, Qin Shi Huang, and Yu the Great?

"I am not saying that something will definitely happen, but since even history is plagued with many of such incidences, can big uncle confidently say that the same will not occur in this era?" Wang Chong said gravely. He had already spoken in a very roundabout manner. Under the restrictions of the Stone of Destiny, he couldn't reveal too much of future affairs. This was the best he could do at the moment.

Regardless of what big uncle was thinking of, Wang Chong had to knock some sense into him. At the very least, he had to make the other party understand that nothing was definite in this world.

_______________________

Tl Notes:

Gu can be considered as a black magic tool used by tribes in ancient China.

Gu are venomous worms that shamans rear and use to plague others. Just like poison, they have a huge variety of effects, ranging from inflicting extreme harm to one to putting one under the shaman's control.

Calamity of the Shamanic Gu(巫蛊之祸)

This is a real incident in history. This was a political storm that occurred in BC91, when Emperor Han of Wu was still in power.

Back then, Emperor Han of Wu was already 66 years old, in his declining years. and he was plagued with several diseases.

Jiang Chong, an official of the royal court, had a conflict with Crown Prince Yi, and he was fearful that the latter might kill him after his coronation.

Thus, Jiang Chong conspired with Su Wen and a few others to convince Emperor Wu of Han that the reason behind his illness was due to a "gu aura" lingering in the royal palace, and as long as it remained there, Emperor Wu of Han would never recover from his illness.

Alarmed, Emperor Han of Wu immediately tasked Jiang Chong to investigate the matter.

Thus, Jiang Chong began searching the various locations around the royal palace, and eventually his investigation "led" him to the queen and crown prince's palace. There, he tortured and interrogated the servants, and eventually, he took out a voodoo doll which he had prepared beforehand and declared, "We found a few voodoo dolls in the crown prince's residence, and there were several scrolls cursing His Majesty as well. We should report this to His Majesty and have him beheaded!"

Forced into a corner, Crown Prince Yi tried to find Emperor Wu of Han to explain this matter to him, but he ended up being blocked by Jiang Chong and his allies. Eventually, the imperial tutor convinced Crown Prince Yi to lead an army to eradicate those corrupted officials. Thus, Crown Prince Yi raised an army and killed Jiang Chong and his allies. However, one of the conspirators, Su Wen, managed to get away, and he reported to Emperor Wu of Han that Crown Prince Yi was planning a coup d'etat.

Shocked by the actions of his son, Emperor Wu of Han dispatched an army to suppress Crown Prince Yi. Eventually, both armies clashed, but Crown Prince Yi's army proved to be at a critical disadvantage. Eventually, the despairing Crown Prince Yi committed suicide.

In the royal court, no one dared to speak of this matter for fear of bringing the emperor's rage upon them. However, unwilling to see the conspirators get away scot-free, an official known as the Third Elder of Huguan, Linghu Mao, wrote a memorial to the emperor stating why the crown prince couldn't possibly have raised a coup d'etat. After reading the memorial, Emperor Wu of Han also found the matter suspicious, and so he investigated the matter. Eventually, he realized that the crown prince had been framed, and he killed all those who had deceived him into turning against his own son. But of course, it was already too late then.

---

As for Princess Zhuyi and Princess Yangshi, they were done in by a separate matter in the same era concerning the gu. (This matter came before Crown Prince Yi's incident)

Back then, Prime Minister Gongsun He's son was arrested for embezzling military funds. In order to appease the emperor so as to save his son, Gongsun He personally arrested a wanted criminal known as Zhe Anshi.

However, the vindictive Zhe Anshi turned around and framed Gongsun He's son of adultery with Princess Yangshi, and he claimed that the Gongsun Clan had buried voodoo dolls in the royal palace to curse Emperor Wu of Han.

Angered, Emperor Wu of Han ordered the death of the entire Gongsun Clan and their kin. Even Princess Zhuyi, the daughter of Queen Wei Zifu, a distant relative of the Gongsun Clan, was implicated and killed as a result. The powerful Wei Clan fell into decline after the matter. (Note that the Wei Clan and the Gongsun Clan were relatives, and having considering how they had a prime minister, Gongsun He, and a queen in their midst then, they were an exceptionally powerful clan)

As both incidents occurred in the same era, they are collectively termed as the "Calamity of the Shamanic Gu".

(The stories are translated with reference from Chinese Wikipedia and Baidu.)

Wow, I have written such a long story here, so I won't bore you with the other contexts then!
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When Wang Chong raised the issue of Emperor Wu of Han and the Gongsun Clan, Wang Gen fell into silence. The Gongsun Clan during the Emperor Wu of Han's era and the Meng Clan in Qin Shi Huang's era; these were case studies that all officials had to study from when starting their career in politics.

Wang Chong had already put the matter lightly.

When the Gongsun Clan and Meng Clan were at their peak, their might was something the Wang Clan couldn't hope to compare to. And Gongsun He, Meng Tian, Meng Yi, and the others... Wang Gen might be an important official of the royal court, who had the influence to sway politics, but there was still a huge gap between him and those famous personages of history.

"Chong-er, what are you trying to say?"

After a long silence, Wang Gen finally spoke. His voice was much deeper, and his attitude had become much graver than before. It seemed like Wang Chong's words had forced him to think through many things.

Even though Wang Gen still didn't think that the Sage Emperor would disqualify the First Prince from the throne, his voice was no longer as certain as before.

"The First Prince is the eldest son of the queen, and it has been a custom since ancient times for officials to support the eldest son of the main family. Compared to the other princes, the First Prince is clearly the most qualified to inherit the throne, and he is the most likely one to do so as well. Chong-er, do you intend for our Wang Clan to change our attitude toward the First Prince due to the chance that the successor to the throne might change?" Wang Gen asked gravely.

It wasn't easy for him to utter those words. In the first place, he had called Wang Chong over to persuade him to join the ranks of the First Prince.

"I don't mean for us to sever our relations with the First Prince," Wang Chong replied.

"Does big uncle recall the old incident of Wei Jin Nanyang?"

Weng!

Upon hearing Wang Chong's words, Wang Gen's body jolted, and his body straightened slightly. Wang Chong's words seemed to have moved him.

Of the Wang Clan, Wang Yan and his son pursued the military, whereas Wang Gen walked on the path of an academic. Studying and quoting historical affairs to guide the governance of a nation was the duty of an academic.

Naturally, Wang Gen knew what the old incident of Wei Jin Nanyang referred to, as well as Wang Chong's intentions.

Staring deeply into Wang Chong, Wang Gen asked, "You mean that you wish to emulate the Zhuge Clan of Nanyang..."

"Un!" Wang Chong nodded.

The history of this world was similar to that which Wang Chong knew of, and the matters regarding the Three Kingdoms, Wei, and Jin, were similar as well. However, in this era, those events had yet to be glorified and popularized.

Nevertheless, the matter of the Zhuge Clan splitting into three and pledging allegiance to three different powers, thus allowing their clan to survive in that era of chaos, had occurred too.

That was a strategy that powerful clans utilized to ensure their survival.

"I understand!" Eventually, Wang Gen sighed deeply and said, "But Chong-er, do you truly understand what the doings of the Nanyang Zhuge Clan truly signify?"

"Un." Wag Chong nodded.

"It hasn't reached the point where we have to do anything yet, but I feel that we shouldn't rush into anything just yet. Perhaps our entire Wang Clan might eventually ally with the First Prince, but for the time being, I don't think that we have to choose our sides yet." Those words were spoken slowly and clearly.

"Chong-er, I understand your intentions." Wang Gen sighed deeply once more. He knew that it was impossible for him to achieve his initial goal anymore. While he was a little disappointed, Wang Chong's words did make sense.

Their points of view might diverge, but they were both acting with the welfare of the clan at heart.

Wang Gen wanted Wang Chong to pledge allegiance to the First Prince for this purpose, and Wang Chong's rejection was for the same reason, as well.

From another point of view, Wang Gen even felt gladdened by Wang Chong's response. At the very least, this showed that Wang Chong cared deeply for the future of the clan.

"... You have grown up, I am happy for you," Wang Gen said with complex emotions in his heart. "Let's do as you said. I know how I should deal with the First Prince."

Wang Gen was already in his fifties, and Wang Yan wasn't young, either. The second generation of the Wang Clan was unlikely to advance any higher than this.

The Wang Clan would have to be shouldered by the next generation, which consisted of Wang Chong, Wang Li, Wang Bei, Wang Fu, and the others. It was about time for them to mature and take up responsibility.

It was too early to tell whether Wang Chong's decision was right or wrong. Perhaps they might regret missing this crucial opportunity in the future, but regardless, Wang Gen was willing to support Wang Chong's decision.

This was the risk the Wang Clan had to take for the maturing of the next generation.

---

Wang Chong initially arrived with a heavy heart, but when he left, he was filled with respect for Wang Gen.

He knew how his rejection would affect his big uncle's standing with the First Prince. At the very least, for a long period of time, big uncle would be snubbed by the First Prince, and a permanent gap would open in their relationship due to this matter as well.

Wang Gen understood this fact well, but he still chose to support him. The deep trust Wang Gen had in him made him extremely touched.

Big uncle, you won't regret the decision you made today.

Getting onto his carriage, Wang Chong swiftly departed from big uncle's residence and headed for Kunwu Training Camp. Once there, he realized that his Deflecting Blade Manor was on the verge of exploding from the massive number of people camped there.

Astonishingly, even more people had arrived on the perimeter of the Deflecting Blade Manor on the second day to join it.

After the various incidences, Wang Chong's Deflecting Blade Manor had become the brightest star, as well as the goal of the recruits from Longwei, Shenwei, and Kunwu.

Finally, the time had come for him to reap the fruits of his efforts.

------

Like dandelions, a consciousness slowly drifted and expanded within an endless darkness. In here, the concept of time, space, and temperature were non-existent. The only thing that existed was endless void...

This was a mysterious space, a world that belonged to the Laws.

"I have finally found it!"

After some time, a voice suddenly reverberated amidst the darkness. Like a strike of lightning, it caused the entire space to tremble.

At the very edge of the dandelion-like consciousness, a spark of light suddenly appeared. Within the radiance was a small speck of shadow that harnessed incomparable energy.

Taking a closer look, the speck of shadow seemed to resemble a miniature book page.

This was a small fragment of the Power of Law.

In the world of martial artists, it went by another name: the Book of Law.

Grasping the Book of Law and fusing it with one's consciousness was known as "comprehension".

Weng!

Wang Chong's consciousness immediately extended forward to hook the Book of Law before swiftly pulling it into his consciousness.

All of a sudden, the darkness retreated and light resurfaced.

Wang Chong finally opened his eyes. Before him was an exquisitely-crafted rosewood tile inscribed with the image of sparrows and flowers. Above it was an ancient yet elegant table with a piping Yixing clay teapot atop it.

"My cultivation has advanced a little."

Exhaling deeply, Wang Chong felt energy coursing through his body.

After leaving big uncle's residence, Wang Chong seemed to have tossed everything regarding the royal court and the War of the Princes to the back of his mind and devoted all of his time to the Deflecting Blade Manor and raising his cultivation.

The advancement between Origin Energy Tier 9 and True Martial realm 1-dan was a huge gap.

What was required at this stage was not Origin Energy, but an incredibly deep comprehension of the Power of Law.

When Wang Chong first started cultivating his halo, he was still able to absorb large amounts of the Book of Law everyday.

But as time passed, the amount of information from the Book of Law he could absorb during a given period of time gradually decreased.

Today, Wang Chong had only managed to grasp 24 fragments of the Power of Law. Compared to the hundreds at the start, it was truly insignificant in comparison.

Nevertheless, Wang Chong didn't give up.

The fundamentals would determine the ultimate height of the construction. The more Power of Law that one comprehended in the initial phase, the greater one's accomplishments would be in the future.

This was a trick in the cultivation of martial arts. It was often neglected, but it made a significant difference.

Thus, even though Wang Chong had already met the requirements to making the breakthrough to True Martial realm, and he could only absorb a pathetic twenty or so Power of Law fragments every single day, he still chose to persevere on.

With this strong foundation, his cultivation would soar in the future!

And after several months of effort, Wang Chong's work was nearly done.

It should be about time to obtain that item from Instructor Zhao, Wang Chong thought.

To advance from Origin Energy Tier 9 to True Martial 1-dan, other than the comprehension of Law, one also needed a halo cultivation technique to bind the Power of Law together and manifest its might.

There were two main things that Wang Chong hoped to obtain from this training camp. One of them was the hundreds of budding generals who would eventually leave their mark on the world, and the other was a war halo cultivation technique which was in Zhao Qianqiu's possession.

This war halo cultivation technique had been completely buried in the dust in his previous life. No one in the training camp, including Su Hanshan, had managed to obtain that technique.

For some reason, Zhao Qianqiu didn't impart that technique to others.

Wang Chong didn't know what kind of secrets were hidden behind it, but he knew that the war halo hidden within this training camp was definitely one of the strongest ones out there.

Every time he remembered how Zhao Qianqiu had actually allowed such a powerful technique to be buried in the dust, he couldn't help but find it a huge pity.

However, Wang Chong was in no hurry.

Getting up from the floor, Wang Chong walked up to the rosewood table and poured himself a cup of steaming tea. Sipping on it slowly, he allowed the light fragrance to slowly fill his mouth.

Life shouldn't be all about strength and training. Using the popular phrase from another world, there should be poetry and the distant, too.

Enjoying and experiencing life, living in the present, this was Wang Chong's goal in this life. The future was important, but cherishing the present was even more so.

Boom!

Putting down the teacup, Wang Chong walked to the door and opened it. A bustling commotion immediately burst into his view. Unfolding before his eyes was a sight very different from several months ago.

_______________________________

TL Notes:

Wei Jin Nanyang are places/ factions in that era

Naturally, the Zhuge Clan also consists of the famous Zhuge Liang (or Zhuge Kongming).

Zhuge Liang had pledged allegiance to Liu Bei of Shu Han, but his brother, Zhuge Jin, and his cousin, Zhuge Dan, had pledged allegiance to Sun Quan of Eastern Wu, and Cao Cao of Cao Wei, respectively.

‘Poetry and the distant’: This is a famous phrase from Gao Xiaosong. There are many interpretations, but basically ‘poetry and distance’ refers to dreams, relaxation, and that sort of thing.
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The Deflecting Blade Manor was currently bustling with a huge crowd of nearly a hundred people. This formed a stark contrast to how it was in the past, when only the usual few consisting of Wang Chong, Zhao Jingdian, and a few others dropped by this area.

Wang Chong's initial intention was to bring in only the recruits of Kunwu Training Camp. The interest from Longwei and Shenwei were completely unexpected, resulting in insufficient capacity of the Deflecting Blade Manor to house everyone.

"Gongzi!"

Beyond the door stood an ordinary-looking young man. He had a common, square face and inconspicuous features, making it easy to overlook him if not for the tenacity that shone through his eyes. Upon seeing Wang Chong, the young man bowed respectfully.

"We have finished organizing those who are here for the examination. If gongzi wishes to, the examination can be carried out any time you wish."

His demeanor was neither excessively humble nor arrogant when he spoke. This young man was the talent whom Wang Chong brought in from Longwei Training Camp, Wei Anfang.

Wang Chong's judgement was spot-on; Wei Anfang was indeed currently tiding through the most difficult period of his life. Nothing seemed to be going well, and he was also being snubbed by his comrades.

On top of that, Wei Anfang had even offended the eldest son of his clan in Longwei Training Camp. As such, when he received Wang Chong's invitation letter, he literally leaped up in joy, accepting the request without any hesitation.

With just this single letter, Wei Anfang easily freed himself from the oppression of his clan and that eldest son.

And after all, the Wei Clan had been racking their heads over how they could build a relationship with the Wang Clan, when Wang Chong's invitation letter arrived at that precise moment.

Wei Anfang's capabilities didn't let Wang Chong down, either.

He wasn't particularly outstanding, but he was always able to arrange and accomplish the tasks which Wang Chong instructed him to in an orderly and punctual manner.

With Wei Anfang around, Zhao Jingdian was finally freed from his duties. The first thing that Wang Chong did was to dispatch the latter to the spirit vein to train.

In Wang Chong's previous life, Zhao Jingdian didn't just play an auxiliary role, he was Wang Chon’s most capable general. It would be a huge mistake if the other party's talent and fighting prowess were tied down over such miscellaneous affairs.

"Un, do as you deem fit," Wang Chong nodded. Under Wei Anfang's lead, he descended a flight of wooden stairs, and after turning at a corner, two long flagpoles appeared before him. One of them bore the flag of the Deflecting Blade Manor, whereas the other was just a wooden stick that had been put there recently.

Two recruits were currently standing beneath the wooden flagpoles, and a huge crowd was gathered around them.

"Come, which one of you dares to challenge me?"

"Hah, allow me then! Ten gold taels!"

"Deal!"

Amidst loud cheerings from the crowd, the two men suddenly rushed up to the flagpoles and began scaling them.

Wang Chong chuckled as he gazed at the two nimble figures climbing the flagpoles. This was the place where he had planted the flag, but somehow, it had turned into an area where the crowd gathered for leisure and competed on their movement techniques.

At another bend, he saw several figures clashing with one another in the garden, within the pond, above the fake mountains, and beneath the walls. Some of them were armed with wooden swords, some were armed with wooden sabers, and some were unarmed.

This was the sparring that the members of the Deflecting Blade Manor conducted daily.

A spar should always emulate real conditions, and on a battlefield, combat wouldn't just be limited to flat grounds. Hill, forest, river... All of these were possible fighting grounds.

This was what Wang Chong believed in, and he shaped the Deflecting Blade Manor for it as well.

Battle emulation!

Ultimately, all training was conducted with the goal of being applied to the real world. As such, even though there were sparring grounds in the Deflecting Blade Manor, there weren't too many of them.

What was promoted amongst its members was to make use of the terrain and fight freely.

"Gongzi!"

"Gongzi!"

"Gongzi!"

Upon seeing Wang Chong, everyone immediately stopped what they were doing, stood up, and bowed respectfully.

"There's no need to stand on ceremony, continue what you were doing." Wang Chong waved his hand with a smile. Hearing those words, everyone returned to the tasks they were doing before. This was just a usual day in the Deflecting Blade Manor, and everyone was already used to it.

There were those who worked hard in their training, while there were also those who were resting and playing around. The group ahead of Wang Chong sat back down and continued sipping on their tea and chatting with their buddies.

Many found themselves fancying the rattan chair and table sets which Wang Chong had specially prepared. As such, they also had their own crafted and brought to the Deflecting Blade Manor. At the moment, there were already more than ten sets of them placed in the courtyard.

Grape, pomegranate, Custard apple, pineapple, fig... All kinds of delectable fruits that came from the Western Regions or even further were placed in a luxurious spread on the various small rattan tables.

Most of these fruits were prepared by Wang Chong, while the remaining were contributed by the scions of the capital. They were all extremely fresh, and some of them were even wrapped with a layer of frost when bought from the Western Regions merchants.

What the scions brought weren't just limited to chairs, tables, and fruits. If one were to glance at the wall, one could see the tips of massive halberds protruding slightly above it

Accompanying each of these halberds was an extraordinarily powerful aura!

These were the steel guards of the Chi Clan.

The Chi Clan was a little hesitant toward the attitude they should take toward Wang Chong, but it seemed like they had made up their minds already. To show their earnest goodwill, the Chi Clan had dispatched all of these valuable guards to Chi Weisi.

While those guards were under Chi Weisi's command on the surface, Wang Chong actually possessed the authority to command them as well.

This was the Chi Clan's way to express their support for Wang Chong and the Wang Clan.

Not only this, there were also the guards from other clans, as well. After the matter with the spirit vein, countless clans had offered their own guards to Wang Chong to provide security.

Nevertheless, Wang Chong didn't simply accept all that was offered to him. He would sieve out and take in only the strongest of the group. But even so, there were still many prestigious clans who were sending letters to Wang Chong, persuading him to take even more of their clan's guards.

"Be careful!..."

At that moment, a loud exclamation suddenly sounded. Di da da, a loud rumbling reminiscent of thunder boomed, and a cloud of dust flew into the air. Five dashing black steeds passed inches by Wang Chong's side. Lifting his gaze, Wang Chong could see the fluttering hair and robe of the rider.

"Damn it!"

"It is those bastard riders again!"

"Can't you all choose a better place?"

"Are you bastards dying to knock us to death? Why do you always choose to pass by us?"

A tirade of displeased criticisms echoed in the courtyard. Of the group in the courtyard, it was the scions who were leisurely enjoying their cup of tea who were the most furious. The cloud of dust raised by those war steeds had soiled their tea and clothes.

However, the five riders ahead only burst into laughter at the criticism.

"Xu Jin, Huang An, and Zhang Tu, what are you all doing? You nearly bumped into gongzi!"

With a straightened back and an austere expression, Wei Anfang berated the riders ahead.

"AH! Gongzi, we're sorry!"

"We really didn't see you!"

"Shit, we're done for. How could we have bumped into gongzi?"

The loud and gleeful laughter from the successful prank abruptly halted. The five riders immediately stopped their steeds and turned around to face Wang Chong. Their expressions revealed their awkwardness and unease.

It was one thing to prank the others, but nearly crashing into gongzi was a huge affair.

In the Deflecting Blade Manor, regardless of one's standing, members would address one another by their names. As such, there was only one person who was addressed as gongzi in the area, and that was Wang Chong.

"I'm fine, just be careful the next time around. Don't go charging into crowds." Wang Chong waved his sleeves.

"Yes, gongzi."

The unease finally fell from the faces of the five riders, as if they had pardoned from their heinous crime. They hurriedly slipped past the gates of the Deflecting Blade Manor and disappeared toward another mountain.

"Wang Chong, I didn't call those ladies here to squeeze fresh juice for you. Quickly call a few of your members over to serve us!"

As Wang Chong was watching the readers leave, a furious voice suddenly sounded by the side. In a shed not too far away from where he was standing, Marquess Yi was glaring at him furiously. As she spoke, she abruptly drew her spear and pointed it at him, as if threatening to teach him a lesson should he utter a single word of complaint.

Stress!

Seeing the furious demeanor that Marquess Yi had put on, Wang Chong could feel cold sweat flowing down his back. He had invited the other party here to help share his burden.

But who could have known that birds of the same feather would actually flock together?

Out of shyness, the ladies whom Marquess Yi had brought in would still help with several chores in the Deflecting Blade Manor.

However, after being berated by Marquess Yi against that several times, they began to follow her around and put on airs.

Furthermore, under the protection of Marquess Yi, there was nothing Wang Chong could do about them.

"Anfang, try to find a few brothers to help Marquess Yi," Wang Chong instructed Wei Anfang with a glance at him.

"I understand." Wei Anfang's complexion darkened, but this only provoked the laughter of the ladies in the area.

He had always tried to avoid this area as much as possible. As the only female marquess of Great Tang, not even Wang Chong could curb her, needless to say, him.

How could he have allowed this to slip his mind this time around?

"That's more like it, you can leave now." Receiving a positive answer, Marquess Yi finally smiled in satisfaction.

"Wang Chong, what about me? When are you going to hand the intelligence network to me?"

Barely after Wang Chong could take a few steps, another shadow flashed across, blocking Wang Chong's path. Her face was cold, betraying her malicious intentions.

By her side, an old granny with an unfathomable level of cultivation stared at Wang Chong threateningly.

Of the entire Deflecting Blade Manor, the only one who could speak to Wang Chong with such a tone, and yet he could do nothing about, could only be Princess Ni Huang.

After Wang Chong was spot-on about the matter regarding Li Yichao, this royal princess had decisively chosen to coop herself in here so as to keep an eye on Wang Chong.

"Your Highness, I have already told you that such a thing doesn't exist. The news came from the military," Wang Chong explained with a patient smile.

"Stop trying to fool me, I have already looked into the matter. When you told me about Li Yichao losing the Black Mountain, not even the Beiting Protectorate Manor had obtained the news yet. How in the world can you get the news from the military when even the frontline is unaware of it?"

Princess Ni Huang exposed Wang Chong's lie coldly.

She wasn't a mere spoiled princess of the royal family. After the matter regarding Li Yichao was verified, she immediately sent her men to the north to investigate the matter.

But to her shock, she realized that not even the Beiting Protectorate Manor was aware of the loss of the fortress at Balck Mountain. Yet, a man who was cooped up in a training camp in the capital actually managed to grasp hold of such information.

She would have to be a fool to not notice that there was something amiss in this matter.
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Thus, Princess Ni Huang theorized that the Wang Clan was in possession of an extremely secretive but powerful intelligence network.

Her goal was simple, she wanted Wang Chong to hand over that network. The value of such a swift network could be considered to surpass even that of the spirit vein.

As such, she decided to cloister herself in Wang Chong's Deflecting Blade Manor to see if she could find any traces of that secret intelligence network. In any case, Wang Chong wouldn't be able to chase her away, either.

"Hahaha. Your Highness, there is nothing I can do if you don't believe me. I have already said the truth, and it is up to you to believe me or not." Wang Chong shrugged with a smile.

It was indeed true that he didn't possess such an intelligence network, so Princess Ni Huang's efforts were doomed to end in futility.

"Hmph, it's a matter of time before I catch you by your tail." Seeing how Wang Chong was adamantly denying the matter, Princess Ni Huang furiously threw out these words before stomping back to the shed where Marquess Yi was seated.

"Your Highness, calm down. Here, drink a cup of pomegranate juice."

Marquess Yi passed a cup of juice by her side to Princess Ni Huang, and surprisingly, Princess Ni Huang took the cup and replied with a rare expression of gratitude.

"Sister Yi, thank you."

One of the main reasons why Wang Chong had invited Marquess Yi over was to have her help mediate the relationship with Princess Ni Huang. But one thing Wang Chong could have never imagined was that the two ladies would actually become good friends instead.

Passing by the bamboo shed which Marquess Yi had privately constructed, Wang Chong arrived at a huge hall. This was the most important location of the Deflecting Blade Manor, the Chess Hall.

The Chess Hall was the largest building in the Deflecting Blade Manor, as well as the place where an important chain to Wang Chong's plans would unfold.

"Gongzi!"

"Gongzi!"

Upon seeing Wang Chong, the guards in the Chess Hall hurriedly bowed respectfully. In response, Wang Chong did a downward movement with his hands to gesture for them to remain silent.

Unlike the bustle outside, the interior of the massive Chess Hall was extremely silent.

Around thirty examinees had their eyebrows knitted together, deep in thought. Sitting opposite to them was a corresponding 'examiner', and placed between each examiner-examinee pair was a chessboard each, where black stones and white stones were clashing with one another.

Strength is just one of the many factors required for a general, a strong understanding of warfare and wisdom are important as well.

This was also the reason why Wang Chong arranged this to be the first round of tests.

All examinees who wished to join the Deflecting Blade Manor would have to clear this test and enter the Chess Hall first.

And the examinees who were accepted into the Chess Hall would, in turn, serve as examiners for the next batch of examinees.

This was a system which Wang Chong had slowly developed over this period of time.

Through this system, he could save valuable manpower while cultivating some fondness for the Chess Hall amongst the new members. At the same time, it would reinforce the importance of warfare as well.

And more importantly, it would temper the players' thoughts to be more flexible to various situations!

Without alarming anyone, Wang Chong walked up a spiral staircase from the first floor to the second floor.

"Gongzi!"

"Gongzi!"

"Gongzi!"

Around a dozen students turned to Wang Chong and bowed respectfully. Their eyes were filled with admiration and anticipation, a gaze which one wouldn't direct to a fellow peer.

With his outstanding birth and the immense prestige of the Deflecting Blade Manor, Wang Chong had gradually become an idol in everyone's hearts.

However, this wasn't the reason behind their anticipation and tension. More importantly, the event today would determine their qualification to enter the spirit vein to cultivate.

There were two different examinations conducted in the Chess Hall.

The first examination determined whether one possessed the capability to join the Chess Hall or not. Due to the lower importance of this matter, Wang Chong entrusted this responsibility to all members of the Deflecting Blade Manor.

On the other hand, the second examination was one conducted by Wang Chong himself, and it was directed toward all members of the Deflecting Blade Manor.

Anyone who could pass Wang Chong's test would be given the qualification to cultivate in the spirit vein.

This was the most effective way to reinforce the importance of warfare and the Way of Chess in everyone's mind. This would subconsciously shape the members' attitudes toward this matter.

With this strong motivating factor, the members of the Deflecting Blade Manor would put their heart and soul into studying warfare

A man who was both strong and adept in warfare; this was the type of general and comrade that Wang Chong wanted to fight alongside with.

"There's no need to stand on ceremony."

Wang Chong waved his hands before gesturing to Wei Anfang behind him.

"The examination shall begin. Everyone, please take a seat," Wei Anfang walked up and announced.

With the official commencement of the examination, the group of people immediately sat down with tensed faces.

Half of the men who chose to enter Deflecting Blade Manor had come for the spirit vein. Thus, it was easy to imagine how much they desired to pass this examination.

There were more than a dozen examinees, but there was only one examiner. Nevertheless, this didn't stump Wang Chong.

"Let's begin."

Everyone hurriedly began preparing the chessboard before them neatly. Following which, Wang Chong began walking from the first table to the last one, putting down a single stone as he passed.

Wang Chong's attitude was extremely casual, and he was able to make his moves without much thought.

After all, he was a man who could even defeat War God Su Zhengchen. Dealing with his fellow peers who had a far weaker foundation in Go was a walk in the park.

Soon, the second floor of the Chess Hall grew silent. Everyone's expressions gradually tightened. Even the feared examiners on the first floor could only be considered as examinees here.

The only one who was relaxed in the room at this moment was Wang Chong. After going a cycle across the chessboards, he even had some additional time to glance out of the window and gaze at the construction work taking place not too far away.

After deciding to take in recruits from Longwei and Shenwei as well, Wang Chong knew that space would surely be an issue in his Deflecting Blade Manor. Thus, he decided to embark on expansion works.

On top of that, he also constructed several additional facilities around the Deflecting Blade Manor for leisure purposes.

Other than the recruits from the three training camps, the scions from the capital also visited this area frequently.

Their purpose here was to play about. In the first place, Wang Chong had never intended the Deflecting Blade Manor to be a military camp. He felt that some space for leisure was necessary as well.

"Hmm?"

Just as Wang Chong was making a round across the various chessboards once more, his eyebrows suddenly shot up.

"There is something peculiar about this person!"

Wang Chong thought as he assessed the second person on the third row intently. He was a fair-skinned young man with sharp eyebrows and a beautiful jawline that seemed to have been depicted with a paintbrush.

His gestures, be it slight frown or the pressing of his lips together, were extremely graceful and aesthetically pleasing to view. Despite his appearance, there was an air of femininity around him.

And most importantly of all, Wang Chong realized that he didn't have an Adam's apple.

——Even though he had been trying to lower his head to conceal this fact, his efforts were futile before Wang Chong's sharp eyes.

"A lady?"

Wang Chong's fell into thought. Without an Adam's apple, there was a very high chance that the other party was a lady. However, what was bizarre was that the ladies of the Deflecting Blade Manor should have all gathered around Marquess Yi. Why would there be another one here?

Furthermore, even in menswear, this person was extremely beautiful. If she were to revert back to her original appearance, she would definitely be a ravishing beauty.

"Anfang, who is that young man?" Wang Chong beckoned Wei Anfang over and asked.

"Xu Chong!" Wei Anfang replied without any hesitation. He had perfect grasp over the details of the matters he had taken charge of, and this was one of the main reasons why Wang Chong admired his capability.

"Which training camp did he come from?"

"Longwei. Gongzi, is there a matter with his identity?" Wei Anfang asked doubtfully, as he measured the black-haired youth before him.

"It's nothing," Wang Chong waved his hands with a smile. Even though Wei Anfang was a capable worker, it seemed like he was still a little lacking in worldly experience.

Xu Chong... it seems like that fellow is here for me!, Wang Chong chuckled internally as he glanced at the black-haired youth before him once more. Coincidentally, the cross-dressing youth also raised her head at the same moment, and Wang Chong could see indignation in the other party's eyes.

However, the youth swiftly lowered her head, revealing her smooth and elegant neck.

"Xu Clan... A member of the Longwei Training Camp, and proficient at Go at that..."

Wang Chong rummaged through his mind as he gazed at the black-haired youth before him. Suddenly, a thought struck his head, and a certain figure came to mind.

Xu Qiqin!

The daughter of the prestigious Xu Clan, one of the top noble families in the capital. Even in Longwei Training Camp, this lady possessed an incredible reputation.

In terms of standing, she was on par with Second Sister Wang Zhu Yan.

On top of that, Wang Chong seemed to have an inkling impression that the latter possessed exceptional talent in the Way of Chess.

Most probably, it is her, Wang Chong thought with a smile.

Other than a small handful which Wang Chong had personally picked out from the name lists compiled at the very start, the remaining members of the Deflecting Blade Manor had entered the organization through clearing the test at the Chess Hall.

As such, there was a significant proportion of people who had names and backgrounds that Wang Chong was unaware of.

Most likely, the name Xu Chong was a fake. Perhaps out of arrogance, she didn't change her surname, thus leaving some traces of her true identity behind.

Was she indignant at my reputation? That's why she came to challenge me in the Way of Chess?, Wang Chong pondered.

He vaguely remembered that Xu Qiqin was a capable and proud individual. Perhaps she had come after hearing that the Deflecting Blade Manor was accepting new members, and chess skill was the grading criterion, so she came over in hopes of challenging him.

Xu Qiqin did possess the rights to be proud. Her chess skill was clearly far higher than the examinees, outclassing them greatly.

Furthermore, she carried an air of hostility around her, seemingly trying to taunt Wang Chong. Most likely, her goal here wasn't the spirit vein at all.

... If I recall correctly, Xu Qiqin possesses formidable talent in handling logistics, Wang Chong thought.

The current customs in Great Tang made it extremely difficult for women to make a name for themselves. But even so, Xu Qiqin was still able to build an astounding reputation for herself amidst the men in Longwei Training Camp, and this spoke a lot about her capabilities.

However, what Wang Chong was interested in was her logistical ability. She seemed to have a unique way of dealing with logistical problems, allowing her to organize everything efficiently.

In his previous life, the Xu Clan ended up allying themselves with King Qi, and following her clan's footsteps, Xu Qiqin also became King Qi's subordinates. With her help, King Qi was relieved of many of his burdens.

At the very least, in terms of the logistical aspect of war, there was no need for him to worry about anything.

It would be great if I could bring the Xu Clan or Xu Qiqin to my side! 

Wang Chong's mind began whirling into action.
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The Xu Clan was a powerful clan in the capital. While it couldn't match up with the prestigious Wang Clan, it definitely didn't pale by much. They would definitely be a valuable asset if Wang Chong could bring them to his side.

More importantly, the Xu Clan was still neutral at this moment.

After all, for a clan as large as the Xu Clan, how could they be content with submitting to any power at the current stage?

However, this also meant that it would be difficult for Wang Chong to act as well.

Xu Qiqin was a proud swan, and the fact that she had concealed her identity to challenge Wang Chong reflected that. Convincing such a proud person to submit to him wouldn't be easy.

Furthermore, given Xu Qiqin's bright reputation in Longwei Training Camp, she was probably stronger than him as well. If Wang Chong wanted to make her submit, he would have to suppress her pride first.

"Hehe!"

With this, Wang Chong already knew what he should do.

Wang Chong continued walking down the line calmly, placing a stone on each chessboard.

Watching as a large portion of their stones were taken away by Wang Chong, and black was swiftly dominating the board, cold sweat drenched the back of the examinees.

Wang Chong also didn't make things too difficult for them. After getting a clear assessment of their capability, he would let them off the hook. Xu Qiqin was the only one who Wang Chong didn't hold back on.

If he had used only ten percent of his prowess against the others, he had used at least sixty percent to deal with Xu Qiqin.

And it was due to this double standard that despite Xu Qiqin's superior chess skill, she lost in a worse state than the others.

It started from a deep frown, but eventually she began biting her lips, and cold sweat began dripping down her fair face.

Nearing the end, her face was already completely drained of blood.

She had intended to retaliate initially, but under Wang Chong's relentless torrent of attacks, her defenses were swiftly breached.

In the end, she suffered a defeat more tragic than the other examinees.

Pah!

Wang Chong put down the final stone nonchalantly without saying a word, as if he was oblivious to Xu Qiqin's pale face.

"I shall announce the names of those who have cleared this examination. Zhou Yao, Xu Yongyuan, Ou Chunyang, Chang Wu, Sun Zhongshu..."

Wang Chong began announcing the ones who had cleared his test, and those who had their names called cheered in delight and excitement. But for some reason, the name Xu Chong wasn't part of the list.

"Alright. Wei Anfang, prepare a token for those whose names were called and escort them to the spirit vein to cultivate."

"Yes, gongzi,"Wei Anfang replied respectfully.

After which, Wang Chong flung his sleeves and left the room.

"Wait a moment!"

An abrupt voice halted Wang Chong. Xu Qiqin stood up and pointed to the examinees around her indignantly, "My chess skill is clearly above them. Why did you pass them, but fail me?"

A loss was a loss, but Xu Qiqin knew very well that her chess skill was far better than the other examinees here. Thus, she was dissatisfied to learn that she wasn't chosen.

"Hmph, you dare to speak about your chess skill after losing more than 200 mu? Come back after you have raised your chess skill!"

"You!" Xu Qiqin clenched her jaws in anger.

Ignoring her, Wang Chong harrumphed coldly and headed down the stairs.

Under normal circumstances, Xu Qiqin would never allow a person to snub her like that. She possessed incredible strength that was on par with Marquess Yi, and even Yao Feng had suffered in her hands before.

But since she had decided to pass herself off as Xu Chong, Wang Chong was also glad to play ignorant as well.

"Bastard!!"

After Wang Chong left, Xu Qiqin finally slammed her palm onto the table, and the rosewood table which was known for its resilience shattered into countless fragments, shocking everyone in the area.

Xu Qiqin knew that Wang Chong was intentionally making things hard for her. He was playing with a double standard against her, leaving no room for her to recover at all.

But she couldn't understand the reason behind it. Could the other party have seen through her disguise?

But even if that was the case, surely he couldn't identify her so easily?

Taking a step back, even if her identity were to be exposed, there should be no need for Wang Chong to regard her with such bias.

"Hmph, what are you looking at? Do you think I can't afford this table?"

Throwing a few gold taels by the side, Xu Qiqin stomped out of the room.

---

By the gate of the Deflecting Blade Manor, a maid who had managed to sneak into the compounds as Marquess Yi's attendant was waiting with a bent back.

"Young mistress, how is it?" the maid asked with a suppressed voice which only Xu Qiqincould hear.

"Forget it, let's go!"

She was overflowing with rage earlier, but as soon as she stepped out of the gates, she unexpectedly calmed down.

With the revelation of the spirit vein and the news that Wang Chong was accepting members into the Deflecting Blade Manor, Wang Chong had managed to capture the attention of everyone in the capital.

In an instant, the Wang Clan was pushed to the center of everyone's eyes, and even the royal family was getting involved with them.

As the rising star of the Wang Clan, Wang Chong also became a celebrity.

When Xu Qiqin heard this news at Longwei Training Camp, she felt uncomfortable that there was someone standing above her. Thus, she decided to head over here to challenge Wang Chong.

But who could have known that she would only end up utterly humiliated? But even so, her anger faded far quicker than she had thought.

At this moment, the only thing in her mind was the various moves Wang Chong had used to curb her.

As prideful as she was, she had to admit that Wang Chong's moves were ingenious.

In terms of chess skill, she was no match for him at all.

Subconsciously, Xu Qiqin couldn't help but recall the rumors in the capital. It was said that Wang Chong had faced off with Great Tang's legendary War God Su Zhengchen at the Ghost Tree District, and even defeated him.

Xu Qiqin had always admired Su Zhengchen, so this rumor played a heavy role in her hostility towards Wang Chong.

She was initially skeptical of the rumors, but at this moment, she couldn't help but consider the possibility of it being true.

Hmph, don't you get gleeful. I'll eventually defeat you, Xu Qiqin thought. Wang Chong's chess skill was indeed astounding, but she didn't think that she paled by too much.

She would defeat him the next time she came, and then, she would reveal her true identity.

Even now, Xu Qiqin still didn't think that Wang Chong was aware of her identity.

"Let's go."

"But young mistress..."

"Enough. We'll return in the future!" Xu Qiqin said as she descended the mountain. Reaching a remote region of the mountain, she flicked her finger at her head lightly, and kacha, a clip shattered. Luxurious long silky hair cascaded down like a waterfall, falling on her shoulders, back, chest, and hands.

Chi la!

With a slight flick of her right forefinger, the man's robe on her was split into two pieces, revealing a white dress underneath.

With this transformation, Xu Qiqin had turned from a feminine young man into a captivating beauty.

If Wang Chong was here at this moment, he would be stunned as well.

Her beautiful black hair brought out a jade-like quality in her fair skin, accentuating her elegance.

However, what that would truly move the hearts of men was her final step. She took out a crimson rouge paper from her bosom and placed it between her lips, coloring it with the fiery tone of an inferno. The beautiful contrast and harmony among her features would leave anyone’s heart beating uncontrollably.

Stowing the rouge paper, she beckoned into the distance, and neighh!, a carriage prepared beforehand emerged from the forest.

Xu Qiqin lifted her skirt lightly before stepping onto the carriage with her maid. With a cloud of dust, the carriage disappeared into the distance.

------

Leaving the Deflecting Blade Manor, Wang Chong walked up to Kunwu Training Camp and headed straight for the main peak.

In a massive hall on the main peak, Wang Chong met Instructor Zhao Qianqiu.

"Wang Chong, what are you doing here?" Zhao Qianqiu asked in delight.

The hall was dark and gloomy. When Wang Chong first arrived, he saw Zhao Qianqiu sitting with a serious expression before a copper table. He wasn't able to catch a clear glimpse at first sight, but on the second, he couldn't help but chuckle.

Placed before Zhao Qianqiu was a chessboard, and if one were to take a closer look, one would realize that it was set up in a formation from the previous duel between Zhao Qianqiu and Wang Chong.

"Brat, what are you laughing at?" An arm suddenly darted out to circle around Wang Chong's neck and squeezed it tight. Wang Chong's face immediately turned red.

"Nothing at all, how could I possibly dare to laugh at you?" Wang Chong hurriedly admitted defeat. What other choice did he have? His cultivation might have progressed significantly in the past few months, but he was still in a different class from Zhao Qianqiu.

"Hmph!" Zhao Qianqiu pushed Wang Chong away in displeasure. In the training camp, there was usually a strict demarcation between instructors and students. However, Zhao Qianqiu was slightly different.

The fact that he was willing to dump ravenous tigers on his sleeping recruits in the middle of the night reflected his quirkiness. At the same time, he was also one of the few instructors who didn't put on airs with the recruits and fooled around with them.

But of course, Zhao Qianqiu didn't treat everyone in such a way. After being defeated by Wang Chong in the Chess Hall, he didn't dare to underestimate the latter anymore.

Perhaps it was due to Zhao Qianqiu viewing him as a fellow peer, but Wang Chong gained a greater degree of freedom than before.

"Alright, speak. You can't possibly be here for no reason," Zhao Qianqiu said impatiently.

"Instructor, I wish to learn the Halo of Dusk Stallion!" Wang Chong said.

"What did you say?" Zhao Qianqiu's nonchalance immediately crumbled after hearing the words from Wang Chong's mouth, and shock took its place.

"Halo of Dusk Stallion. I wish to learn the Halo of Dusk Stallion," Wang Chong repeated once more.

"My cultivation has already reached Origin Energy Tier 9 pinnacle, and my comprehension of the Power of Law has also reached the peak as well. I need a True Martial realm halo technique."

"No, that is not what I am asking. How do you know of the Halo of Dusk Stallion?"

Compared to his playful demeanor from before, Zhao Qianqiu had a grim expression at this moment as he gazed at the young man before him.

____________________

Translator’s Notes:

Halo of Dusk Stallion: 乌骓光环

The Dusk Stallion (Wuzhui) was actually Xiang Yu's steed. Xiang Yu was an extremely famous figure in China, and he was commonly known as the Conqueror of Western Chu. This steed was known for its valor on the battlefield alongside Xiang Yu, and rumor has it that after Xiang Yu committed suicide after his defeat, the steed leaped to its death in the river to pursue its master.
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The Halo of Dusk Stallion was a huge secret of the training camp. Not even the other instructors were aware of it, needless to say the recruits. Of the entire training camp, there were only three people who knew of its existence.

In the first place, the topic regarding the war halo was a taboo in itself. While the superiors had passed the technique down to the training camp, they were still hesitating whether to pass it on or not.

Understanding this, Zhao Qianqiu had never raised this matter before anyone else.

So, where in the world did Wang Chong learn of the existence of the technique?

In response to Zhao Qianqiu's astonishment, Wang Chong simply smiled. He knew that the technique was a secret as well, or else it wouldn't have remained uninherited in his previous life.

Naturally, Wang Chong couldn't possibly say that he had learned of it from the future.

"Instructor Zhao, am I mistaken? Does such a technique not exist in the training camp?" Wang Chong replied with a question.

Zhao Qianqiu frowned. He assessed Wang Chong with a grim expression for a moment before asking, "Wang Chong, do you understand what the halo represents?"

"Of course I do," Wang Chong replied with a smile.

The Halo of Dusk Stallion was the strongest war halo in the world, crafted for the sake of battle.

What was unique about this secret art was that it required a war steed to bring out the might of the technique, and more importantly, it could be further evolved!

"Wait a moment!" Throwing these words behind, Zhao Qianqiu marched out of the room. Walking past several corridors, he soon arrived at the hall which stood at the very core of this Kunwu Training Camp.

The atmosphere within this hall was authoritative and austere.

There was only a single person who was qualified to sit at the top of this hall, and of the hundreds of instructors across the training camp, only a few of the higher rank instructors were qualified to enter this room.

Without any hesitation, Zhao Qianqiu revealed the content of the conversation he had with Wang Chong.

"Halo of Dusk Stallion?"

The towering figure hidden in the darkness straightened his posture slightly after hearing those words. Stroking his lower jaw with his hands, he frowned.

"The Halo of Dusk Stallion is a manual His Majesty has entrusted us with. Other than you, me, and His Majesty, there shouldn't be anyone else who knows of this matter. Besides, the training camp hasn't started for too long, so how did Wang Chong... Or could it be the old duke of the Wang Clan who informed him of this matter?"

"That was what I was thinking as well," Zhao Qianqiu quickly replied.

"If it's the old duke of the Wang Clan who told him of the matter, then everything makes sense. The old duke never does anything pointlessly, and considering his close ties with His Majesty, there's a possibility that this entire matter might be His Majesty's intention, as well."

If Wang Chong was here, he would surely be dumbstruck. The duo was going too far with their imaginations.

They actually thought that this was the intention of Wang Chong's grandfather, Duke Jiu!

"Since this is the intention of the old duke, he should also know that the reason why His Majesty has sternly instructed us to find a suitable successor to the technique isn't due to the strength of the secret art, but the implications tied in with it. In face of those problems, even His Majesty would have to tread carefully.

"But if the old duke is aware of the matter, why would he still instruct his grandson to learn this secret art?"

The towering figure at the top of the hall frowned as if he had stumbled upon an enigma.

"I don't know the reason behind it, either. Perhaps His Majesty and the old duke have some thought in mind. Furthermore, I have asked Wang Chong about it, and he said that he understood the meaning behind the matter."

Zhao Qianqiu revealed the details of his talk with Wang Chong.

Those words had a decisive effect on the towering figure at the top of the hall. Probably even Wang Chong couldn't imagine that his words would actually be misconstrued to something entirely different,

"Since the old duke doesn't mind either, let's follow his intention then. Zhao Qianqiu, we shall go by the rules," the towering figure instructed.

"Yes, my lord. I understand what I must do," Zhao Qianqiu nodded before retreating from the hall respectfully.

---

Wang Chong waited patiently in the room, wondering what Zhao Qianqiu was doing, having disappeared for such a long period of time. Finally, his patience paid off, and he saw Zhao Qianqiu stepping across the doorsill.

"Wang Chong, I can pass down the Halo of Dusk Stallion to you. However, you should think the matter through first. The Halo of Dusk Stallion is unlike ordinary martial haloes. First, it has to be complemented with a war steed; this shouldn't be any problem to you. Second, the cultivation of this secret art is far more difficult than any other martial art. It requires a colossal amount of Origin Energy to cultivate, and this could result in an extreme slowdown in your cultivation rate. To put it in other words, while your fellow peers might have already reached Profound Martial realm, due to the effects of the Halo of Dusk Stallion, you might still be stuck at True Martial realm 2-dan. Even if such is the case, are you still willing to go on with it?" Zhao Qianqiu asked sternly.

It was not without reason that the Halo of Dusk Stallion wasn't passed on. Cultivating this secret art in itself was a huge burden that very few could bear.

"I am willing," Wang Chong replied without any hesitation. He was determined to learn the Halo of Dusk Stallion at all costs.

"Also, I have to emphasize that even if I were to impart the technique to you, there's no guarantee that you might succeed, and it might not reach your expectations. either. Even so, will you still push on?" Zhao Qianqiu asked once more. The Halo of Dusk Stallion had a high demand on one's diligence and talent, but those weren't sufficient to guarantee one's success.

The stronger a secret art was, the more difficult it would be to cultivate. This was a common adage spoken by those in the martial arts community.

The Halo of Dusk Stallion wasn't a secret art which had appeared in recent years. In fact, there were many cultivators who had taken it on in the past, but too few, or perhaps even none, had reached the highest realm of it.

Due to the disproportionate amount of time one had to spend in cultivating the Halo of Dusk Stallion, it would result in the progress of one's cultivation lagging behind. As a result, there was a high chance that one's accomplishments could end up being lower than anticipated. Many situations ended up like that.

As Wang Chong's instructor, Zhao Qianqiu felt responsible for his future.

He had to make sure that the other party knew what he was getting into.

"Un." Wang Chong nodded once more.

"Very well!" Zhao Qianqiu nodded.

"As the saying goes, a heritage mustn't be passed on lightly. As the strongest secret art in Kunwu Training Camp, there are some prerequisites you will have to clear on to learn the Halo of Dusk Stallion. You should make some preparations. Three days from now, you will be put through a trial, and if you can clear it, I'll impart the Halo of Dusk Stallion to you."

"Trial?" Wang Chong was astonished. He was unaware of this matter.

"Un. Just to tell you, these are the rules of the training camp, and even I am unable to bend them. If you accept these terms, you will put under the charge of another instructor, so don't expect any leniency!

"Also, I know that you have established the Deflecting Blade Manor and recruited quite a few recruits from the training camps. However, this trial is aimed at testing your own strength. Thus, you are not to bring anyone along with you, and that is including the Wang Clan guards. If you are found to be infringing on any rules or cheating, your name will be canceled from the records, and you will be expelled from the training camp!" Zhao Qianqiu instructed grimly.

The flouting of military rules had severe complications, so there was a need to warn Wang Chong of that matter beforehand. Being expelled was nothing much, but having one's name erased from the records meant that Wang Chong would be permanently banned from the military.

Similarly, this stain on his records would prevent him from entering politics, as well. For a scion, that was no different from having one's life ruined.

"I understand," Wang Chong nodded.

Simply said, if he wanted to obtain the Halo of Dusk Stallion, he would have to display strength worthy of it.

"You can leave now."

"Un."

---

Leaving the main peak, Wang Chong returned to the Deflecting Blade Manor to make arrangements for his absence, before returning to his quarters to prepare for the trial three days from now.

Regarding the trial, Wang Chong had heard bits and pieces about it.

It seemed like the royal court would assign some missions to the recruits when their cultivation has reached an acceptable level to test them.

However, the mission would vary from person to person, and more often than not, it would not be under the control of the camp instructors, either.

More importantly, all of these missions were regarding real problems identified in the royal court, and they had a degree of difficulty to them. This also meant that the missions carried the risk of death, as well!

Nevertheless, the royal court would still try to limit the risk of the missions assigned to the recruits.

I wonder what kind of mission I will receive, Wang Chong thought.

This was the first time Wang Chong was going to participate in such a mission.

------

Time flew by quickly, and three days passed in a breeze.

Neighhh!

Amidst the tranquil mountains, the crisp call of a mighty steed suddenly echoed in the surroundings. Suddenly, a black shadow dashed across the woods and flew past the mountain before circling around Wang Chong excitedly. It rubbed its head against Wang Chong's body before licking his hand intimately.

Tickled by its gesture, Wang Chong burst into laughter.

"Haha, Little Shadow, it has been long since we last met."

Stroking the silky fur of Little Shadow, Wang Chong took out a fistful of beans and offered them to the horse. Watching him munch on the beans, Wang Chong couldn't help but feel a sense of intimacy to his steed.

The white-hoofed Shadow adored freedom. Such a trait wasn't apparent back when it was still in the capital, but as soon as it was out in the forests and mountains, it found itself unable to suppress its instinctive nature any longer.

Upon realizing this, Wang Chong also allowed it to roam freely outside.

Unlike what most would think, not only wouldn't Wang Chong's actions cause a rift between him and Shadow, it even enhanced the intimacy of the two.

This was because Shadow was sentient, and it understood that its master was offering it something no one else ever had.

Freedom!

"Little fellow, let's go. You're needed somewhere."

Wang Chong first strapped a saddle on the back of Shadow, before climbing on top of him. His movements were extremely skilled, reminiscent of a veteran cavalryman.
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Jyaa!


Clamping his horse’s chest slightly, Little Shadow immediately leaped into the sky and landed a distance of five zhang away, leaving behind a blanket of dust.


Neighhhh! With a long call, Shadow dashed down the mountain.


After several months of growth, Little Shadow's physique was even sturdier and fitter than before. Even though he hadn't reached adulthood yet, he already possessed strength comparable to, or even slightly exceeding that of most mature steeds.


 A tall figure stood at the edge of Kunwu Training Camp. He seemed to have been waiting there for some time already. Upon seeing Wang Chong's figure, he threw an item over with a smile. "Brat, catch it!"


Wang Chong tilted his body slightly and caught it. Taking a look at the item in his hand, he realized that it was a thumb-wide bamboo tube.


"... Brat, if you find yourself facing some kind of difficult problem, open it and take a look. It might just prove to be of some help to you."


"Hahaha! Thank you, Instructor Zhao."


Wang Chong waved his hand before stowing the bamboo tube into his bosom. Under the furious galloping of Shadow, he soon disappeared into the mountain forest.


------


Hu!


The autumn breeze blew across a barren mountainous slope in the depths of the range. Three figures with powerful dispositions were seated on top of tall and stationary steeds.


There were both men and women in the group, and they were mainly in their twenties. Their gestures carried an authoritative power which hinted at their extraordinary identities. Beautiful thorn-shaped halos shone beneath the hooves of the steeds, further accentuating the valiant demeanor of the group.


True Martial realm!


They were all True Martial realm experts!


"Is he going to arrive soon?"


"We have been waiting for some time already, but he still isn't here yet?"


"To make so many of us wait for him, who does he think he is?"


"Does the concept of time not apply to those from Kunwu Training Camp?"


On the barren brown slope, the war steeds were looking around leisurely, and the riders atop them looked extremely impatient.


Neighhh!


At that moment, the loud neighing of a steed sounded. A small silhouette appeared at the other end of the valley, but it was increasing in size at a rapid pace.


"I have kept all of you waiting."


Riding Shadow, Wang Chong dove through a lush forest before leaping onto the barren brown ground of the mountain slope.


Glancing at the trio ahead of him and the tall crimson flame flag, Wang Chong thought, This should be the place.


There were three fixed meeting points for recruits of the three training camps participating in a mission to assemble at. The meeting point chosen would depend on the tier and the nature of the mission.


The place where Wang Chong was gathered was the highest tier, the Dragon Tiger Blazing Flag.


This was the first time Wang Chong had taken on a mission. He got lost in the mountain for a short moment, but it was fortunate that he set off earlier, so he wasn't too late.


All of them are True Martial realm martial artists, Wang Chong noted as he glanced at the Halo of Thorns beneath the trio. He didn't expect to be paired with True Martial realm experts for this mission.


"What in the world happened for you to arrive only now?"


"To make all of us wait for you, aren't you being a little too conceited?"


"Is this how the recruits of Kunwu Training Camp behave? As expected, commoners really don't have any propriety at all!"


Wang Chong was just about to introduce himself when jarring criticisms sounded in his ear. The trio was staring at him with hostile gazes.


With a casual smile, Wang Chong retracted his outstretched hand. Clearly, these three regarded him as a person of humble birth, as were most recruits in Kunwu.


Indeed, among the three training camps, the background of recruits from Kunwu was the humblest. Take Chen Burang for example; he was the son of an ordinary family of hunters.


On this aspect, there was indeed a huge disparity in the standings of those from different camps.


"I apologize, I was late," Wang Chong smiled nonchalantly, paying no heed to their rudeness.


"What the hell? Kunwu Training Camp actually sent out such a young fellow?"


The young man at the center of the group, Xu Gan, assessed Wang Chong from head to toe, and upon realizing something, he cursed furiously.


At this point, the others also realized something as well. Wang Chong's appearance was reminiscent of a fifteen-year-old child.


Those who were usually dispatched for missions were at least in their twenties, in the same class as Wang Zhu Yan and Marquess Yi.


The trio was rather famous in their respective camps as well, so Wang Chong's presence was indeed a little jarring in contrast.


Not only so, the square-faced young man on the right, Huang Yongtu, also noticed something as well.


"You don't have a True Martial halo either? Did Kunwu Training Camp send you out to weigh us down?"


Not only was Wang Chong young, he was weak, as well! To think that he didn't even possess a True Martial halo!


On top of that, the horse he was riding on was still a young colt!


It was simply too difficult for them to accept such a companion. One of the worst things that could happen in a mission was to have a companion weighing one down, so the trio was particularly displeased with Wang Chong.


In the first place, there was already a huge disparity in the standing of between Shenwei and Longwei against Kunwu. The gap between nobility and commoners couldn't be bridged that easily, and Wang Chong's seeming weakness only served to further deepen the discord.


Their misunderstanding is getting larger and larger!, Wang Chong chuckled inwardly. From the attire of the trio, Wang Chong could roughly guess their background, and they were indeed from distinguished clans.


However, none of their backgrounds could compare to his.


Nevertheless, Wang Chong couldn't be bothered to explain, and he didn't see a need to, either. He believed that actions would speak louder than words.


"Don't worry, I won't drag you down. If we are to run into any kind of danger, feel free to abandon me,” Wang Chong smiled calmly.


"Hmph! That will be for the best!" Xu Gan harrumphed coldly. Pulling his reins, his steed neighed, and the duo began charging down the slope, headed straight north.


The others followed suit, and Wang Chong's Shadow was the third to depart.


The young lady at the very back, Bai Siling, was slightly astonished to see Wang Chong's skillful horsemanship, but she quickly recovered and turned her attention back to riding her horse.


---


The forest on both sides swiftly flew past the riders. It was in this kind of difficult terrain that the true capability of a war steed would shine through. With the uneven footing, thorn-filled shrubs, and countless rocks with jagged edges, an untrained steed could be easily injured.


The trio thought that Wang Chong would have difficulty catching up, but they soon realized that Wang Chong had no trouble following them in terms of speed.


"Hmph, at least he isn't that weak," the trio harrumphed before turning their attention away from Wang Chong.


This... we aren't heading to the capital! Following behind the group, Wang Chong swiftly noticed that something was amiss. Even though it wasn't apparent due to the complex terrain of the mountain range, if one were to pay careful attention, it was still possible to tell that the group was currently moving in a huge arc that would bypass the capital.


In other words, their mission wouldn't be in the capital.


I wonder what kind of mission it will be. A seed of curiosity sprouted in Wang Chong's mind.


---


Around two hours later, the group finally traversed the forest and returned back to the main trails. After heading northward for another forty li, at the northwest of the capital, they spotted a figure dressed in the robe of an official. He had an austere face, and standing behind him were several Imperial Army soldiers from the royal court.


He is an official from the Chamberlain of Dependencies!, Wang Chong thought. Of the officials in the royal court, the ones which Wang Chong would want to avoid meeting the most were the ones from the Chamberlain of Dependencies. This sentiment was shared by most of those in the capital as well.


This was because the Chamberlain of Dependencies were extremely protective of foreigners, whether one was from the Abbasid Caliphate, Charax Spasinu, Ü-Tsang, or Goguryeo. As long as a conflict involving foreigners occurred, the officials from the Chamberlain of Dependencies would surely arrive at first notice.


The most common and hated words the officials from the Chamberlain of Dependencies would say was "We of the Central Plains are cultured people, we must have the magnanimity to tolerate others...". It was due to such a belief that the citizens of Great Tang were the ones who were usually at a disadvantage in a conflict against foreigners.


This also led to a widespread discontentment with the Chamberlain of Dependencies within Great Tang.


But it just had to happen that the Chamberlain of Dependencies was in charge of diplomacy, so they were granted great authority. The annual reception of the envoys of surrounding states in the capital was organized by them, as well.


The Sage Emperor also rarely interfered in this matter, and this had led to a great accumulation of power in the hands of the Chamberlain of Dependencies.


As such, even the scions of prestigious clans would think twice before provoking them. Otherwise, if the Chamberlain of Dependencies were to send a memo in to complain, and the censors were to speak up, they might bring trouble upon their clan.


The Chamberlain of Dependencies only involves itself with diplomatic affairs. This means that this mission is likely to be related to the Western Regions, Wang Chong theorized.


The northern Beiting Protectorate Manor was currently in a tense state with the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganate, so it was impossible for the Chamberlain of Dependencies to be here for the Turks. With this out of the way, it wasn't too difficult to guess the rest of the story.


Of the surrounding states, the ones which the Chamberlain of Dependencies were most concerned about were those from the Abbasid Caliphate, Charax Spasinu, and Sindhu.


For one, not only was the journey from the Western Regions to the Central Plains long, it was also fraught with dangers. On top of that, the route wasn't well-paved, resulting in a great deal of safety issues.


The Silk Road!


As for the other reason, this name came into Wang Chong's mind.


This term hadn't come into usage in Great Tang yet, but Wang Chong had an inkling as to what the mission would be about.


Since Wang Chong came from the commoner’s Kunwu Training Camp, he wasn't qualified to liaise with the official. As such, it was the young man from Longwei Training Camp who stepped up to communicate with the man.


The official from the Chamberlain of Dependencies nodded before turning to the group.


"You shall head west to the first gathering point. We have already planned everything out, so you only need to follow instructions. Allow me to warn you first, even if you encounter a life-threatening situation in the midst of the mission, you aren't allowed to back out. Orders are absolute, and you will be severely punished for defiance!" he instructed them sharply.
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"Yes, lord!"

Knowing how fearful the Chamberlain of Dependencies was, the trio lowered their heads and replied respectfully. Only Wang Chong's head remained high up, unmoved by the official's words.

"You! Did you not hear my words?"

Noticing Wang Chong's lack of response, the official's expression suddenly turned frigid. Pointing his bony finger at Wang Chong, he questioned in displeasure.

"What are you doing? Didn't you hear the word of the lord?"

"Don't cause trouble here, hurry up and apologize to the lord!"...

The trio hurriedly turned around to criticize Wang Chong. The officials of the Chamberlain of Dependencies were known to be difficult, it could possibly spell a wide range of trouble should one get on their bad side.

Having seen too many people who had suffered at the hands of the Chamberlain of Dependencies, they weren't willing to offend them at all.

"Hehe. Lord, rest assured. We will surely carry out the task," Wang Chong laughed heartily from the back of his horse. His seniors from Longwei and Shenwei Training Camp might be fearful of the might of the Chamberlain of Dependencies, but he was in a very different position.

Weng!

Just when the official was about to fly into a fit, Wang Chong lowered his hands and flashed a small golden token by his waist.

It was just a very short instant, such that even the trio who were in proximity didn't notice it at all. However, the official opposite to Wang Chong saw it very clearly.

As if pricked by a needle, he forcefully swallowed back in the insults that were on the verge of spilling from his mouth.

Deep fear was mirrored in his eyes as he gazed at Wang Chong once more. He suddenly realized that the most inconspicuous member of the party actually possessed the highest standing of them all.

As powerful as the Chamberlain of Dependencies was, how could their hands possibly reach into the royal family?

"Lord, I apologize on this brat's behalf. I'll surely teach him a stern lesson later on." Xu Gan turned his steed around and glared at Wang Chong furiously.

He was already very displeased with the young man before him after seeing him at the assembly point of the training camps. Seeing the other party's casual attitude before the official from the Chamberlain of Dependencies, his rage bubbled like a volcano on the verge of eruption.

After all, if they were to get on the bad side of an official from the Chamberlain of Dependencies due to Wang Chong, who knew what kind of difficulties would be heaped upon them in the future?

"Enough! Stop dilly-dallying and get on with the mission."

Xu Gan was just about to berate Wang Chong when the official waved his hands to chase them away. To potentially offend a Great Tang king over such a minor affair would be nothing short of foolishness.

"Hmph! Count yourself lucky!" Xu Gan glared at Wang Chong viciously before driving his steed to the west, headed toward the first gathering point which the official spoke of.

---

Hua la la!

Shortly after Wang Chong and the others left, a white pigeon swooped down from the sky.

The official stretched out his arm, allowing the pigeon to perch on his arm before carefully untying the note on its leg.

Reading through the content on the note, a hint of realization flashed across his eyes. He took out a brush and swiftly wrote some words on the back of the note: The target has already passed.

Tying the note back to the pigeon's leg, he propped the pigeon up, and hualala, it flew into the sky, headed in the direction of the capital.

---

Wang Chong never expected that what would be awaiting him in the first gathering point weren't yamen guards, but four platoons of Great Tang cavalry.

These cavalrymen were equipped with battered armor plates, tattered and rusty throughout, seemingly on the verge of falling apart. Nevertheless, the soldiers donning this armor still had their backs upright like erect spears on the back of their steeds.

Sharpness and determination reflected from their eyes, revealing their fearless spirit.

These were four platoons of military veterans who had gone through hundreds of battles!

"Lords!" Upon seeing the four of them, an old lieutenant who seemed to have waited for them for quite some time hurriedly drove his steed forward to welcome them. This gesture clearly showed the exceptional standing of the Three Great Training Camps within the Great Tang military.

The students of the Three Great Training Camps would eventually become top officials of the military. The immense potential behind them granted them a standing superior to even most lieutenants in the various armies.

"I, Lieutenant Zhang Lin, have brought the unit here to report for duty. We are ready to listen to your deployment. Please give us the word as to when we will be setting off!"

As Zhang Lin spoke, he placed his right hand on his chest respectfully to make a military salute.

"What did you just say? These soldiers will be deployed under us?"

If Xu Gan's ears failed him not, this lieutenant seemed to be saying that the group of veterans before them who had been tempered by war would be put under their command.

He had undergone various missions over the past few months, but this was the first time he had encountered one of this nature. He couldn't help but feel a little agitated within.

"Yes, my lord! According to the orders we received, one platoon of twenty will be assigned to each of you, and you will be given full authority over the platoons. Rest assured, our soldiers are qualified warriors who will fulfill every single command asked of them, be it to scale a mountain of blades or descend into a sea of flames. Even if death lies at the very end of the path, they will still dash right in without the slightest frown on their faces!

"There are no warriors more qualified than them!” Zhang Lin added grimly at the very end.

The three recruits from Longwei and Shenwei couldn't help but tremble in excitement. After all, which recruit from the Three Great Training Camps had never dreamed of commanding an army to dominate the battlefield?

But all of this would only come after they had graduated from the training camps. None of them had imagined that an opportunity would come so quickly.

Even though each of them would only be leading a small group of twenty, this was already not bad, considering that they were rookies and there would be two ten-man squad leaders under their command.

"Great!"

The delight wasn't just limited to the trio, Wang Chong was also thrilled by this opportunity as well.

To think that I would be able to command a sizeable group in this mission!, Wang Chong thought excitedly.

As the previous Great Tang Grand Marshal, he felt an innate intimacy toward the soldiers of Great Tang.

Deploying soldiers and leading them through battles, all of these felt nostalgic to Wang Chong, as if he had gone back to the past.

As if hearing a calling from the depths of his soul, his blood began bubbling in excitement.

Ever since his reincarnation, the only opportunity he had to lead an army was in the operation to eradicate the Goguryeon assassins.

However, that was an extremely brief operation spanning only a single night, and Wang Chong only took an auxiliary role in it.

But it was different this time around. These soldiers would be put under his direct control, and it seemed like the operation would last far beyond a single day as well.

During this period of time, Wang Chong would be able to relive his past days and experience the exhilaration of the battlefield.

Jya!

As Zhang Lin was passing down the command of the troops to Xu Gan, Wang Chong suddenly drove his steed forward and galloped toward the soldiers.

"That darned brat actually dared to get ahead of us!"

"Hmph, it seems like we mean nothing to him at all!"

"Let's see how he'll fare when we throw him aside for the mission later on!"

The trio was enraged.

Wang Chong heard their furious howlings, but he paid them no heed. It was as if something that had laid dormant deep within veins had suddenly burst into life, compelling him forward.

Upon coming in proximity with the cavalrymen, the White-hoofed Shadow slowed down and strolled in front of them with a unique click-clack rhythm.

This unique click-clack rhythm was a gesture of respect mainly known only among cavalrymen with at least a decade of experience behind them.

The tattered armor that they wore hinted at the number of battles they had undergone as soldiers. Dedicating their entire lives to guarding the borders of the empire, these men were more than worthy of his respect.

Taking Wang Chong's actions, a hint of astonishment flashed across the faces of the eighty veterans from the four platoons. They thought that they would be waiting on the young masters from the Three Great Training Camps, but who knew that such a figure would appear before them instead?

With this simple gesture, Wang Chong had managed to win the approval of most of the soldiers here.

"Who is willing to follow me for this mission?" Wang Chong shouted with a loud and powerful voice. Despite facing eighty seasoned military veterans, Wang Chong showed no signs of fear at all.

"We are willing to follow you!" After a short moment of silence, a platoon of twenty suddenly galloped forward neatly from the formation.

"Good. Follow me!" Wang Chong waved his hand before galloping toward the mountain at the other end. Behind him, the twenty cavalrymen tugged on their reins and followed him tightly. Astonishingly, there wasn't the slightest hint of chaos in their movement or formation. It was as if they were a single entity in itself.

Wang Chong glanced back to take a look, and he nodded in commendation.

His platoon was showing a high level of discipline, and this further boosted his confidence for this operation.

"Where is that lad going to?" Looking at Wang Chong's departing back, Xu Gan frowned.

"Do you even need to ask? Given his caliber, he must be dragging those cavalrymen to one side to make full use of his newfound authority. To get excited over such mere matters, as expected from someone of humble birth," Huang Yongtu replied disdainfully from beside Xu Gan. Their hearts might be leaping with excitement from gaining command of twenty soldiers as well, but coming from prestigious clans, they knew better than to expose their true emotions and get ahead of themselves.

In the end, those from Kunwu Training Camp were just peasants. How could they possibly compare to nobles like them? With such a thought in mind, Huang Yongtu's prejudice toward the young man deepened.

"Forget it, the mission is more important. We should hurry up and divide the platoons among us first," the only lady among the trio, Bai Siling, suddenly spoke up. For some reason, that brat from Kunwu Training Camp felt exceptionally familiar to her. There was a strange feeling that she had seen him somewhere before, but the truth seemed to be eluding her at the moment.
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"Siling is right, we should quickly pick our platoons first."

Bai Siling's words immediately brought everyone's attention back from Wang Chong and onto sixty mighty cavalrymen before them.

The trio drove their steeds forward excitedly and swiftly chose their own platoons.

---

Traversing a humble hill, Wang Chong had the twenty cavalrymen arrange themselves in a specific formation and began his drill training.

The first thing one had to do after gaining command over a unit was to conduct drill training to understand the unique traits of the troops.

Only then could one assign the soldiers specific roles and missions based on their strengths. This was a norm in the military.

A true military commander would have the characteristics of every single one of his soldiers in his grasp. Only through this would he be able to bring out the greatest potential of his troops in an operation.

And that was exactly what Wang Chong was doing now.

Understanding the rationale behind his actions, the twenty soldiers felt even more respectful toward him.

"Who are the five-man squad leaders and ten-man squad leaders?" Wang Chong asked with a resounding voice while standing in front of the troops.

A slight wave rippled through the formation for an instant, and three cavalrymen swiftly stepped out.

"Reporting to the commander, I am a five-man squad leader!"

"Reporting to the commander, I am a ten-man squad leader!"

"Reporting to the commander, I am a ten-man squad leader!"

The three men raised their arms and declared their positions.

"There's only one five-man squad leader in this platoon?" Wang Chong frowned. Going by the norms, there should be four five-man squad leaders and two ten-man squad leaders in a twenty man platoon. The figures didn't tally.

"Reporting to the commander, we were only deployed into this platoon from our previous positions a few days ago," one of the ten-man squad leaders reported.

Those words left Wang Chong astonished. Judging from how synchronized their movements were, he thought that they had originated from the same team.

"Then where were you all from before? Report your previous positions one by one," Wang Chong commanded.

What followed left Wang Chong even more surprised. The twenty men had actually come from ten different platoons from five different armies.

Some of them had come from Beiting Protectorate Manor, some from Eastern Protectorate Manor, some from Western Protectorate Manor, as well as the garrison armies from other regions.

It seemed to be a last-minute decision that they were taken out from their previous positions to form this temporary team.

Are the armies of Great Tang so well-trained?, Wang Chong was astonished by the discovery.

He could still remember how awfully trained the armies of Great Tang were when he first came into contact with them in his previous life.

But from the looks of it, it seemed that even though an air of complacency was drifting both in the royal court and across the entire Great Tang, the strict military regime passed down over several centuries was still being enforced perfectly.

At the very least, probably before the catastrophe struck, Great Tang's military still seemed to uphold a high level of discipline.

The discovery of this fact relieved Wang Chong a little. It was fortunate that he had reincarnated into this timeline. If he could use these soldiers well, there would be a greater hope for Great Tang's survival.

"Split into four groups of five and start the routine drill practice!"  Wang Chong ordered.

In order to allow for greater maneuverability, Wang Chong decided to divide the platoon into four smaller sections.

The groupings would be determined by the individual strengths of the cavalrymen. This would allow Wang Chong to assign specific tasks requiring different strengths to each of the sections, thus maximizing the battle potential of the platoon.

Di da da!

Dust swiftly clouded the area as the four groups charged across the field. Through this routine drill practice, Wang Chong was able to clearly discern the unique traits of each individual.

Some of them specialized in speed, outstripping the others easily. The ideal way to mobilize such soldiers was to have them bait the enemy. Their superior speed would allow them to remain out of reach of their enemies, and if required, they could also reverse their steeds and go on the offensive as well. Alternatively, they could also act as scouts to deliver timely military intelligence.

Wang Chong decided to place them in the first section.

On the other hand, some of them commanded immense strength. They were skillful in harnessing their might on their mounts, thus making them a fearsome existence in a charge. These individuals could be the vanguard leading the platoon to engage the enemy, or they could also serve as reinforcement to unexpected circumstances.

Wang Chong organized them into the second section.

Naturally, there were those who had a fair balance of speed and strength as well, allowing them to perform both baiting and offensive roles as well. They formed the backbone of the troop, ready to take over the place of members in the first and second section should any casualties emerge.

Wang Chong assigned them to the third section.

Those remaining were placed in the fourth section.

These were the ones who lacked decisive capabilities, but nevertheless, they were still sufficiently proficient to carry out missions. Wang Chong decided to lead this section personally.

"The two of you, move to that side!"

"You, and you as well, take these positions!"...

Wang Chong observed their movements very closely, and after several rounds of drill practice, he finally finished organizing them into four different sections.

Following which, he chose three more cavalrymen among the sections and assigned them the role of a five-man squad leader.

With this, he was finally done organizing his platoon.

Twenty men they still were, but a very different sight they had become in Wang Chong's eyes. This was a platoon that was prepared for battle, a platoon ready to carry out his orders whenever required.

Now, for the final step!, Wang Chong thought.

War was the best catalyst to training armies. Regardless of the dynasties or eras, the strongest armies were always those who had undergone many intense battlefields, tempered by the sparks of blades and rain of blood.

In that era of catastrophe back then, as weakened as Great Tang had become, its armies unsurprisingly became stronger than ever.

Under Wang Chong's leadership, the structure of the military underwent a huge overhaul. With his knowledge from another world, he came up with a set of flag semaphores to boost the military's unity and cooperation, further enhancing its offensive might.

What Wang Chong would teach them now was a simplified version of the flag semaphore, adapted to suit the needs of a twenty-man platoon.

Four specialized sections with different responsibilities, and a simplified and efficient flag semaphore for communication—these would allow this twenty-man platoon to display a fighting prowess far beyond that of before.

After imparting the simplified flag semaphore to the two ten-man squad leaders and four five-man squad leaders, the eyes of soldiers as they gazed at the young man before them became completely different from before.

Initially, when Wang Chong first arrived, they had only respected him due to his knowledge of military affairs, unlike the other young masters and young mistresses from the training camps.

However, by the time they finished learning the flag semaphore, their eyes were already glowing with amazement. At this moment, they began wondering who the brilliant young man before them was.

"Lord, may I ask for your name?" a ten-man squad leader suddenly stepped forward and asked respectfully. As a veteran of the military, how could he not understand the significance of the flag semaphore?

On the battlefield, opportunities appeared and disappeared in moments. As such, it was commonly said that timing was the key to a battle. The slightest lag could spell a major difference in the outcome.

The command structure of the military was gradually developed and perfected over generations, so improving it was no easy feat. However, Wang Chong's flag semaphore was both a simple and efficient mode of communication, and there was little doubt that it would work wonders on the battlefield.

"My name is Wang Chong. I am the son of General Wang Yan." Knowing what the soldiers were thinking of, Wang Chong replied to them honestly.

"You're... Wang gongzi?" The ten-man squad leader who had asked the question widened his eyes in shock. At the same moment, shocked mutterings echoed among the platoon.

As men who had dedicated his life to the battlefield, they had little understanding of the politics in the royal court. But nevertheless, the huge affair regarding the regional commanders incident still reached their ears. On top of that, the Wang Clan also had intricate links with the military, be it the deeply respected Duke Jiu or General Wang Yan...

"It's enough that you know, there's no need to spread it around," Wang Chong said with a smile. He keenly discerned the changes in the soldiers' gazes when he revealed his identity. It seemed the Wang Clan still wielded immense prestige within the military.

"Understood! Lord, you need not worry. We know what we must do."

Since Wang Chong had come from such an illustrious military clan, it was no wonder why he would have such an effective set of flag semaphore. Instinctively, the soldiers credited the development of the flag semaphore to the Wang Clan.

"Are the others still unaware of lord's identity?" The ten-man squad leader asked as he suddenly thought of something. Subconsciously, his eyes turned to Xu Gan and the others, who were at the other end of the mountain. Judging from the previous situation, it seemed like the relationship between Wang Chong and the others wasn't too good.

"It's just a small misunderstanding, it's nothing of concern." Wang Chong shook his head.

"Understood." Despite Wang Chong's words, hostility still surfaced in the eyes of the soldiers as they glanced in the direction of Xu Gan and the others.

The Wang Clan was deeply respected within the army. Furthermore, considering the honest and incorruptible reputation that the Wang Clan had built up over numerous decades under Duke Jiu's leadership, they had little doubt that this "misunderstanding" was a mistake on the part of the others.

"Alright, we'll practice a little longer before heading back. Focus your efforts on coordinating with one another," Wang Chong instructed.

"Yes, lord."

Soon, the soldiers returned to their training once more. It must be said that these veterans were indeed very well trained. With just a few practices, they had already grasped Wang Chong's flag semaphore.

As for their strength...

Looking at the nearly tangible halos beneath the hooves of the steeds during their charge, Wang Chong suddenly realized that he would be taking a back seat in the battles, serving as a purely commanding role in this platoon.
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These soldiers, be it the ten-man squad leaders or the ordinary soldiers, possessed cultivation beyond him. All twenty of the veterans were True Martial realm experts!

Other than the troops in training, soldiers who were assigned to an official army in Great Tang were all True Martial realm experts.

Not to mention, these veterans had been in the military for at least a decade already, thus there was no need for him to worry about their individual strength at all.

"What kind of mess is he up to?"

"Does he think that he is fighting a war? Twenty men is already a small group in itself, and he's even trying to divide it further?"

"Let him be, that fellow is clearly just an ignorant fool. It looks like we won't be able to rely on him for the mission. Later on, I'll back him up from the back. Let's just hope that he won't pull us down."

"Sigh, those twenty men sure are unfortunate to have chosen the wrong person to go with. Such a waste!"...

While Wang Chong was busy training his men, the other three were also done reorganizing their teams. With spare time on their hand, they turned their attention to observe what Wang Chong was doing.

With a small hill blocking their view, they were only able to see the troops from the shoulders up. The four sections seemed to be spread randomly across the area, creating a sight of chaos. Inevitably, the trio's disdain for him deepened.

From the very start, they were already prejudiced against Wang Chong due to his humble birth, and his actions only seemed to further reinforce their views.

"Make some preparations, we'll be leaving soon. If he doesn't return soon, we'll just leave without him," Xu Gan said as he turned his steed around and led his platoon to the gathering point. Despite the limited manpower assigned to him, this was still his first time leading an armed force, so he couldn't help but feel a little excited to try his hand.

On the other end of the small hill, as if having read Xu Gan's intention to ditch him, Wang Chong didn't allow him to get his way.

After a few more practices and testing out a few offensive formations, Wang Chong ended the training. Dragging a cloud of dust behind them, he brought his troops back to the gathering point, where Xu Gan, Huang Yongtu, and Bai Siling were already waiting.

"Have you had enough fun?" Huang Yongtu glanced at Wang Chong derisively and scornfully.

"Un." Wang Chong smiled nonchalantly in response, not bothering to bicker with him. Raising his right hand, the twenty men swiftly took their place beside the other cavalrymen.

"Hmph!"

The trio harrumphed at Wang Chong's response and turned their heads away.

Wang Chong shrugged as he stood alone at the front of the formation.

Hualala!

Around half a tea's time later, a golden-beaked eagle, an animal commonly used in the military, swooped down from the sky like a sharp arrow tearing through space.

Zhang Lin, the lieutenant in charge of this operation, hurriedly rode his steed forward and raised his arm to catch the eagle. He adeptly untied a bamboo tube from its claws and opened it to take a look. Following which, he headed toward Wang Chong and the others and reported, "The royal court has given orders for us to leave immediately for the mission. The details of the mission and a map is in here."

The officials from the Chamberlain of Dependencies were in charge of allocating the hundred gathering points over the numerous armies, and at this instant, many other lieutenants like Zhang Lin were waiting for their mission details to arrive.

The missions were allocated randomly, and they linked together to form a huge operation. While the missions came from the Bureau of Military Personnel, not even they knew who would be carrying out each of the missions.

Each army would only be informed of their own responsibilities, so as to ensure the secrecy of the operation, thus preventing critical military intelligence from getting into the hands of enemy spies.

【In the first mission, you will clear away all of the bandits along this path, and not a single one of them is to escape. Should you suffer a death toll exceeding six soldiers in this mission, you're to retreat immediately, and this mission will be recorded as a failure.】

Xu Gan read the contents of the note and a furrow slowly surfaced on his forehead. After which, he passed the letter down to Huang Yongtu, Huang Yongtu passed the letter down to Bai Siling, and eventually, it reached Wang Chong's hands.

The Silk Road was an extremely narrow and long road linking Great Tang and the Western Regions by a journey of several months. Along the path, there were many barren locations such as deserts, mountain ranges, or barren plains...

A huge portion of the road was completely unguarded, making it way too easy for bandits to intercept and rob merchants traveling along this path.

And yet, the Hu merchants who were traveling to Great Tang just had to carry great wealth with them. The commodities that they carried with them were valuable goods such as pearls, agates, gemstones, spices, gold, and even ravishing Persian dancers.

These targets were simply too attractive to the bandits. Just one successful raid, and they would obtain wealth they could have never earned through honest means in their entire life.

As such, the Silk Road had also drawn the attention of many bandits and thieves. Operations were constantly organized against them, and the wealthy Hu merchants also didn't sit obediently to wait for the bandits to claim a slice of their pie, either. They hired powerful experts to guard their parties, thus making it difficult for those bandits to succeed.

But despite the dangers and difficulties involved, the allure of immense wealth was simply too great. Even if the bandits were slain, more would just emerge to take their place very soon.

And if only that was all...

The situation on the Silk Road was extremely complicated. Initially, most of the bandits were Han, but very soon, some of the Hu, Persians, and Arabs who were proficient in martial arts also noticed the mountain of wealth traveling through the Road everyday, and thus, they decided to join in as well.

Many times, the Hu, Arabs, Persians, and Han would be found sharing an intelligence network and working with one another to raid the merchant caravans. Their ranks gradually buffed up as time went by, and their scope of targets also swiftly expanded.

Initially, the operations were mainly directed toward the Arabs and Persians, but eventually, they no longer differentiated among their targets. It made no difference to them whether one was a Hu or a Han.

And eventually, there was even one bandit group who dared to rob a party of officials of the royal court.

The entire royal court was enraged over the matter. It was then that they began viewing this matter seriously and organized periodic cleanups...

Back then, Wang Chong had met quite a few merchants who were robbed, and he could still remember how indignant and aggrieved they were when speaking of those bandits.

It seemed like Wang Chong had gotten himself involved in a periodic cleanup as well.

That explains why the officials of the Chamberlain of Dependencies are here, as well as the assigning of the platoons to us. Wang Chong fell into deep thoughts.

Based on what he remembered, the Silk Road was a path mainly used by foreign merchants, and so it fell under the jurisdiction of the Chamberlain of Dependencies.

As such, the periodic cleanups of the bandits on Silk Road were also managed by them, too.

Honestly speaking, clearing away the bandits wasn't too big of a problem. After all, no matter how strong the bandits were, how could they possibly match up against an organized army? Furthermore, most of the soldiers involved were veterans who had undergone numerous battles.

However, what was tricky were the requirements imposed on the mission. There mustn't be any escapees from the mission, and the casualties mustn't exceed six. These criteria made the mission trickier than usual.

Those who would dare to loiter around Silk Road despite the multiple cleanups in the past would naturally possess considerable ability, and a significant portion of them had clashed with the officials in the past, as well. They came from all walks of life, and each of them possessed unique capabilities.

Furthermore, some of them were even equipped with military-grade crossbows, and the members of a band could range from dozens to nearly a thousand.

Given such conditions, it was nigh impossible to prevent casualties.

The fact that these two conditions were imposed suggested that there was something deeper to the cleanup this time around.

"Lieutenant Zhang, I can understand the royal court's intention of minimizing casualties, but to not allow a single bandit to get away, how is that possible? After all, given how size and the complicated terrains of the mountain range, it's impossible to prevent any of them from escaping. Aren't the expectations too harsh?" Xu Gan said with an awful complexion.

"Lord, there's actually a reason behind this," Zhang Lin replied.

"These bandits are no different from weeds. If we don't pluck them out by their roots, they would simply rally more people and rebuild their bases. This is how most of the bandit bands along the Silk Road came about.

"If we wish to instill fear into those bandits, we must pluck them off by their roots. We mustn't leave behind a single breathing soul in order to deter them effectively. Only then would those who intend to pursue such a path in the future think twice over their decisions. If we can't achieve this much, this operation can be considered to be completely meaningless. If anything, we are just increasing the number of bandits."

Xu Gan, Huang Yongtu, and Bai Siling glanced at one another. The difficulty of the operation on Silk Road seemed to have exceeded their expectations.

On the other hand, having expected this, Wang Chong wasn't too surprised by the turn of events.

"Nevertheless, there's nothing to worry. Most of the bandits along this path are unaffiliated, and the strength they wield is insignificant, as well. They won't pose a threat to us. Thus, we only have to focus our effort on finding them and sealing their paths of escape," Zhang Lin added.

Hu!

Hearing his words, Xu Gan and the others heaved a sigh of relief.

"That gave me a huge shock! So this is how it is. That's simple, we'll just move in the middle of the night. The bandits might be scattered in the day, but they'll surely return back to their nests at night. Furthermore, that's the timing that they'll likely to be resting, so we should be able to catch them off guard."

Even though Xu Gan had never conducted such operation before, he was still one of the elites from the training camps. He swiftly came up with a plan.

______________________

Translator’s Notes: I feel like I should emphasize once more that Hu doesn't refer to a specific race, it is basically a term used to address all foreigners outside of Han.
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"Lord, your plan sounds feasible," Zhang Lin bowed in response. He had no qualms about Xu Gan's proposed plan. While the recruits from Longwei Training Camp had zero experience on the battlefield, that didn't mean that they were complete greenhorns.

The idea proposed was still a workable one.

Xu Gan nodded proudly before abruptly turning to Wang Chong. With a slight sneer, he drove his steed over.

"In the operation later on, you need not follow us. You should just wait at the back so that you don't drag us down."

"Fine by me," Wang Chong nodded casually. His nonchalant respond left Xu Gan a little frustrated, and he felt a temptation to exert his superiority over the other party.

But eventually, he still chose to hold himself back.

As long as Wang Chong didn't err, Xu Gan would have no reason to provoke or challenge him. Such issues were regarded seriously in the missions.

"You better be!" Xu Gan glared at Wang Chong before beckoning for the rest of the group. "Set off!"

Leading twenty cavalrymen each, Xu Gan, Huang Yongtu, and Bai Siling began heading down the path westward.

Clopping sounds echoed from behind Wang Chong as a ten-man squad leader named Ma Song stepped forward and asked indignantly as he gazed in the direction Xu Gan and the others had left, "Lord, why didn't you speak up against them? Clearing away the bandits on the western path isn't as easy as they think. If that's the case, we would have eradicated them long ago!"

Wang Chong was a member of a respected military clan, so he couldn't help but think that those other leaders were acting way too audaciously before him.

"Let it be, they can do whatever they want." Wang Chong waved his hands nonchalantly. At this moment, Xu Gan and the others still thought of Wang Chong as nothing more than a naive fool. Even if he were to flash his token now, they would only think that he was trying to suppress them through his identity.

Only when they hit a wall would they finally reflect on their actions. It wouldn't be too late for him to act by then.

"Have you participated in this mission before?" Wang Chong suddenly turned around and asked the squad leader.

"Yes, lord!" Ma Song nodded. "Most of our brothers here have participated in this mission several times in the past as well."

"Oh?" Wang Chong was surprised. Even Lieutenant Zhang seemed to be oblivious to the situation regarding the bandits, but Ma Song seemed to know a fair bit in comparison.

"Then do you know what the current situation is?" Wang Chong asked.

Ma Song thought for a moment before replying, "I am not too sure of the latest events, but for the past few months, the officials have been organizing periodic cleanups of the bandits on the road to the Western Protectorate Manor. However, these cleanups tend to have a fairly long interval in between. However, it seems like around a month ago, there has been an unusual spike in the activity of bandits in the area."

"Oh?" Wang Chong frowned. "It shouldn't be too surprising for there to be occasional fluctuations in the number of bandits in the area, should it?"

"I am not too sure of the situation, but in an operation half a month ago, we captured the chief of a bandit band, and according to what they said, someone seemed to have offered them a generous reward to gather the other bands together and form a huge alliance. According to their description, the person who came into contact with them was masked and possessed exceptional martial arts, but they weren't able to clearly identify his background.

"Nevertheless, they said that the person possessed an extremely short stature unlike that of a typical Hu or Han. On top of that, he carried the strong scent of horse milk. Those are the traits of the Tibetans in the west."

"Tibetans? Ü-Tsang is quite a distance away, and Tibetans rarely leave the plateau as well, so they shouldn't be familiar with the geography of the Central Plains. It isn't likely for any Tibetans to be here," Wang Chong said.

Wang Chong did possess some knowledge of Tibetans. It was true that Tibetans had a shorter stature than most Han, but that didn't hinder the ferocity of their soldiers. Their men practiced sky burial and viewed it as an honor. Their greatest trademark was the scimitars they wielded, which allowed them to hack any opponent in two from the top of their steeds.

Very few armies in the world could stand against the Tibetan cavalry as they charged down from the higher altitude of their plateau in wave after wave.

Not even the strongest fortification war halo could guarantee an army would be able to stand against the furious charge of the Tibetans.

However, it was fortunate that the Tibetans shared a trait extremely similar to the Han… a deep fondness for their own homeland.

They always felt that the plateau was superior to any other land, even though the Han thought of the environment there as treacherous.

Thus, even if the Tibetans managed to take down a city, they would still swiftly return back to their plateau. This was also the reason why even though there were Hu, Arabs, Persians, Sindhi, Goguryeon, and Nanzhao men here, there were simply no Tibetans to be found in this region.

This was also the reason why Wang Chong thought that it was unlikely for the masked man to be a Tibetan as well.

"I can't definitively confirm this matter, and these were indeed the words of the bandit chief then. After that, the men from the Bureau of Military Personnel took him away, and I haven't heard any news since then," Ma Song said.

There were many military officers involved in the cleanup operations, and Ma Song was just an insignificant soldier amongst them. It was already rather incredible for him to be so knowledgeable about this matter. After all, it wasn't his primary scope of responsibility.

"I got it." Wang Chong nodded as he slowly fell into deep thought.

"Tibetans... One month ago..."

Searching through his memories, Wang Chong seemed to vaguely recall hearing in the training camp that an envoy party from Ü-Tsang had arrived at Great Tang.

However, it wasn't too rare for there to be envoy parties in Great Tang, either.

It's a pity that I don't have a pigeon here. Or else, I could ask someone to investigate this matter to see if the Goguryeons are involved in this operation, Wang Chong thought.

The nature of this mission did not allow one from bringing anything along, and this included letter pigeons. In other words, those who participated in the missions were expected to remain detached from the situation outside, and this included from the instructors in the training camps.

Jya!

Wang Chong squeezed his thighs together, and soon, he led his platoon forward.

------

Night set in, and a dense cluster of stars filled the sky. At a distance of two hundred li from the capital, in the region near Longyou, beneath the winding branches of a tree, Xu Gan's platoon of twenty was prepared to strike.

They had just discovered a small group of bandits consisting of around ten people, and they weren't too strong, either.

Seeing his first group of enemies for the day, Xu Gan was tempted to try out his troops.

Despite coming from a prestigious clan, this was the first he had been given control of twenty elite soldiers in this life. He couldn't help but feel a little moved.

Thus, he intended to make a move personally.

"I'll go and clear them, so don't wander around, remain here. When I say these words, I am particularly referring to you. I hope that you don't foil our operation!"

Xu Gan turned around and pointed his finger at the dark silhouette of Wang Chong ten zhang away.

"Yes, Brother Xu. I won't go anywhere," Wang Chong replied with a calm smile.

Feeling as if his punch had landed on thin air, Xu Gan felt extremely displeased. He had been trying his best to provoke Wang Chong all along, but the latter simply wouldn't fall for his tricks.

The other party was truly leaving him nowhere to strike from.

However, the more Wang Chong acted in such a manner, the more unsatisfied Xu Gan was with him.

"Hmph, wait for my good news!"

Xu Gan led his platoon into the forest, and like a slithering snake, they slowly headed for the den in the midst of the rolling forest.

The movements of the cavalrymen Xu Gan led were agile and organized. The various blockades in the forest didn't seem to hinder their movements whatsoever. Upon seeing this, Wang Chong couldn't help but mutter a word of praise for them as well.

It was around half an hour's journey from the main path to the bandit's den. After Xu Gan's platoon disappeared into the dark forest, Wang Chong closed his eyes.

Hua!

In around an incense's time, a blazing flame suddenly burst into life in the midst of a hill shrouded with shadows in the distance. At the same time, screams of agony echoed in the air.

"The soldiers are here! Flee for your lives!..."

That despairing and frightening voice was exceptionally clear in the silent night. Even from such a long distance away, they were still able to hear it clearly.

Amidst the blazing flames and loud calls of war steeds, one could vaguely see the silhouettes of the charging soldiers, as well as bandits fleeing in all directions.

"Xu Gan failed?"

Gazing at the mountain, Huang Yongtu and Bai Siling's faces darkened. It couldn't be clearer to them at this moment that Xu Gan's plan had failed.

The cultivation of the bandits might be inferior to the soldiers, but should they decide to flee instead, their familiarity with the local terrain made it hard to pursue them.

What was even worse was that just like what Lieutenant Zhang Lin said, even though the bandits had formed various differing bands, they were particularly united when it came to affairs regarding the government soldiers.

Even if one or two of them were to escape, it wouldn't take long for the news to be known by all of the bandits. This was also one of the main reasons why the mission demanded they not allow a single bandit to get away.

But from the looks of it, they were off to a bad start. Their future attacks wouldn't go as smoothly anymore.

Amidst the shadows of the trees, Wang Chong watched the brilliant flames and listened to the furious shouting from afar with a faint smile on his face.

"You knew that he would fail?" a voice suddenly echoed by Wang Chong's ear, taking him by surprise. Turning around, he saw an exquisite, fair-skinned face before him.

Shrouded in darkness, Bai Siling was staring at Wang Chong with a peculiar expression on her face.

Throughout the entire journey, the three of them had looked down on him, so they didn't bother interacting with him either.

As such, this was the first time Wang Chong was conversing with Bai Siling properly.

"What are you talking about? I don't understand what you mean." Wang Chong shook his head with a smile, feigning ignorance.

"Is that so?" Bai Siling stared deeply into Wang Chong’s eyes, her expression revealing her disbelief at Wang Chong's words.
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But soon, Bai Siling turned around and returned to her original position.

By then, Huang Yongtu had already realized the interaction between her and Wang Chong.

"What did you talk to that brat about?" Huang Yongtu frowned.

"Nothing much." Bai Siling walked past Huang Yongtu and returned back to her own platoon.

Huang Yongtu was displeased by her cold reply and harrumphed impatiently. But soon, his eyes turned back to the furious blaze in the mountain. On the other hand, Wang Chong was still a little surprised by the matter with Bai Siling.

That woman... isn't she a little too sharp? Did she notice something? Or is this based on her intuition?, Wang Chong thought, as he assessed the unmoving Bai Siling from his spot.

Bai Siling's actions were completely unexpected. Wang Chong didn't expect her to be paying attention to him.

Nevertheless, Wang Chong didn't think that he had displayed any openings that would betray his true intentions. In his view, it was more likely for this matter to be a result of the uncanny intuition of a lady.

The ladies from the training camps are truly extraordinary!, Wang Chong thought. It was like that for Second Sister Wang Zhu Yan, Marquess Yi, and Princess Ni Huang, and now there was a Bai Siling to be added to the list.

Also, he suddenly recalled Bai Siling's earlier words. The latter had said that she seemed to have seen him somewhere before.

However, Wang Chong was certain that he had never seen her before!

I have really underestimated her previously, Wang Chong thought.

On the top of the mountain, the flame was still blazing. It was a mission that should have been accomplished swiftly, but Xu Gan took an entire hour before he managed to return back to the group.

When he emerged amidst the forest, his clothing was marked with black ashes and signs of burns. However, what was even darker than that was his face.

"Lord..." Zhang Lin drove his steed forward to welcome his return, but Xu Gan simply tilted his face to the side.

"There's no need to ask, it was a failure. Two of them got away!" Xu Gan said with a livid expression. He had headed over confidently, thinking that he had covered all of the possible scenarios.

But when he finally reached the top of the mountain, everything went contrary to how he had expected it.

He spent an entire hour trying to pursue the bandits who had escaped from his encirclement, hoping that he could make up for his failure. But the darkness of the night, as well as the complicated terrain, had become his greatest obstacle instead.

Despite giving it his all, two bandits still managed to escape.

In fact, Xu Gan was even injured in that encounter. It didn't come from the bandits but the sharp thorns when his steed lost his balance while he was pursuing the bandits anxiously.

Xu Gan would have loved to lie and say that he had slain all of the bandits, but twenty veteran soldiers of Great Tang were standing behind him. There was no way he could do it before them.

"There's no need to be disheartened by this, there are still many other bandit bands before us. There are still plenty of opportunities, you just have to be more careful the next time," Zhang Lin consoled him.

In the first place, the royal court didn't expect the recruits to succeed when they assigned them this mission. They were simply making use of this opportunity to temper them.

Perhaps due to this, Zhang Lin didn't seem to be too disappointed by Xu Gan's failure.

In any case, it was still early. Making use of the short interval before the news could reach any other, the group hurriedly rushed to the next den.

Xu Gan was simmering with frustration from his previous failure, so this time, without even waiting for orders, he led his platoon of cavalrymen on a ferocious charge up the mountain.

Having learned from his previous lesson, Xu Gan was exceptionally careful this time around.

But an hour later, he appeared before everyone else with an even more livid face.

As careful as he had been, a couple of bandits still managed to escape from his encirclement.

It wasn't that Xu Gan had never participated in such cleanups before, but the bandits along the west road were particularly cunning. Their familiarity with the local terrain, their expertise in making use of it, and their experience with dealing with government soldiers; like loaches, no matter how hard Xu Gan clamped down on them, they would still manage to find some way to slip through his fingers.

"Damn it!" Xu Gan's face was absurdly dark. It finally dawned on him that he had been underestimating the difficulty of this mission.

Huang Yongtu drove his steed forward and asked politely, "Brother Xu, why don't you let me try?"

"There's no need for that! I don't believe that I, as an elite trainee of Longwei Training Camp and the offspring of the Xu Clan, won't be able to deal with mere bandits!"

If anything, the previous two failures only further fueled Xu Gan's determination. If he were to give up now, he would never be able to wash away this humiliation.

Traveling westward through the darkness, when they finally reached the third bandit den, Xu Gan immediately led his platoon to charge there without the slightest hesitation.

He was much more wary this time around. There were no blazing flames nor furious war cries in their operation.

But when a bandit slid down the cliff along an ivy vine and disappeared into the mountain valley, Xu Gan nearly exploded on the spot.

The escape of any bandit meant the exposure of their trail. Without a doubt, this signified that he had failed once more.

Mishaps had occurred three consecutive times. With this, Xu Gan's operation had officially come to an end.

"Brother Xu, this is our first time leading such a cleanup, so such situations can't be helped! Why don't you take a rest and leave it up to me?" Huang Yongtu patted Xu Gan's shoulder and consoled him, but a vague hint of derision could be seen deep within his eyes.

Xu Gan had come from Longwei Training Camp, and his cultivation was higher than Huang Yongtu’s, as well. As such, Huang Yongtu thought highly of Xu Gan. However, the three consecutive failures had overturned his impression of the latter, his respect for the other was slowly eroding, and contempt took its place.

Perhaps Huang Yongtu might be unaware of it, but the change in his attitude was showing through in his mannerisms.

Xu Gan could clearly sense the difference, but as indignant as he was, there was nothing else he could say at this point. Harrumphing coldly, he could only draw his steed to the side.

There was still some time before daybreak. After traveling for another 20 li, they arrived at the base of the fourth bandit den. It went without saying, but Huang Yongtu excitedly led his team of twenty ferocious cavalrymen up the mountain.

Around yet another hour later, Huang Yongtu finally returned with his platoon. And what was different between him and Xu Gan was that there were even some wounded among his platoon.

From Huang Yongtu's expression, everyone could discern that he had failed as well.

"What are you looking at? Is falling into a trap that much of a spectacle?" Huang Yongtu lashed out furiously as he led his men to retreat to the sidelines. Never could he imagine that the bandits would be so cunning as to lay so many traps along the way to their den.

A single misstep had resulted in Huang Yongtu and his steed triggering one of them. It was fortunate that it wasn't lethal, but as a result, the men in the den were alarmed.

Despite the immense strength Huang Yongtu wielded, he didn't even manage to encounter the enemy.

"Hmph, and here I was thinking how capable you would be!" Naturally, Xu Gan wouldn't miss out of this opportunity to put him down too.

At this instant, it finally dawned on the group that the seemingly simple requirements set by the Bureau of Military Personnel was far more complicated than they had imagined.

With their fighting force, defeating the bandits wasn't an issue. The problem lay with eradicating all of them entirely.

The fifth bandit den was located in proximity to the fourth, and the one in charge of the offense this time around was Bai Siling.

But still, the operation ultimately ended in failure.

Three men over five operations, but there wasn't a single success. Even Lieutenant Zhang Lin couldn't find a single word of consolation to offer anymore.

These recruits from Longwei and Shenwei were just too inexperienced. If things were to proceed down this path, the chances of success would be practically null.

They wouldn't be able to participate in the ensuing missions, either.

Furthermore, it wouldn't take long for the escapees to create their own band and rally more people in to fill up the slots of the deceased.

If there was one thing Silk Road would never lack, it would be men who were willing to risk their lives in search of wealth.

By this moment, the sun had already risen, making it unsuitable to move anymore.

"Alright, let's reorganize our troops. There's no need to get disheartened, we can always continue our operation tomorrow night..."

But before Zhang Lin could finish his words, a sharp voice abruptly interjected.

"Brat, what are you laughing at? Are you mocking us?" Xu Gan suddenly turned to glare at Wang Chong furiously.

"I did?" Wang Chong pointed his forefinger at himself in confusion. All he had been doing all along was sitting quietly on the back of his horse, he didn't recall doing anything of that sort.

When in the world did Xu Gan see him mocking him?

"Hmph! You still dare to deny it?"

The more Xu Gan thought about it, the more furious he became. His high pride made him deeply ashamed of his failure, and he couldn't help but feel that everyone was mocking him.

Even the slightest glance at him felt like needles on his skin. At this point, it no longer mattered to him whether Wang Chong mocked him or not.

"Are you thinking that we are incapable, and you would fare much better than us? Hmph, did you think that I wouldn't be able to see through those petty thoughts of yours? Since you think so highly of yourself, why don't you go ahead and give it a try? Let us see how formidable you are!" Xu Gan sneered coldly.

"Did I?" Wang Chong asked in amazement. Such thoughts had never flashed across his mind, so how could he have expressed it in any manner? But regardless, it seemed like Xu Gan had already decided upon this matter, and no amount of words could change his mind.

"Brat, you're thinking too highly of yourself!" Huang Yongyu sneered by the side. Initially, he thought that he had overestimated Xu Gan's capabilities, but only when he was leading the operation did he realize the intricacies involved in the matter.

At this moment, Huang Yongtu also felt a burning sensation on his face.

It was one thing if all of them had failed, but it just happened that of the four of them, Wang Chong hadn't led an attack yet.

Given such facts, Huang Yongtu immediately chose to side with Xu Gan.

"Brat, instead of harboring such petty thoughts in your mind, why don't you show us how much you are worth?" Huang Yongtu taunted.

Gazing at the situation, Bai Siling hesitantly opened her mouth to say something, but she eventually held in. On the other hand, Lieutenant Zhang Lin was slightly worried by the turn of events.

"Lords, it is imperative that we remain united. There are many grounds that you will have to cooperate on in the ensuing missions. Since daybreak has already struck, it is no longer suitable to conduct any attacks so-"

Zhang Lin hurriedly cut in between them in hopes of alleviating the tense atmosphere, but at this moment, something completely unexpected happened.

"Fine!" a deep but powerful voice interrupted Zhang Lin's words.
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A moment of silence drifted along the path.

Zhang Lin turned around to stare at the young man behind him in shock. Xu Gan, Huang Yongtu, and Bai Siling were also flabbergasted by his words.

In truth, Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu were only intending to vent their frustrations out on Wang Chong, but who knew that the latter would actually agree to it.

Due to the unexpected turn of events, the trio found themselves at a loss of words for a brief moment.

"Brat, what did you say?" Xu Gan drove his steed up to Wang Chong and assessed the latter with a sharp gaze. Until now, he still wasn't too sure whether he heard that word from the young man before him.

"I said fine, I will lead my platoon to clear the bandits," Wang Chong replied with a nonchalant smile, not shying away from the conflict at all.

"But..." Lieutenant Zhang Lin opened his mouth in hopes of dissuading Wang Chong from it, but he couldn't find the words to string together a logical argument.

"Hahaha, fine! I admit that you have guts!" After receiving the affirmation from Wang Chong, Xu Gan started laughing furiously instead. "Since you're so formidable, I look forward to your success!..."

As he spat out those words, his eyes were cloaked with a layer of resentment and hostility.

"Lord, this truly isn't an ideal time to make a move!" A ten-man squad leader rode his steed forward to advise him worriedly. Xu Gan might have failed thrice, but there was one thing he was right on. It was definitely more likely to succeed with a night assault than a day assault.

"Say no more, let's go." Wang Chong raised his right arm to gesture for the platoon to follow him before taking the lead. The two ten-man squad leaders behind him hesitated, but eventually, they still chose to follow behind Wang Chong.

"Lord, it is already dawn, so how can we possibly succeed? There's really no need for you to respond to their taunts just now,” one of the squad leaders said from behind him.

Failure in this operation wasn't a huge issue. Given the might of Great Tang's military, the bandits were no threat at all. However, with the words that Wang Chong had just uttered, he would surely be humiliated if he were to return in failure.

If they hadn't known Wang Chong's identity beforehand, they wouldn't be so concerned over this matter. After all, Wang Chong, Xu Gan, and the others were just their temporary commanders, there was no need for them to get involved in their conflict.

However, after learning that Wang Chong came from the Wang Clan, and was Duke Jiu's grandson and General Wang Yan's youngest son, their view of the matter changed.

They were unwilling to see a figure they respected humiliated before them, because they thought of it as a humiliation to them, as well.

Wang Chong stopped beside a lush tree by the road and said, "Don't worry. If you are only worried about daybreak, you really don't have to be." In contrast to the anxious looks on the soldiers' faces, he had a composed smile on his lips.

"Think about it. If even we were to think that the chances of success is slim in the day, how do you think the bandits will react to daybreak?"

"This..." The two ten-man squad leaders were momentarily stumped. They glanced at one another, and upon realizing Wang Chong's intent, their eyes suddenly lit up.

"Bandits are, in the end, bandits. In the military, our men would immediately get in position as soon as dawn sets in, wary of any enemies in the vicinity. However, do you think that bandits will have such discipline instilled in them? Don't you think that they would clean themselves up and have a short meal before organizing their defenses for the day?”

Wang Chong glanced at Ma Song and asked, "Ma Song, you have participated in quite a few cleanups before. Do you think that the bandits are that disciplined?"

"Definitely not, they are just a scattered bunch gathering together because they share a common purpose." Ma Song's eyes gleamed with excitement,

As expected of Duke Jiu's grandson, an offspring of an illustrious military clan. Even his thoughts differed from ordinary humans. Indeed, discipline was a factor that most bandit bands were severely lacking in. If even the military thought that they were unlikely to succeed in an assault at this time, the bandits would likely to be even slacker.

If one were to view the matter from this perspective, it could be said that the chances of success were even higher than if they were to strike at night.

Ma Song finally understood why Wang Chong had chosen to take on the challenge despite the onset of dawn.

"Haha, it seems like you understand now." Wang Chong glanced at Ma Song and chuckled. This ten-man squad leader was extremely sharp. Perhaps he should tap into his connections with King Song to deploy this man under him after this operation.

Considering how he was only a ten-man squad leader, it shouldn't pose a problem. Given the astuteness he had shown so far, Wang Chong was certain that he would rise far beyond a mere ten-man squad leader after his grooming.

But of course, this was a matter for the future, and he didn't intend to inform Ma Song about it now.

After these thoughts flashed across Wang Chong's mind, he swiftly regained his calm.

"Alright, we will be starting the assault soon! For now, tear a few pieces of cloth and wrap it around the hooves of your steed so as to ensure that there is no noise in your movement."

"Yes, lord!"

---

A moment later, when all preparatory work was done, Wang Chong raised his hand and gestured, and the four sections immediately dove swiftly into the forest, like phantoms under his lead.

Wang Chong returned swiftly. In just slightly more than half an hour, he had already returned with his twenty cavalrymen behind him.

"You're already done?" Xu Gan rode his steed over and questioned Wang Chong doubtfully.

"Un, I'm done" Wang Chong nodded with a casual smile.

Huang Yongtu also rode his steed over and asked in disbelief, "A success?"

"Un, it was a success," Wang Chong nodded again.

"How can that be? Who do you think you are trying to fool? You can barely make a roundabout trip to the bandit's den in half an hour, and yet you dare to claim that your assault was a success? Do you really take us to be fools?"

Xu Gan flew into a rage. His operations had taken more than an hour, some even nearly reaching two. Yet, Wang Chong was able to end it in just slightly more than half an hour, and not to mention, he had succeeded in clearing all of the bandits, and during the day, at that!

How could that be possible?

To be spouting blatant lies like that, did he take them to be fools?

"I am also speaking the truth, I did accomplish the task at hand. If you refuse to believe me, there's nothing I can do about it," Wang Chong shrugged.

"Brat, I suggest you stop uttering lies here. You do know that this mission is assigned by the Bureau of Military Personnel, right? Do you know the consequences of falsely reporting one's accomplishments?" Huang Yongtu warned sternly, clearly refusing to believe Wang Chong's words.

"Zhang Jia and Zhang Yi, come out. Let me ask you, did you really clear away the bandit band?" At this moment, Lieutenant Zhang Lin also arrived at the scene, and he questioned the soldiers sternly.

As the highest-ranking military officer among them, it was his duty to uncover the truth and resolve the conflict.

The two cavalrymen who were named moved away from the formation and bowed deeply before replying earnestly. "Reporting to Lieutenant Zhang, we have indeed cleared away the bandit band, and not a single person escaped." 

This time, not even Zhang Lin had any words to say.

Unlike Wang Chong, Xu Gan, and Huang Yongtu, who would be returning to the training camps once the mission was over, these men were soldiers in the army, and they were tightly bound by the military laws.

Should they be caught falsely reporting military intelligence, even over the simplest and most insignificant of affairs, they would still be severely punished.

And furthermore, they had their pride and dignity as veteran soldiers, as well. Lying over one's accomplishments was something they would frown upon.

If even they said that Wang Chong had accomplished his mission, then there was no doubt about it.

"Li Kuan and Song Zhu, go up and check. I want to know if the bandits have been truly wiped out," Xu Gan turned to his men and instructed. He found it difficult to trust Wang Chong just like that.

"Yes, lord."

The two cavalrymen rode their steeds up the mountain, and when they finally returned half an hour later, the news that they brought back with them left Xu Gan dumbfounded.

All of the bandits in the den had been wiped out clean. Some of them were in their sleep, some were in the midst of their bath, and some were busy cooking when tragedy struck them. The entire area was a mess; pots, plates, and bowls were shattered around the place, but there wasn't any hint of anyone escaping at all.

Wang Chong had truly succeeded in eradicating an entire den.

Facing such an unexpected result, Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu were stumped. The truth was clear. Regardless of whether they were willing to believe it or not, Wang Chong did eradicate a bandit band.

Of the four of them, only Wang Chong's assault ended in a success.

"Perhaps I might just be lucky, and the bandits I met were particularly weak," Wang Chong said calmly.

Hearing those words, Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu harrumphed coldly. On the other hand, Bai Siling stared deeply at Wang Chong, seemingly trying to evaluate him.

"Brat, count yourself lucky."

"Let's see how well you can fare the next time."

Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu turned their heads away angrily.

They were unwilling to believe that a person from Kunwu Training Camp, not to mention younger than them, could fare better than them. In a sense, Wang Chong's explanation did bring them some comfort.

They were much more willing to believe that he merely lucked out.

This assault didn't alleviate the hostility between Wang Chong and Xu Gan. Instead, it only made the two men view Wang Chong with even greater hostility.

On the following journey, the both of them grew more and more distant from Wang Chong. They would avoid interactions if they could, and their platoons were stationed far away from one another. It was clear that they were trying to snub him.

------

Time slowly passed, and eventually, night set in once more.

"Brat, you should go first!"

It was rare that Xu Gan actually passed on the opportunity to Wang Chong instead of leading the attack himself. He was no fool. After a day had passed, news that the government soldiers were conducting a cleanup operation was probably already known by all of the bandits in the area.

The chances of success heading out now would surely be slim. Under such circumstances, Xu Gan didn't believe that Wang Chong would be as lucky as he was in the day.

"Indeed, the both of us went first last night. It is your turn now," Huang Yongtu nodded in agreement.

He wanted to see if Wang Chong could still be as lucky as before.
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"Alright!"

Wang Chong had been resting under an old Chinese parasol tree when he heard those words. Standing up, he cleaned the dirt off his bottom before leaping onto the back of his horse. With a flick of his hand, he beckoned for his twenty men to follow him up the mountain.

In just a short moment, Wang Chong disappeared along with his platoon of twenty. His movements were so decisive that even Xu Gan and the others were taken aback.

The duo thought that Wang Chong would at least hesitate for a moment, but who knew that he would leave just like that.

And just like before, in less than half an hour, Wang Chong had already returned with his troops.

They carried a calm which was unlike one who had just gone through a tough fight. Instead, it seemed like they had just strolled around the mountain leisurely before returning here.

"You succeeded?"

Zhang Lin rode his horse up to Wang Chong and stared at him in astonishment. Judging from the other party's appearance, it didn't seem like he had just failed his mission.

But this was a little way too fast. Furthermore, they hadn't heard the slightest ruckus from the bandit den from where they stood.

"Un." Wang Chong nodded with a smile.

"Did he luck out again?" Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu's faces turned grim. There were simply too many doubts in the matter with Wang Chong.

"Who knows? Perhaps I might really be so lucky, such that all of the bandits I met are weaklings," Wang Chong chuckled.

"Hmph!"

Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu harrumphed furiously. The duo racked their heads, but they were unable to make sense of the situation before them.

An entire day had passed since they first struck, so the bandits on the west road should have received the news by now. No matter how weak the opponents Wang Chong faced were, they should have been on their guards. At the very least, it should be far more difficult to deal with them than the bunch he encountered in the day. However, Wang Chong was still able to return swiftly without any trouble.

Were the opponents he met really so weak such that he could eradicate them before they could even launch a signal?

"Let's go give it a try too!"

Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu glanced at one another as the same thought surfaced in their minds. After all, it was impossible for the bandits across the west road to be of equal strength.

Perhaps the bandits along this stretch might just be exceptionally weak.

If even Wang Chong was able to clear them away so easily, with their superior strength, they shouldn't face any trouble either.

Thus, the duo advanced forward in search of bandit dens to assault.

---

An hour later, Xu Gan finally found the next bandit den, and he led his troops in a furious charge into the depths of the forest. He left harboring great ambitions, but when he returned, his head was hanging gloomily from his neck.

Behind him was a roaring blaze that could probably be seen even several dozen li away.

Not only were the bandits prepared for their assault, they even laid out many unexpected traps that caught Xu Gan off guard. As a result, two war steeds and four soldiers suffered significant wounds. Even Xu Gan himself wasn't spared from injury.

If they had been wounded in a direct confrontation, that would still have been tolerable. However, what that nearly got them were poisonous gas, hidden crossbows, and many underhanded ploys.

If not for Xu Gan charging forward decisively to slay the bandit chief, they might have suffered even heavier losses.

Xu Gan was bubbling with rage, but there was nothing he could vent his anger on.

Both he and Wang Chong were carrying out the same mission, but why did their outcomes differ so greatly?

Recalling the relaxed expression Wang Chong had when he descended from the mountain, as if he had only gone on a leisurely hunt, Xu Gan felt even more uncomfortable.

Why is that fellow's luck so good?, Huang Yongtu exclaimed in astonishment in his head. It was a deeply ingrained subconscious thought that Xu Gan possessed greater capabilities than Wang Chong. In his view, Xu Gan was simply unlucky to have met problematic bandits.

"I'll give it a try, too!"

Leaving those words behind, Huang Yongtu raised his hand and rallied his troops forward. He was unwilling to believe that he would be as unlucky as Xu Gan.

In the end, how could a loosely scattered group of bandits possibly compare to an official army?

---

This time, Huang Yongtu returned much faster than expected. His face was clearly flustered, and his clothes were unkempt. His luck was worse than Xu Gan.

The blazing flames from Xu Gan's end had already caught the attention of the other bandits. Thus, they set up catapults, hidden crossbows, poisonous gas, and even rallied the bandits from other mountains over, prepared to face any troops that came their way.

This fight was a bitter one, and several of Xu Gan's subordinates nearly lost their lives. Even Huang Yongtu also almost fell under a poisonous saber.

If not for a subordinate of his responding swiftly and taking that saber for him, Huang Yongtu might have been incapacitated by now.

Holding the unconscious soldier who had taken the saber for him in his hands, Huang Yongtu shouted in a panic."Come over and help!"

Fortunately, there were some medics among the group of eighty, and the poison the bandits utilized wasn't too rare, either. The condition of the soldier stabilized swiftly.

However, after those two failures, a bizarre atmosphere suddenly seemed to linger among the soldiers. Subconsciously, they turned their gazes to Wang Chong to assess him.

If Xu Gan was unlucky to meet someone who was prepared, wouldn't it be too much of a coincidence for Huang Yongtu to be the same as well?

It was unbelievable for Wang Chong to be the only lucky one.

It was one thing to meet a weak opponent in the day, but for it to happen at night as well? So far, of the four of them, only Wang Chong had successfully cleared the mission, and with ease at that.

It was hard to believe that there were no tricks behind this.

We'll give it another try. I don't believe that he can still be that lucky on the third day!, Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu thought as they stared at the smiling Wang Chong, who was seated beneath another huge Chinese parasol tree.

Their pride didn't allow them to be inferior to a mere peasant from Kunwu Training Camp.

------

However, Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu's wish never came to be. The third day came, and nothing changed at all. Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu failed yet again, and even more tragically this time around.

Xu Gan had even sustained significant injuries in his operation.

The further west they headed from the capital, the stronger the bandits became. Lieutenant Zhang Lin had warned them of this matter beforehand.

But despite this, Wang Chong still managed to clear the dens allocated to him with the same ease. There wasn't the slightest scratch or injury on him or his men.

The others couldn't help but begin doubting whether he and his team had even gone up the mountain to engage the bandits.

------

"Something is wrong here!"

After being spectacularly outperformed by Wang Chong for three consecutive days, Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu eventually decided to put aside their differences and gather together.

"That brat must have done something behind our backs!"

"Indeed! How could he be so lucky as to meet with weak bandits each time? He must have used some kind of trick."

Huang Yongtu nodded vigorously. A hint of anger and frustration could be heard from his words.

Every time Wang Chong returned, he would use the same excuse "perhaps the bandits I met were weaker than the others", and initially, they did take those words at face value.

But thinking about it now, that brat was clearly mocking them!

The realization of this fact left them even more enraged.

If Wang Chong had come from Shenwei or Longwei, they could still reluctantly admit their loss. But that simply wasn't the case. Considering how the other party was a peasant who hadn't even forged a True Martial halo yet, how could they accept their inferiority toward him?

"I'll send a few men to follow him when he moves later to see what's going on," Xu Gan spat resentfully.

Never had he been looked down on before in such a manner. This experience was infuriating to him.

"Un," Huang Yongtu nodded. He was also curious to know how Wang Chong managed to eradicate the bandits so quickly and leisurely without raising the slightest disturbance.

After discussing things for a moment, they soon worked out the details of their plan.

Having come to a consensus, Huang Yongtu leapt onto his mount and rode toward Wang Chong. With an irritated tone, he instructed impatiently. "Wang Chong, you will be going next."

"Oh?" Wang Chong's eyebrows shot up. According to the order they had decided upon, he shouldn't have been next. But nevertheless, the order didn't matter to him. "Sure."

Wang Chong gestured to the troops behind him before leading them up the mountain, just like he did many times before. And shortly after Wang Chong left, Xu Gan gestured to a soldier within his platoon, and a cavalryman quickly moved out and rode in the direction Wang Chong and the others left in.

---

A masked figure hid silently in the crown of a tree. The figure carefully approached a bandit who was warily scanning his surrounding,s and slit the latter's throat with his knife.

Peng!

Life disappeared from the bandit's eyes, and his corpse fell heavily to the ground with a resounding thud. But amidst the rustling wind within the forest, that sound wasn't particularly conspicuous.

And soon after the bandit's corpse fell to the ground, similar dull thuds also echoed one after another through the forest.

At that moment, Ma Song suddenly spoke up. "Lord, it seems like someone is following us." He instinctively glanced backward warily.

"Oh? Where is that person?" Wang Chong asked nonchalantly.

"Around fifty steps behind us, hidden in a shrub," Ma Song replied seriously.

"I see. Let him be." Wang Chong waved his hands casually.

"But lord..."

"Calm down, Ma Song. The chances are that the figure you spotted is a spy sent by Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu. If he was a bandit, do you think that he would be able to hold himself back?" Wang Chong replied leisurely, paying the matter no heed.

Ma Song contemplated for a moment before replying. "I see, so it is all within lord's expectations."

To those words, Wang Chong merely smiled lightly. After three days of humiliation, it would be a wonder if Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu could still hold themselves back. Wang Chong knew that it was only a matter of time before they sent a spy to follow him.
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"Prepare yourself. Just like before, we shall split our forces in four and eliminate every sentry the bandits have stationed en route to their den. Remember, don't give them any chance. Even a single escapee could spell the failure of our operation. If that were to happen, we'll retreat right away and leave it to the other troops in the future to deal with them," Wang Chong glanced to the side and commanded.

"Yes, lord!" Ma Song replied.

Hearing the dull thuds coming from the forest, a vague smile emerged on Wang Chong's lips. The bandits might be weak, but it would be foolish to assume that they were lacking wits.

To be able to survive the periodic cleanups conducted by the royal court meant that they either possessed superior strength or extraordinary wariness. Since it was impossible for them to be stronger than the troops of the royal court, it had to be the latter.

Even rats developed their own forte for survival, needless to say these bandits!

Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu were far too lacking in worldly experience, resulting in their underestimating the nature of this mission. They thought that they could easily suppress the bandits with absolute strength, and it was that mindset that doomed them to failure.

From the very start, Wang Chong knew that the purpose of this mission was to assess their experience and wits, and not just mere strength.

As outlaws, no matter how deep into the night it was or how tired their members may be, the bandits would still ensure that there were sentries stationed to keep a lookout for enemies.

Without clearing away the sentries at the perimeter of the bandit den, it would be impossible to eliminate all of the bandits.

Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu should have realized this fact when they had suffered their first failure. But perhaps because they were simply lacking in experience, or maybe they were underestimating the bandits too much, they overlooked this crucial factor and attributed their failures to bad luck.

"Prepare yourselves!"

After clearing away the sentries in the perimeter, the troops reorganized at the gathering point. Following which, Wang Chong raised his hand and signalled for the troops to charge into the camp.

At this moment, most of the bandits were still deep in sleep.

------

"What? Sentries?"

On the main road at the foot of the mountain, after receiving the report by the spy, Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu stared at one another in shock. From the start of the mission, they had never taken these weak bandits seriously.

They thought that the numerous times they had failed was due to a series of coincidences working against them. While they did clear away the sentries they met en route to the dens, never in their wildest dreams had they expected those simple bandits to go to the extent of planting a huge bunch of them around their camps.

"So that's the case! To think that the fellow didn't warn us about that!" Huang Yongtu was enraged at this discovery.

Had that fellow informed him of this matter, he wouldn't have failed so tragically, to the point where he even nearly lost his life to a poisoned saber.

But considering how they had treated Wang Chong during the past few days, Huang Yongtu also knew that there was no way the other party would be so kind as to enlighten them on this point.

"Hmph, so that's the case!" On the other hand, after learning Wang Chong's "secret", Xu Gan flung his sleeves and stood up decisively. "And here I was wondering what kind of secrets he had up his sleeves. Now that I know what is going on, his smug days are over."

It was as if the veil blinding their eyes had been lifted. Confidence, along with the disdain they had for Wang Chong previously, returned to their faces.

If the failure was due to this oversight on their part, they should be able to fare better than Wang Chong once they resolved this issue. In the end, that peasant from Kunwu Training Camp would still be beneath their feet.

Di da da!

At that moment, the clopping of horse’s hooves sounded from the forest, and Wang Chong and his platoon emerged from the trees.

"You accomplished the mission?" Xu Gan asked.

"Un," Wang Chong nodded.

"Congratulations," Xu Gan spat coldly.

Wang Chong chuckled in response. His gaze fell momentarily on a certain cavalryman standing within the formation behind Xu Gan, but he chose not to expose the matter. Instead, he returned the gesture with two words, "Thank you."

"Brat, I shall wipe that glee off your face. Do you think that we don't know those little tricks of yours? Xu Gan, it should be our turn now!"

Their horses galloped away, raking up a billowing mass of dust in their wake.

------

The duo had left with great confidence and ambitions in mind, but that still didn't stop them from returning in a wretched state. If anything, they looked worse than the previous times.

"What happened? Didn't you pay attention to how he cleared away the traps?"

Xu Gan glared at the cavalrymen who followed Wang Chong previously, his face red with anger. Taking the lesson to mind, he had made sure to hunt down all of the hidden or obvious scouts and sentries planted around the area.

But a simple trap made of vines had rendered his efforts futile.

Not only that, but the further they headed west, the bandits would set ever-more complex and formidable traps, making it harder to guard against them.

It was only then that it dawned on Xu Gan that entering the bandit den silently was far more complex than merely clearing away the sentries in the area. The many traps laid over the area posed a huge problem, as well.

Under Xu Gan's furious gaze, the cavalryman replied anxiously. "I-I also don't know! They didn't step on a single trap in their operation, so I didn't notice anything, either!"

The only role of ground-level troops like them was to obey orders strictly. Since Xu Gan asked him to follow Wang Chong, he simply did what was commanded of him. What Xu Gan was asking of him at this moment was already way beyond the scope of his responsibilities.

"Damn it!"

Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu's complexions darkened.

"We have underestimated that brat!"

"He still has other secrets hidden from us!"

Resentment burned in the eyes of the duo. Both of them had suffered a great deal at the hands of the bandits. When Xu Gan failed, Huang Yongtu thought that it was just a coincidence and went ahead with his assault. But in the end, he ended up in the same state as well.

In this unofficial competition, both of them had lost utterly. The victor ended up being the seemingly unimpressive Wang Chong.

---

Seeing the both of them returned, Wang Chong unexpectedly rode his steed forward and clasped his fist to welcome them. "You have returned. Did you manage to clear the bandits?"

Recalling how disdainful their attitudes were before they left, they couldn't help but feel embarrassed and humiliated by Wang Chong's words. If it was possible for them to disappear into thin air, they would have vanished then and there.

The triumphant return they had imagined didn't come to be, and a completely opposite reality was shoved right into their faces.

"What are you acting so smug for? All you did is to clear away a few bands of bandits. Is that anything to be proud of?" Huang Yongtu snapped.

Uttering those words embarrassed him even more, but the rage boiling over in his mind was far beyond that. If not for Lieutenant Zhang Lin's presence, he might have already laid his fist on Wang Chong.

"Hmph!"

On the other hand, Xu Gan simply harrumphed coldly and led his subordinates to the side.

"Why don't you just tell them?" a voice suddenly sounded by Wang Chong's side. Surprisingly, Bai Siling was riding her mount over.

"What do you mean?" Wang Chong replied with a doubtful tone.

"They think that you are a normal peasant from Kunwu Training Camp. Why don't you just reveal your true identity?" Bai Siling assessed Wang Chong from head to toe, seemingly trying to comprehend his actions.

The feeling of familiarity from Wang Chong was getting stronger by the moment. She was certain that she had seen him somewhere before, but she just couldn't lay her finger on it.

Furthermore, his way of dealing with things had also successfully hooked her interest.

"Identity? What identity can I have?" Wang Chong asked, seemingly confused by Bai Siling's words.

"There isn't a single person of humble birth who would dare to speak to scions of prestigious clans like you do," Bai Siling shook her head. Her eyes were fixated on Wang Chong, as if trying to peer deep into his soul. "There's no way you could possibly be an ordinary peasant."

"I don't know what you are talking about." Wang Chong laughed the matter off as if it was a joke, before riding his mount back to his platoon. It seemed like the lady from the Bai Clan was far more astute than Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu.

He feared that if he were to continue speaking to her, he might give himself away.

Gazing at Wang Chong's back, Bai Siling sighed deeply. She had a feeling that Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu might have trifled with someone they shouldn't have.

This person was clearly dissatisfied with them, and was currently toying with them.

But since he was refusing to speak, there was nothing Bai Siling could do, either.

------

After two consecutive failures, the duo decided that there no point in trying anymore. After all, no matter how many bandits they slew, it was pointless if they couldn't accomplish their mission.

Soon, after a series of discussion, they turned their eyes back to Wang Chong.

"Brat, come over. It's your turn!"

While Wang Chong was busy resting with his back against a pine tree, Huang Yongtu suddenly walked over, blocking the radiance of the brilliant moon.

"What do you mean, that it is my turn again?" A sharp gleam flashed across Wang Chong's leisurely gaze.

"It is your turn to hunt down the bandits!" Huang Yongtu said coldly.

"I don't think so," Wang Chong replied without any hesitation as he reached out for the bag of beans hanging by his waist and offered a handful of them to Little Shadow by his side.

"What did you say?" Huang Yongtu abruptly bellowed in rage. The fellow before him was actually defying his commands!

"If my memory fails me not, I have already gone once today, haven't I?" Wang Chong replied calmly,

"The rules have changed. It's now twice for everyone," Huang Yongtu replied without any hesitation. He had sorted out the details in his previous discussions with Xu Gan.

"Is that so? I refuse then," Wang Chong rejected the instructions once more without any hesitation.

"You dare?" Huang Yongtu flew into a fit of rage. This was no longer a matter of whether Wang Chong was willing to go or not, what had truly infuriated him was Wang Chong's cold attitude.

"This is a decision we have all agreed on after careful consideration! Whether you like it or not, you'll have to go! Otherwise, don't blame me for getting nasty on you!"

These words had been stifled within Huang Yongtu for too long a time, and finally, he found an opportunity to vocalize them. He had long wanted to teach this fellow a lesson! How could a mere peasant from Kunwu Training Camp act so rude before him, an elite from Shenwei Training Camp?

They might not be as capable as this fellow in dealing with bandits, but in terms of cultivation, they were definitely far in the lead.

If this fellow dared to continue disobeying his commands, there would be no need to use words anymore. Considering his wilful actions in the middle of the mission, not even Zhang Lin would be able to say anything if he were to teach him a lesson!
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"We are currently on the fourth day of our mission. Counting from the first day, I have already cleared four bandit bands cleanly, and not a single one of them has gotten away under my eye. According to the orders we received, I should have cleared the first stage of the mission already. In other words, unless we receive new orders, I have the right to choose whether I want to continue hunting down the bandits or not.”

Wang Chong raised a middle finger as he said those words calmly.

These bastards were clearly trying to take advantage of him! Whatever! They wouldn't understand the meaning of his gesture anyway!

Huang Yongtu's expression froze after hearing those words. Thinking back, Wang Chong had succeeded in every hunt ever since the first day, and according to the details of their mission, he had already accomplished the requirements for the first stage.

All of the words that Huang Yongtu had prepared beforehand suddenly became meaningless.

"Damn it!" Huang Yongtu clenched his fists in hate.

"If there's nothing else, I would like to ask you to leave this area. I wish to take my rest." Adjusting his posture to rest comfortably against the tree, Wang Chong flicked his hand as if he was chasing away pesky flies.

Despite his rage, there was not a single thing Huang Yongtu could say under this circumstance. Thus, he could only walk away angrily.

Xu Gan opened his mouth to speak, but hesitated eventually, before closing it. There was no idea he could offer at the moment, either.

------

In the ensuing days, Huang Yongtu, Xu Gan, and Bai Siling continued to struggle to accomplish their mission.

On the other hand, Wang Chong was visibly much more relaxed. If he was in the mood, he might choose to clear away some bandits along the way. Otherwise, he would just take the day off.

Since the royal court hadn't passed down the second part of the mission, Wang Chong was also glad to enjoy the peace he got.

---

In the forest, Ma Song suddenly spoke as he sneaked a glance backward. "Lord, their men are here again!" Within the shadows, one could vaguely see several human silhouettes.

Initially, Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu were still a little hesitant, sending only a man at a time in fear of being noticed. But their reservations gradually faded with time, so the number of men they sent was steadily on the rise.

For example, there were a few who knew that they had been noticed, so they chose to step out from their hiding spots and observe the situation from behind openly.

"This woman!" Wang Chong shook his head helplessly. Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu were still holding onto their pride, so the only one who would possibly have her men observe him so openly could only be Bai Siling.

Unlike the arrogant and condescending Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu, that woman was composed. She was also far more shrewd than the duo.

"Let them be. As long as they don't cause any trouble, there's no need to bother with them," Wang Chong said calmly, as he cleared away the traps while advancing up the mountain. The cavalrymen behind followed his trail in a neat fashion.

For bandits who made a living out of conducting raids, setting up traps was a basic skill. The reason why Xu Gan and the others had been unable to succeed after so many attempts was precisely due to the huge variety of traps they had laid out.

Outlaws had their own tricks, which those outside their circle wouldn't know. However, those were of little use before Wang Chong.

In order to fend off armies that were many times of his own, Wang Chong's armies had to resort to everything they could use, and traps was one of them.

Compared to those elaborate ones he had constructed back then, those set by the bandits could only be considered as elementary.

Wang Chong had little doubt that he would be able to bypass most of them even with his eyes closed. Only those that were slightly more troublesome did he make the effort to dismantle.

Regarding this issue, he only had a single command to his subordinates: follow his footsteps strictly.

If Xu Gan and the others thought that they could pick up this skill just by sending a few cavalrymen to observe him from behind, they were dreaming. This was a skill requiring both experience and discerning eyes.

After crossing the section filled with traps, Ma Song pointed to the top of the mountain and said, "Lord, the camp of the Black Tempest Bandits is just ahead. The gold they have hoarded should be in there." Beneath the dim moonlight, one could vaguely make out a camp at the peak.

At this moment, the camp was still asleep. No one was aware that the army led by Wang Chong had already reached this point.

"There's no need for us to stand on ceremony then. Let's go and claim the gold for our own!" A slight smile broke out on Wang Chong's lips.

He had not been idling around after clearing the first mission.

There was a huge amount of wealth to be earned from Silk Road. While clearing the bandits, he had been looking into the situation here, and it seemed like the bandits in proximity to the capital were newly-risen powers after the old bands had been cleared, so their pockets weren't as full yet.

But the Black Tempest Bandits were different. They had just robbed a Hu merchant party, and earned quite a huge pile of gold, pearls, and valuable accessories from them.

Most bandits had channels to dispose of their stolen goods, and the Black Tempest Bandits had already sold their possessions for gold.

In other words, they were a treasure trove of wealth at this moment!

How could Wang Chong possibly let such a good opportunity to earn more money?

After all, he still had many uses for money at the moment!

------

Di da da!

When Wang Chong finally returned with his platoon of twenty, each carrying a crate of gold, everyone's eyes widened in shock.

There were no lids on the crate, so a brilliant golden hue glimmered beneath the moonlight.

Gold!

These were all full of gold!

Considering the huge sum, there were at least a hundred thousand taels in there. Who would have thought that Wang Chong would actually return with so much gold after an operation?

In that instant, Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu's faces turned green with envy.

The Xu Clan and the Huang Clan were fairly prestigious in their own rights. Just the fact that the both of them were able to get into Longwei and Shenwei reflected much about that.

However, the wealth of their clan was different from their own wealth!

Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu had raided quite a few camps themselves, and while a few bandits did escape each time, they had still succeeded in crushing them.

But of their many operations, they hadn't earned the slightest bit of money at all. On the other hand, Wang Chong was currently carrying wealth worth a hulking hundred thousand gold taels with him after an operation.

How could the both of them possibly not feel envious?

"Brat, where did your gold come from?" Huang Yongtu drove his mount forward and asked. He was trying his best to calm himself, but he was still unable to prevent envy from surfacing on his face. Wasn't that brat just way too lucky?

"I obtained it from the bandit camp, of course." Wang Chong replied calmly. He seemed to have realized what Huang Yongtu was up to at this point.

"Since you obtained it from the den, it should be considered spoils of war, then. Going by the rules, you should either hand it over to the royal court, or have it divided among the four of us." As Huang Yongtu spoke, his eyes couldn't help but drift to the dazzling trove of gold by the side.

Imagine one driving himself into the ground in an attempt to earn money, only to earn a measly sum. But on the way back, one meets a beggar who, out of some stroke of luck, managed to pick up a crate filled with gold and became a millionaire.

That was exactly what Huang Yongtu was feeling at the moment.

If Wang Chong were to agree to it, they would split the sum. Otherwise, it would be given to the officials, and he wouldn't earn anything at all.

"Hah, the instructions issued by the royal court only mentions the eradication of bandit dens. Nowhere do I see any line depicting how the spoils of war from the bandits should be dealt with. Since that's the case, the choice should be up to one's own discretion. Lieutenant Zhang, am I right?" Wang Chong turned to Lieutenant Zhang and asked.

After a moment of hesitation, Zhang Lin nodded. "That... yes, you're right!"

He also hadn't expected Wang Chong to make such huge gains from this operation. However, it was indeed true that the royal court didn't specify a standard operating procedure for dealing with the spoils earned from the campaign, so Wang Chong's words weren't wrong.

"Since the royal court didn't issue any rules, I'm afraid I'll be doing it my way, then. Pardon me, Huang Yongtu. Do move aside, you are blocking my way," Wang Chong waved his hand and chuckled.

"Bastard!" Clenching his fists tightly, Huang Yongtu felt so furious that his mouth was twitching uncontrollably. How inflexible could Zhang Lin get! He thought that the other party would at least cooperate with him on this matter.

Who knew that he would actually reply to this brat so honestly! Damn it!

On the other hand, unexpectedly, Xu Gan was very calm about this matter. "Don't worry. Since that brat was able to obtain such wealth from the bandit dens, we can always do the same as well. Speaking of which, that brat did remind me of something. Perhaps we might be able to obtain some unexpected rewards from this mission."

Along the way, he had been engrossed in thinking about the mission and how he could deal with the bandits. The thought of obtaining money from the bandits had never crossed his mind. Thus, in the previous operations, he didn't even bother ransacking the dens.

But with this, he suddenly came to a realization.

Making a living out of conducting robbery, some of the bandits should have amassed a sizeable fortune in their dens.

If he could earn a hundred thousand gold taels from here as well, he would have reaped more than sufficient benefits from this operation. Even for the Xu Clan, that would be a huge income.

Xu Gan was moved. It must be said that the fellow from Kunwu Training Camp did enlighten him on many matters.

"Huang Yongtu, don't mention the matter regarding the spoils of war after the mission. As much as this is beneficial to him, this is beneficial to us as well," Xu Gan told him.

Huang Yongtu contemplated for a moment before nodding. "This... understood!" Naturally, he had also realized the potential gains to be earned from this, so why would he crush such an opportunity?

Xu Gan turned his sights to Bai Siling and asked, "Bai SIling, what about you?"Just because he hadn't said anything about it didn't mean that he hadn't realized that she had been slowly getting closer to that fellow through the course of the operation.

This was very unlike how she was initially.
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"Ah?" Bai Siling was taken aback. She hadn't expected Xu Gan to ask her about this matter. However, a beautiful smile overflowing with a ravishing charm that few commanded bloomed swiftly in its place, and she replied, "Don't worry, I won't spoil your plans."

"That's good to hear." Xu Gan nodded and fell silent.

------

Often, reality wouldn't turn out as one expected it to.

Despite sending a sizeable team of cavalry to observe how Wang Chong managed to bypass the bandits’ defenses, Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu still continued falling for their traps without fail each time.

It was as if they were destined to never master the skill.

The traps set by the bandits came in all shapes and sizes. Each time, something unexpected would leap out at them, foiling their operation. But for some reason, those traps never sprung for Wang Chong.

This left the two of them so frustrated that they could tear their hair out. After all, which prestigious clan would impart their own offspring the lowly and despicable art of trap-setting? As such, Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu had never come into contact with this sort of thing.

On the contrary, it was commonly the humble hunters and peasants who boasted a greater understanding of such skills. As such, Wang Chong's outstanding performance only further reinforced their notion of his lowly birth, and their resentment toward him deepened further.

Of course, that wasn't the only reason for it. What probably played a much greater part would be the fact that they had attacked six bandit dens consecutively, only to uncover nothing at all.

Their greatest gain turned out to be just eighty silver taels.

And as if to rub salt on their wounds, the two dens that Wang Chong attacked in that period of time added further to his wealth, thus hiking his total gain up to three hundred thousand gold taels!

How could the two of them remain calm before this?

Even Xu Gan, who was calm at the start, was beginning to lose his composure. Every time, after the end of of the operation and everyone gathered together, they would feel Wang Chong's contemptuous and disdainful gaze on them.

Well, even though Wang Chong truly couldn't care less about them.

"Allow me to offer you a word of advice. If you continue to look down on him, thinking that he is a mere peasant-born recruit from Kunwu Training Camp, you will have much more to be humiliated over in the future," a slightly cold and proud feminine voice sounded at this point. Without even turning around, they could tell that those words had come from Bai Siling.

After all, she was the only one here who could talk to them with such a proud tone.

"Bai Siling, if you like that brat so much, why don't you go to him? Why are you bothering to waste your words on us?" Huang Yongtu mocked her coldly.

That woman's words were jarring to his ears, he disliked hearing them. If not for her outstanding capability and powerful background, he might have gotten physical with her over them.

Bai Siling gently pushed her hair to the back of her ears as she replied coldly, "Hmph. Huang Yongtu, you sure are a fool! I am offering you advice out of kindness, but you choose to trample on my goodwill for your own pride! It's no wonder why you ended up outmatched by your second brother in your clan."

"YOU…!" Huang Yongtu's eyes widened in fury. This woman was going too far! It was normal for competition over the inheritance of the clan to be rife, and this matter had always been a thorn in his heart. Yet, this woman actually dared to bring it out in public to humiliate him!

"Enough!" Just as Huang Yongtu was about to raise his fist, Xu Gan, who was seated by the side all along, suddenly interjected sharply. "Huang Yongtu, surely you won't go to the extent of bickering with a lady?"

Huang Yongtu's expression froze for a moment. He didn't mind falling out with Bai Siling, but with Xu Gan in the picture, he would have to think twice.

Xu Gan glanced at the fair lady before him and asked nonchalantly. "Bai Siling, I doubt that you would come here just to insult us. What's the point you want to make?"

"Not bad, seems like you are far sharper than your friend here. I was debating whether I should point something out to you or not, but with those words of yours, I think I shall offer you some advice after all. After competing with him for so many days, have you really never paid attention to the steed he is riding on?"

Seated on the top of her steed, Bai Siling shot a glance in Wang Chong's direction and asked, "His mount?"

Doubt flashed across Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu's eyes as they turned their gazes in Wang Chong's direction. Beneath the twinkling night sky, they could see Wang Chong's steed munching on a field of lush grass beside a towering banyan tree.

Under the soft glow of the moonlight, the young colt's fur looked exceptionally glossy. Its elegant demeanor brought out an air of nobility, unlike other horses.

"A fine steed!" After so many days, this was the first time Xu Gan had properly evaluated Wang Chong's steed, and it did look exceptionally dashing.

But that seemed to be all to it. Xu Gan was unable to comprehend what Bai Siling was driving at.

"Bai Siling, what are you trying to say? Just spit it all out at once!" Xu Gan was only harboring such thoughts, but Huang Yongtu didn't have the patience to figure out whatever Bai Siling was saying.

"Hmph, you still don't understand even after I have already pointed it out so clearly to you? Your eyes are wasted on you, you truly deserve being toyed with by him. Take a closer look, isn't there something unique about the colt's hooves?" Bai Siling said coldly.

With Bai Siling's reminder, the duo turned their glances over, and it finally dawned on them what Bai Siling had wanted to show them.

Beneath the moonlight, the four hooves of the colt were snowy-white, untainted by the dirt of the world. Somehow, it seemed to create an impression of floating in midair, a mystical sight indeed.

"This is..." Something struck Xu Gan's mind, and his pupils widened in astonishment.

On the other hand, an equally shocked expression surfaced on Huang Yongtu as well. It seemed like the same thought had struck him too.

Taking in the expressions of the duo, Bai Siling heaved a sigh of relief. At least these two fellows aren't too dumb! In the end, as scions of prestigious clans, their eye for such stuff should be decent, at the very least.

"A White-hoofed Shadow, that is a treasured imperial steed of the royal family! Even among influential officials, very few are privileged to be bestowed with one! That guy has been riding it right in front of you for a few days now, but you fools still thought that he was just an ordinary recruit. Aren't you afraid of becoming laughingstocks if this were to be known?" Bai Siling made full use of this opportunity to put them down.

Wang Chong could have never imagined that the reason why Bai Siling had a different opinion of him wasn't just based on her intuition. Rather, she had recognized the White-hoofed Shadow beneath him on the very first day.

She was far more meticulous and astute than Wang Chong thought.

In truth, Bai Siling could have warned the both of them earlier as well, but somehow, the ridiculous rivalry had piqued her interest. But of course, she would never admit this.

"How is that possible? The White-hoofed Shadow should be exclusive to the royal family, and even influential officials would find it hard to obtain one! How could it be bestowed upon a petty brat like him?"

"Bai Siling, stop spouting nonsense, it's just a mere horse with white hooves. You must be too obsessed with him to even entertain such a ridiculous idea!" These last words came from Huang Yongtu.

"Imbeciles!"Those words uttered by Huang Yongtu had Bai Siling's eyebrows knitted together in fury. It was out of pity for them that she disclosed this piece of important information to them, but they simply brushed it away as if it was nothing.

Bai Siling was going to lash out, but a thought struck her then, and she suddenly calmed down.

"Huang Yongtu, you better watch your words. I have already told you what you need to know, it's up to you to believe me or not. In any case, I am not the ones who are going to be humiliated, anyway!"

Leaving behind those words, Bai Siling harrumphed coldly before pulling the reins of her steed and galloping away, leaving a cold back for the duo to stare at.

"That woman...!" Huang Yongtu bellowed in rage. Bai Siling's personality was indeed not a likeable one, but there was nothing he could do about her. She wasn't an easy person to deal with.

Bai Siling swiftly disappeared from view, and for some reason, the duo became extraordinarily calm afterward. Even Huang Yongtu, who had been heavily mocking her just a moment ago, fell completely silent.

As much as they were unwilling to believe it, they could also tell that there was something extraordinary about Wang Chong, Once or twice, they might still be able to put it off as a coincidence. But the fourth, fifth, and sixth times... that would be pushing it too far.

Along the path west, Wang Chong had never failed, not even a single time. In retrospect, the both of them had never succeeded. Considering their background, that was truly unusual.

Not only so, now that they gave the matter some thought, there was clearly something unusual about Wang Chong's colt, too. Despite having yet to mature, its speed, endurance, and the intelligence it had displayed were on par with most top steeds, perhaps even surpassing them.

Ordinary colts couldn't possibly behave in such a manner.

"Brother Xu... Is it possible that Bai Siling is speaking the truth?" Haung Yongtu hesitated for a very long moment before breaking the silence.

Toward his question, Xu Gan sat silently, not saying a word. Or perhaps, the silence could be considered as an answer in itself.

------

The relationship between Wang Chong and Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu didn't improve, but Bai Siling's words weren't completely futile either.

At the very least, Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu weren't as arrogant and condescending as when they faced Wang Chong before. They would try to avoid Wang Chong as much as they could. If one were to peer into their eyes, one might be able to see the unease in their souls.

With this, Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu had finally put down their pride.

After many consecutive failures, they had finally decided to work with one another to clear the bandit dens.

Even though they were still unable to avoid alarming them, with the bolstered forces, their chances at success increased significantly.

"Seems like you did quite a good job here!" Wang Chong's gaze turned from the duo sitting beneath a huge tree to the white-robed lady seated upon a horse, and he smiled.

The young lady before him had truly impressed him this time.

He had no idea what she said, but she actually succeeded in convincing the proud Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu to work with one another. That was truly an astounding feat.

"I am still far from matching up to you," Bai Siling replied calmly as she glanced at the huge crates placed by the side. Doing a rough estimation, there were probably six to seven hundred thousand gold taels here.

This was far more than those huge clans in the capital earned every year. Indeed, the best way to amass wealth was to engage in illicit activities.

And what left Bai Siling even more speechless was that he had actually done it with the free twenty True Martial realm helpers dispatched by the royal court.

The royal court had always maintained a tight control over their soldiers, and twenty True Martial realm experts was a considerable force even to most prestigious clans.

And here Wang Chong was, having them toil away for him for free.
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"Say, can't you tell me what kind of sorcery you have cast over them?" Wang Chong suddenly asked with a playful smile.

Flawless white skin, a curvaceous figure, and an exquisite face, paired with an aura of sophistication; even Wang Chong had to admit that she possessed incredible charm. If one were to metaphor her, she would be like a lofty white lotus in the midst of a snowy mountain.

"Sorcery?" Bewilderment flashed momentarily across Bai Siling's eyes before realization struck her, and she smiled, "How about sharing some of your gold with me for this secret?"

Bai Siling raised her hand elegantly and pointed at the crates of gold placed by Wang Chong's side.

Honestly speaking, she had no idea what the fellow before her was thinking of. As per the norm in the military, he could have easily swallowed the several hundred thousand gold taels for himself. Yet, he chose to share it with his men instead.

It was either that the man before her was a fool, or his eyes had already transcended beyond material gains. But regardless of which it was, it had indeed deepened her interest in this man.

"Hahaha, is the young mistress of the Bai Clan really interested in just a few mere crates of gold?" With a mysterious smile hanging on his lips, Wang Chong gazed deeply into Bai Siling.

"As I expected, you know my true identity." As if having expected this, Bai Siling smiled faintly, seemingly affirming Wang Chong's words.

"How many people wouldn't know your identity when you have already reported your true name?" Wang Chong replied.

"But there is more than one Bai Clan in the capital?"

"Of them all, there's only one I can think of that is qualified to send their offspring to Longwei Training Camp."

"Hahaha, as expected of a man bestowed with an Imperial steed, a White-hoofed Shadow. I really can't hide anything from you."

Those words immediately plunged the light and casual chat into extreme awkwardness.

Just the fact that the other party was able to identify the White-hoofed Shadow spoke much about her. Even though Wang Chong didn't think that he would be able to hide his identity forever, the lady before him still seemed to be far more discerning than he had thought.

As expected of a scion from the Bai Clan! You sure do share the same blood as your kin! Recalling the Bai Clan's resounding reputation for their shrewdness, Wang Chong sighed deeply.

He had sure received a clear glimpse of it today!

"Why aren't you speaking?" With a cheerful smile, Bai Siling nudged the young man before her as a little glee arose in her heart.

This fellow always had a confident look on his face, as if everything was within his control. Pulling one over on him was not easy at all.

"At this point, do you still not intend to reveal your true identity to me?" Bai Siling asked with a smile.

"I don't know what you are talking about," Wang Chong replied seriously. As he spoke, he patted the back of his horse and galloped toward his platoon.

"Hey! You can't act like this!" Bai Siling yelled angrily, "You know very well what I am talking about!"

"I don't know," Wang Chong said a smile flashing momentarily across his face.

"Screw that!" Bai Siling clenched her teeth tightly as she glared at Wang Chong's back hatefully. He would always use that darned old trick against her, playing dumb.

But there was simply nothing she could do against it. As long as Wang Chong refused to acknowledge it, there was nothing she could say.

"... But if you wish to get a share of the gold, I can consider that."

Just as Bai Siling was about to explode, a voice lightly drifted back to her along with the wind. Hearing those words, her fury vanished and a gleeful smile took its place.

Lad, at least you have some conscience!

Bai Siling tugged on the reins of her steed and picked up her pace as well.

------

With each operation, Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu's coordination was swiftly improving. With an enhanced numerical advantage, their success rate was swiftly rising, and from the looks of it, they should be able to clear the mission without any trouble.

On the other hand, Wang Chong seemed to have found himself a new follower.

Using the words from Wang Chong's previous life, Bai Siling would be a newbie leeching experience off him.

Without help, it would have been difficult for Bai Siling to clear the mission.

Fortunately for her, Wang Chong didn't seem to mind it, either. In any case, the twenty True Martial realm veterans under Bai Siling was also an additional fighting force for him, as well.

Besides that, Wang Chong wasn't willing to see Bai Siling hanging around Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu, either. Given Bai Siling’s wits, it would safer to keep her by his side.

------

Xiu xiu!

Two sharp arrows harnessing immense might shot across the sky and struck two bandits who were escaping in a panic. Pu pu, impaled in the chest, the two bandits staggered and fell off the cliff. A long moment later, two dull thuds sounded from below.

"I finally understand why Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu would lose to you. The first thing that is on your mind isn't victory, but loss. Even before the start of the battle, you have already calculated their path of escape. You are simply hiding too much, the both of them won't be able to comprehend your means no matter how long they observe you… It should come as consolation to them that at least their loss is against an opponent like you."

On the high peak of the mountain, Bai Siling was gazing down from a boulder to observe the happenings beneath. Shaking her head, she let out a long sigh.

When she saw the two bandits escaping, Bai Siling was still wondering whether this would be Wang Chong's first failure. Who knew that two arrows would suddenly appear from nowhere and claim the lives of the duo?

Despite having watched the situation from the start to the end, she still wasn't able to comprehend where the two cavalrymen who shot the arrows came from.

"You have keen eyes, I knew that I wouldn't be able to hide it from you." Standing beside Bai Siling, Wang Chong chuckled heartily with his hands behind his back. He knew that it would only be a matter of time before all his means were exposed to her.

"As the saying goes, a cunning hare has three dens. In this case, it would be the sentries, traps, and numerous escape routes. Regarding the last one, as long as one studies the geography of their den carefully, it isn't too difficult to deduce their paths of escape. All that would be left then is to plant a few master archers in the vicinity to clear them off.

"Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu's arrogance have led to them underestimating the intelligence of the bandits. Knowing that there would be periodic cleanups, how could they possibly dare to remain here without some aces up their sleeves?" Wang Chong said. His tone was slow but confident. His words seemed to carry some kind of power that made one unwittingly believe his words.

Unlike Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu, Wang Chong felt that it was meaningless to hide this from Bai Siling. Besides, since he had already decided to bring her along with him on his missions, he had no intentions of hiding his tricks from her, either.

"You sure have some interesting phrases. Aces?" Bai Siling took a side glance at Wang Chong's well-proportioned face as slight bewilderment flashed across her eyes. Wang Chong's manner of speech and the terminology he used was very different from others.

While she had never heard these phrases before, she could roughly fathom their meanings.

"But that's easier said than done. Even with a clear grasp of the geographical region around the den, not everyone will be able to deduce their path of escape as accurately as you do. I doubt that Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu will be able to learn that from following behind you. In the end, it all boils down to your capability.

"Even though you have been acting mysterious, refusing to reveal your identity, there is no doubt you are a scion. Honestly, I am truly unable to comprehend how you are able to know so much about the various methods of the bandits. After all, this shouldn't be common knowledge for people like us, right?" Bai Siling asked curiously. This fellow was like a bag of mysteries; the more she interacted with him, the more secrets she would find inside him. As simple as that fellow had described his actions to be, she understood that it wasn't that easy to carry them out in practice.

In her view, Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu were outstanding in their own rights. The only problem was that they were competing against a monster.

Barely fifteen or sixteen, but the knowledge he had displayed, and the experience and composure that shone through his actions went far beyond that. Wasn't there something very queer about this?

"There is a long story behind that," Wang Chong chuckled in response, but he chose not to satisfy Bai Siling's curiosity. After all, how could he tell another that he had actually reincarnated back into his younger body?

"Go!" Wang Chong waved his hands, and the reinforcements immediately joined the battle as well. True Martial realm halos swiftly emerged in the surroundings, and before long, loud explosions filled the mountain peak.

It was best to retain some methods for himself, so Wang Chong had chosen to resort to brute force instead of utilizing strategies before Bai Siling.

Besides, with a combined strength of forty True Martial realm cavalrymen, there was indeed no need for strategy either.

"Be careful!" Just as Wang Chong was deep in thought, an anxious shout suddenly sounded. Chi, with a cold gleam, a crescent blade flashed across the night sky in a huge arc, aiming for both him and Bai Siling.

That person seemed to have been hiding in the shadows for quite some time. It was only after confirming that the young man and lady before him were the leaders of the cavalry below did he slowly creep forward to strike them down.

As the crescent blade sliced across space, it seemed like even the air was divided into two. The piercing shrill of the blade as it traversed through space suggested that even iron could be easily cut through, needless to say, a body of flesh and blood.

If Wang Chong and Bai Siling were to be struck by this saber, they would surely be decapitated.
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"Lord, be careful!"

"Stop him!..."

A huge pandemonium broke out amidst the group. The sudden emergence of the cold gleam had left the army of forty panicking.

Wang Chong and Bai Siling were the leaders of this operation. If they were to die in this mission, the soldiers would be subjected to the punishment of the Bureau of Military Personnel, and this incident would be placed in their records as well.

As the saying went, "Shoot the mount before the rider. Capture the chief before the other bandits."

In a war, the commanders and marshals were always the priority targets. This was the reason why all soldiers would always fight to the death to protect their commanders.

It would be considered a major breach of duty if one's commander were to be killed before their eyes. But at this moment, everyone was already in the midst of battle. On top of that, there was no one in proximity to save Wang Chong and Bai Siling.

With this sudden situation, the both of them were plunged into danger.

"Hmph!"

With a wry smile, Wang Chong drew his sword, and just as he was about to execute the Eight Steps of the Furious Flood Dragon to kill this True Martial realm assassin, a metallic chime suddenly sounded beside him.

Following that, with a speed surpassing even Wang Chong's, a snowy figure suddenly charged forth like a raging dragon rising from the ground.

Boom!

This was the first time Wang Chong had witnessed Bai Siling making a move.

In just an instant, her disposition changed entirely. A powerful aura burst into the surroundings. Beneath the moonlight, layers of Stellar Energy of extreme yin circled around her, exuding the cold gleam of a thousand razor edges.

Facing the slash of tremendous might, Bai Siling simply raised a single finger. At this moment, her fair and smooth finger was emanating a silver glow reminiscent of a sword.

Hong long!

That slim finger came into contact with the crescent blade, halting its movement altogether. At the same time, Bai Siling leapt into the sky and sent a kick straight into that assassin.

Those who hadn't witnessed the scene would never believe that such fearsome strength could actually be packed into a body as slim as hers.

Even in the dark of night, Wang Chong could still clearly see how Bai Siling's sharp kick had knocked the other party's abdomen in, and for an instant, her leg actually sank into his body!

Peng!

The bandit’s ninety-kilogram body was sent flying back as if hit by a cannonball. Crashing through numerous small trees, he crashed heavily into a huge banyan tree in the forest. Wooden splinters flew into the air as the man was lodged into the tree by the sheer force of his momentum.

For an instant, the entire den fell silent. Even the battle seemed to have halted momentarily. The fearsome kick from Bai Siling had stunned everyone, including Wang Chong.

Wang Chong didn't expect Bai Siling to possess a fearsome might comparable to a dinosaur in that slim body of hers.

Gulong!

Even though there wasn't the slightest expression on his face, he still couldn't help but swallow a mouthful of saliva.

As expected of an offspring of the Bai Clan, she's formidable!

That was the only thought remaining in Wang Chong's mind at this moment. To think that he had intended to utilize his Eight Steps of the Furious Flood Dragon! Bai Siling's kick had already far exceeded the limit of the might of his ultimate technique, reaching a level comparable to his Second Sister and Marquess Yi.

To think that he was ignorant of it despite constantly being together for the past few days.

If that kick were to fall on him instead, it was unlikely that he would fare any better than that assassin.

Bai Siling gracefully landed with one foot before turning around to glance at Wang Chong with a proud look on her face. "How is it? Not bad, right?"

There simply weren't too many opportunities to get the better of Wang Chong. The ones who had been feeling the frustration over the past few days weren't limited to just Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu, and she had been wanting to return the favor for some time.

"Not bad, truly not bad at all!" Wang Chong offered a generous compliment while making a mental note to stay away from this woman as far as possible in the future.

"Lord, the assassin is a Hu!" At that moment, a voice suddenly sounded from the woods. Wang Chong immediately gathered himself and headed to the huge tree the assassin was sent flying into.

Several cavalrymen were gathered beneath the tree. One of them was holding a torch, providing Wang Chong with the illumination to clearly discern the appearance of the assassin.

The assassin was a tall Hu with a large stature. What was distinctive about his appearance was his long, curly full beard, as well as the black cloth wrapped around his head.

The bloodied Arabian scimitar beside him was also particularly conspicuous.

He is from the Abbasid Caliphate!, flashed through Wang Chong's mind.

When the person first appeared, Wang Chong already deduced that he wasn't from the Central Plains. After all, very few people from the Central Plains would use a scimitar as their choice of weapon.

Of the bandit dens that Wang Chong had raided, this was the first time he was seeing an Arab.

"The situation here sure is complicated. Arabs robbing their own men, who would believe that?" Bai Siling said from behind.

"Often, there is no distinction in ethnicity when it comes to plundering. Besides, there are other ethnicities who are using this path as well. His conscience might hinder him from robbing his own countrymen, but I doubt the same would apply to Han merchants." Wang Chong replied with his back to Bai Siling.

Bai Siling's forceful kick had pulverized the Arab assassin's internal organs, leaving him gasping weakly for life. It was unlikely that he had much time left to him.

"Who are you? Why are you here?" a cavalryman from the side bellowed sternly.

"Hmph!" Despite his severe injuries, the Arab assassin was incredibly obstinate. A bunch of Arabic words came out from his mouth before turning his head to the side, clearly expressing his refusal to cooperate.

"Foreign language? Does anyone recognize what he is speaking?"

The cavalrymen in the area were surprised by the foreign tongue, and looks of confusion surfaced.

It seemed like this fellow didn't understand the Han language at all!

Bai Siling frowned. "It's Arabic."

Located in the far west, the Abbasid Caliphate was a great distance from Great Tang, so there were minimal interactions between the two countries. Thus, very few men of the Central Plains could speak Arabic.

"I held back a little so as to have him speak, but it seems like my effort was wasted. I doubt that we'll be able to get anything out of him like that. Kill him!" Bai Siling said as she gestured to the cavalryman beside her. She thought that she might be able to procure some precious intelligence from this Arab, but her efforts turned out to be in vain.

"Wait a moment!" another voice abruptly interjected, just as the cavalryman's blade was about to fall on the assassin's head. Following which, another less fluent voice sharing the same distinctive traits as the tongue of the assassin sounded out.

"Arabic? You can actually speak Arabic?" Bai Siling widened her eyes in shock as she stared at Wang Chong with a look of incredulity, as if she had just discovered new horizons.

Even though Wang Chong hadn't spoken a word about it, she was certain that he was a scion of the capital. Living in a sheltered environment within their clans, there should be no way he should be able to speak a remote language in the Central Plains like Arabic. No one would believe that!

This was inconceivable!

At this moment, Bai Siling realized that she should reassess the fellow before her.

To Bai Siling's exclamation, Wang Chong simply turned around to flash a smile at her before turning his efforts back to interrogating that Arab assassin. Both of their words sounded extremely bizarre to everyone else's ears, leaving them perplexed as to the conversation going on before them.

But even fools could tell that the Arab assassin was unwilling to cooperate. Just by his gestures, they could deduce that his responses were likely to be "I won't speak", "Don't even think about trying to pry open my mouth", "Just give up, you won't hear a thing from me", something along those lines.

Just as Bai Siling was about to give up hope, thinking that the interrogation was a failure, Wang Chong suddenly uttered some words that left the Arab assassin's face colored in shock. In fact, a slight hint of fear could even be in his eyes, and he stared at Wang Chong as if a bona fide demon was standing before him.

Following which, a series of shocking events occurred. Wang Chong took out a recovery pill and stuffed it into the Arab assassin's mouth. At the same time, the Arab assassin, who had clearly preferred death a moment ago, suddenly began to reply to Wang Chong's questions actively, informing him of everything he knew.

"What in the world did you tell him to make him speak?" Curiosity bubbled within Bai Siling to the point that she couldn't hold herself back any longer. A moment later, when Wang Chong was finally done with his interrogation, the Arab assassin finally succumbed to his injuries and died. In the end, Wang Chong's recovery pill only granted him a few more minutes of life. However, that wasn't what Bai Siling was asking about.

"It's nothing much. I only told him that if he refused to cooperate, I'd conduct a grand funeral ceremony of a heathen for him." Wang Chong replied calmly.

"Ah!" Bai Siling was taken aback for a moment before a chuckle burst from her lips. She didn't know whether she should praise Wang Chong or criticize him. She might not know much about the Arabs, but she did hear that most Arabs were devout believers of their religion.

Most likely, the fear of being labeled as a heathen was too frightening a thought for him, even when he was breathing his last. The grander such a ceremony was, the more terrifying it was for him.

"To be able to trigger his deepest fears so easily, it is no wonder he was staring at you as if you were a demon." Bai Siling shook her head as she chuckled.

"Thank you for your compliment," Wang Chong replied calmly. As long as he could achieve his goals, what did his reputation count as?

His goal was to save Great Tang. In face of that, nothing else seemed to hold much significance.

"You sure are shameless!" Bai Siling burst into laughter.

"Once again, thank you for your compliment." Wang Chong performed a slight bow for her, an action that looked extremely peculiar in Bai Siling's eyes, before turning his head away to look in a specific direction.
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The might of forty True Martial realm veterans immediately showed through. Reminiscent of steel were the many True Martial halos; wherever they crossed, bandits would fall.

The raid was reaching its end, and they would soon be able to return victoriously. But at this moment, Wang Chong's mind was filled with the final words of that Arab assassin.

Wang Chong had interrogated him without much expectation, but who knew that he would actually manage to obtain some useful information.

"What did that fellow say?"

The refreshing fragrance of lotus leaves drifted up from behind him. Bai Siling took one last glance at the Arab assassin before walking up to Wang Chong.

Compared to everything else, Bai Siling was far more interested in Wang Chong's peculiar reaction.

"It seems like the Tibetans are up to something." Without hiding anything, Wang Chong told her what Ma Song had told him before, as well as the dying words of the Arab assassin.

That Arab assassin used to serve as a bodyguard of a wealthy Arab merchant, but on a journey to the Central Plains, the merchant party was raided by a bandit band, and the wealthy merchant died. By some stroke of luck, he managed to escape, thus surviving the ordeal.

But at the same time, he was left with nothing. In this foreign land, there was no kin or friend he could rely on, and even communication with the locals was an issue. Thus, the only local possible option left for him was to become a bandit.

He hoped that he could earn sufficient money to return back to his homeland.

But due to the language barrier, he ended up operating alone. In fear of the powerful armies of the royal court, he had to tread warily, so he hadn't been able to make significant gains yet. But one day, he met a Tibetan man.

The other party promised him that as long as he followed orders, he would help him to return to the Abbasid Caliphate, and even help him arrange his redemption.

"Redemption?" Bai Siling asked in confusion.

"Un. While I described him as a bodyguard, he was actually a slave. To be clutching onto life despite the death of his master whom he had sworn to protect with his life, he could easily be sentenced to a death penalty back in the Caliphate. Even if he were to return, all that would be waiting for him is death," Wang Chong replied.

The Abbasid Caliphate operated by a hierarchical structure far more rigid and stern then Great Tang, and slavery was commonplace there. As Bai Siling had never come into contact with that aspect of it before, she was unaware of it.

Hearing those words, Bai Siling fell into deep thought.

"Did he describe the appearance of that Tibetan man?"

"He couldn't remember much of the characteristics of that person. All he recalled was that the other party had instructed him to limit his activities to this area and cause as much trouble to Great Tang as possible. In fact, he had never even met the group of bandits below, or interacted with them before," Wang Chong replied.

"What are the Tibetans thinking? Is there any meaning to such actions?" Bai Siling fell into deep thought. The actions of the Tibetans were incomprehensible to her.

"While we don't know their true motive, it is a fact that the royal court and His Majesty have always viewed the route to the west with great importance. If there is a spike in the activity of the bandits along this stretch, that would pose a great threat to Great Tang's economic activities. Out of consideration for their safety, it is possible that the merchants from Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu might even avoid trading with Great Tang altogether.

“Ü-Tsang has always been antagonistic with Great Tang. Regardless of the reason, the breaking of relationships between Great Tang and the Western Regions could only be beneficial for them. The only thing I don't understand is that the Tibetans should understand that the royal court will not give up on developing this road so easily. At the very most, they will only be causing slight disturbances to our goals, and that has little significance in the big picture. Besides, with the Western Protectorate Manor standing guard at the other end, it is unlikely for the bandits to gather sufficient strength to pose a significant threat." Wang Chong was bewildered.

The Silk Road to the west wasn't a mere trade route, it was the livelihood of the Western Protectorate Manor, as well. It was the taxes from these merchants that provided them with sufficient money for their development.

With the eyes of the Western Protectorate Manor fixated on this road, the Tibetans should understand that this level of harassment wouldn't pose any threat at all.

"That is hard to say. If the royal court stays out of this matter, considering the length of this road, it'll be hard for the Western Protectorate Manor to maintain it by themselves. On this aspect, there is indeed a chance that the Tibetans just might succeed. But still, I am of the same opinion as you. Considering how they went through so much effort to rally the bandits, their goal couldn't possibly be that simple," Bai Siling replied contemplatively. Unknowingly, her thoughts had been brought into Wang Chong's momentum.

"Bai Siling, do you know if there is any Tibetan envoy party to the capital in recent days?" Wang Chong suddenly asked.

"Are you joking with me? I have been cooped up in Longwei Training Camp all this while. If it's something that even you don't know of, how could I possibly know? When have you seen any ladies being allowed to interfere in politics?"

Bai Siling rolled her eyes as though she was looking at a fool.

"Hahaha, pardon me, I misspoke." Realizing her point, Wang Chong slapped his head and burst into laughter.

Soon, the battle came to an end. After clearing up the den, the forty Great Tang veteran cavalrymen left swiftly.

Not a single bandit of the entire den survived the raid.

And in this den, Wang Chong earned yet another two hundred thousand gold taels. That was equivalent to his gain from selling Wootz steel in a month.

Adding to his gains from before, he already had around seven hundred thousand gold taels. Even with Wang Chong's fortune, he had to admit that dealing with the bandits did bring great returns.

Throughout the entire process, he didn't even have to make a single move. All he had to do was to plan the operation and command the troops, and the gold taels rolled in endlessly.

Silk Road was indeed overflowing with money for even the bandits to amass such great wealth!

Regardless of which time-space continuum he was in, the Silk Road had always been associated with great wealth. Just by clearing a handful of bandits, he had already earned himself a fortune of several hundred thousand gold taels. Furthermore, this was just a small drop of the huge ocean.

Through this, one could get a rough glimpse into the astounding fortune flowing through the Silk Road.

And in truth, along this road, the bandits weren't the true threat. After all, only a very small portion of these bandits had reached True Martial realm.

The real threat came from those highly mobile and powerful highwaymen.

This was also the main reason why the royal court assigned Wang Chong cavalrymen and not foot soldiers. The highwaymen were far stronger than the bandits in the area, and at the same time, they were far wealthier as well.

Wang Chong was already starting to look forward to how much he could earn from those highwaymen. Going by the current situation, it seemed like it wouldn't be a trouble even if he were to expand his fortress by one fold.

Going westward, Wang Chong's fortune slowly piled up.

In truth, when Bai Siling first heard that Wang Chong would share a portion of the fortune with her, she took it as a joke.

After all, how could the Bai Clan possibly be lacking money?

Even the wealthiest of clans in the capital could hardly compare with the Bai Clan. It was just that the Bai Clan tended to maintain a low profile so as to keep out of public eye.

However, Bai Siling soon realized that Wang Chong meant his words. In just a few days, she had already obtained three hundred thousand gold taels from Wang Chong, and it was still increasing.

As wealthy as the Bai Clan was, three hundred thousand gold taels was still not a sum they could simply neglect.

Despite being the daughter of the Bai Clan's main family, Bai Siling had never seen anyone amass such a huge amount of wealth in a few short days.

This was more than several years of her allowance.

Considering Bai Siling was able to earn this sum of money despite only playing an auxiliary role, Wang Chong's income had to be even more than that. Thus, she had no intentions of standing on ceremony with him.

On the other side, Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu also managed to make some gains. While the fortune they had amassed was humble in comparison to Wang Chong and Bai Siling's, it was still substantial. At the very least, it far surpassed the typical allowance they would receive from their clan.

Thus, they were filled with drive as well!

As the commander of this operation, Lieutenant Zhang Lin was also glad to see the bandits being eradicated.

If this were to go on, Wang Chong and the others would obtain a staggering fortune. However, things weren't as simple as it seemed on the surface.

The days Wang Chong and the others spent clearing away the bandits had brought about an unexpected situation.

------

"Come at me together!"

At a mountain post several hundred li from where Wang Chong and the others were, an six chi tall (2m) brawny figure stood mightily. Raising his bulging arms, he beckoned to the group before him.

Boom!

Halos burst in the surroundings, and eight True Martial realm experts charged forward at the speed of lightning to strike at the huge man.

Klang!

Eight raging Stellar Energies fell on that man's body, but a metallic sound echoed instead. It seemed as though what they had struck was not a body made out of flesh and blood, but one forged of steel.

That incredible rebound not only intercepted the offense from the eight True Martial realm experts, it also dissipated the Stellar Energies that they had gathered.

In the instant that their Stellar Energies were dissipated, if one were to pay careful notice, one would be able to see the faint silhouette of a massive black suit of chainmail forged of Stellar Energy wrapped around that big man.

"Again!" that brawny figure laughed majestically.
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Da!

With a flurry of footsteps, another four men abruptly joined the group. The radiant Halo of Thorns beneath them clearly revealed their True Martial realm cultivation.

With this, the True Martial realm experts participating in this battle added up to twelve people.

"Wield your sabers!" someone in the group shouted. In the next instant, a long saber appeared in the hands of the twelve True Martial realm experts. As highwaymen, they specialized not in physical combat, but the clash of weaponry.

The cold light from twelve sabers gleamed in the air, and an air of chill and danger filled the surroundings.

Klang!

With several flashes of light, the twelve sabers came cutting down on that brawny figure standing in the center.

Peng!

At that instant, twelve chains suddenly burst forth from the brawny man's black chainmail, like a peacock parading its feathers.

Klang klang klang klang, brilliant sparks flashed in the night sky as the chainmail links and the sabers collided. Before the twelve sabers could strike that man's body, they were already deflected by the extension of the chainmail.

"Hahaha!"

Just as the twelve True Martial realm experts were about to attack again, a deafening laughter suddenly boomed out. Before their eyes, that massive black chainmail suddenly began spinning, and just like incomparably sharp blades, the twelve chains lashed out in the surroundings, generating a huge storm.

Klang klang klang! The sabers in the highwaymen's hands snapped before the immense force of the chains. Alarmed, they swiftly backed away.

Peng!

But the brawny man was a step ahead of them. In that split-second when chaos broke out in the formation of the highwaymen, he made use of the momentary confusion to send a punch in, and hong long, one of the highwaymen was immediately sent flying a far distance away.

And before the others could react, a second and the third victim were hurled away as well.

Four highwaymen of the group immediately tried to band together to retaliate, but before they could strike, chi chi chi, the chains sliced through their Stellar Energy and bodies, creating a rain of blood and flesh.

Terrified by the scene before them, the remaining men retreated away in a panic.

Peng peng peng!

But the brawny man had no intention of allowing them to flee. Like a tiger leaping into a flock of sheep, his punches and kicks flew around the place, and one after another, the highwaymen fell.

Through the entire course of this slaughter, the remaining highwaymen had no chance to regroup at all. Even if they tried to gather together to retaliate, that brawny man would somehow appear in advance and forcefully crush whatever coordination they intended to achieve.

Peng peng peng, more and more men were sent flying in various directions. That man's battle senses and reflexes seemed to have reached an incredible level of mastery. Even though he was facing multiple people at once, he managed to force events into multiple one-on-one fights instead, thus dissipating the numerical advantage his opponents held.

Such keen battle instinct was truly frightening!

The remaining four were no match for him either. In that desperate moment, someone shouted. "Shoot his mount! Shoot chief's mount!"

Those words turned everyone's attention to the tall and majestic stallion standing around a dozen zhang behind that brawny man.

The air abruptly changed. The furious man who was still slaughtering his opponents without any fear a moment ago subconsciously turned his eyes behind him.

Without a doubt, his steed meant a lot to him.

Sou!

In that spark of a moment, it was impossible to tell who was the one who did it, but an arrow emerged from the crowd, racing swiftly for that majestic stallion several dozen zhang behind.

"AHHH…!” the group in the area exclaimed in shock. No one could have thought that someone would be so brazen as to attempt to kill the chief's mount. The piercing shrill that sounded along the trajectory of the arrow left everyone with goosebumps.

And just as it seemed like the stallion would surely die beneath that sharp arrow, an abrupt change occurred...

Weng!

The air trembled, and clouds swiftly flew by above. A shadow suddenly emerged, and in a dark streak of lightning, flitted all the way down to the stallion.

Shockingly, its speed was even faster than that arrow!

Shuk!

The chainmail extended to cover the stallion, and peng! The arrow struck heavily on the shadowy chainmail, creating a resounding metallic reverberation before it was deflected and snapped in two by the rebound force.

Weng!

At the instant where the chainmail deflected the arrow, a cold and fearsome killing intent flashed across the eyes of the brawny man. Sou! In the blink of an eye, he suddenly appeared before a certain True Martial realm highwayman. His massive hand reached out to grab the head of the highwayman and pin him forcefully to the ground.

"Chief, I didn't shoot that arrow!" The highwayman's body trembled fearfully beneath the forceful hand of the brawny man. Immense fear surfaced in his eyes. Only those who had experienced it could imagine how much strength those five fingers possessed. If the chief wished it, he could easily smash the man’s head just by closing his fist.

Furthermore, recalling how he was pinned down even before he could even react, he knew that escape was impossible.

"I know that you’re not the one who shot the arrow. In fact, I even know that you’re not the one who shouted those words, too!" the big man mocked him with a wry smile, revealing two rows of gleaming white teeth. His fingers felt like the scythe of the grim reaper, with the difference between life and death hanging on his whim.

"... Do you think that the reason why I want to kill you is due to your attempt to kill my steed? Hmph, did you think that I was unaware that you tried to rally a bunch of our brothers to flee with you? Let me tell you, I despise those who chose to join me and yet think of me as a fool, making use of me to deal with the officials before rallying my men to flee with you.

"Tell me, do you think that you deserve death?"

The mountain post was suddenly plunged into frigidity. Looking at this sight, the other onlookers felt terror piercing through their hearts. Not a single person dared to voice a single word for fear of bringing this death god upon them. At this moment, everyone suddenly realized why the chief had abruptly gathered all of them here to practice his Iron Cloak Technique.

It turned out that he was just preparing an execution platform for the traitors.

And at this instant, the one who was scared out of his wits was the highwayman pinned beneath the monster's hand. Last night, when everyone was deep in sleep, he privately gathered a couple of his closest friends to discuss their escape. He was extremely careful, checking and checking yet again that there were no one around, and he was confident that not another soul would know of his plans.

Thus, he couldn't comprehend how, despite the high level of secrecy he had ensured, the chief learned of this matter!

"Chief, please spare me! I-"

"I don't wish to listen to your explanation!" a chilling voice interrupted. Kacha! Those five fingers closed together, and the head in its grasp was crushed like a shattered watermelon. A combination of red and white fluid flowed out from the crushed head, creating a blood-curdling sight.

However, the eyes on the deformed head were still wide open, reflecting the immense fear of the highwayman at his moment of death.

A cold mountain gale blew across the silent mountain post.

"I hate being betrayed by others. If anyone dares to scheme behind my back, don't expect me to show mercy!" The brawny man placed his hands behind his back as his sharp eyes fell on each and every one of the onlookers.

"Chief!"

Perhaps out of fear of being deemed as unloyal, everyone immediately fell to their knees. Especially those who had been harboring similar thoughts in mind recently, they found themselves unable to calm their leaping hearts.

"Alright, you're dismissed." The big man waved his hands, and the crowd hurriedly left.

At this moment, if one were to take a closer look, one would realize that the group was filled with people from all around the world; Hu, Tibetans, Arabs, Persians, Goguryeons, Han... You name it, they were there.

The group wasn't entirely filled with highwaymen, either. There were quite a few bandits among the group, as well.

Such a diverse group was rare even along the Silk Road.

Sou!

With his brutal means, that big man had managed to instill fear into each and every one of their hearts. Waving his hands, he dissipated his black chainmail back into Stellar Energy and absorbed it back into his body.

Just as the chief highwayman retracted his black armor, a scholarly middle-aged man walked over leisurely while stroking his beard. There was a book in his hand. "Congratulations to the chief for reaching a new milestone in the Iron Cloak Technique, achieving the ability to extend it beyond your body! Very soon, even the top-notch swords from the capital won't be able to bypass your defense. By then, we would be able to further expand and take in all of the bandits and highwaymen in the area, thus becoming the strongest power on the Silk Road!"

"Hahaha, Zhou An, I'll be taking your auspicious words, then! However, warding off those top-notch swords from the capital means nothing at all. I heard that a new weapon known as Wootz steel has surfaced in the capital. Rumor has it that it possesses unparalleled sharpness that could even slice through a strand of hair in midair. Even the Arabs and Persians are dying to lay their hands on it, but it seems to be particularly hard to obtain.

"That sword is proclaimed as the best sword in the world, and even the top swordsmith clans in the capital have acknowledged that title. The day that I can deflect such a blade would be the day that my Iron Cloak Technique reaches perfection!" The big man turned his gaze to the starry sky as endless expectations twinkled in his eyes.

"Chief, there's no need for you to put yourself down. Regardless of whether you are able to stand against the Wootz steel sword or not, you will always be the strongest expert that our brothers look up to!" the middle-aged scholar replied with a polite smile.

"Hahaha, Zhou An, you sure have a way with words. Even though I know that you are flattering me, I still can't help but fall for it."

"Hehe, that's because there is no falsehood to my words."

"Right, what is the situation before us?" the brawny man asked.

"Reporting to chief, the soldiers dispatched here this time seem to be different from before." As the conversation turned to work, Zhou An's expression swiftly turned serious.

"Even though the soldiers dispatched previously would clear our camps too, they weren't skilled enough to eradicate all of our men, so casualties were still limited. However, the soldiers this time around were able to wipe out entire camps, such that there were no survivors at all."
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"The bunch that came this time seems to be particularly familiar with our inner workings. The hidden sentries we usually put up for security issues were wiped out clean, and even the traps were bypassed or dismantled without any trouble at all.

"Thus, many of our men were killed without even putting up a fight. Honestly speaking, I never thought that there could be a military commander who possesses such a deep understanding of our means. Such a situation has never happened before.

"On top of that, they were very thorough as well. Soldiers would be positioned at all key locations to eliminate any escapees, thus often resulting in a complete wipeout. This has caused a huge panic amongst the bandits, and more than a dozen bands have chosen to seek refuge with us. Most likely, more will be arriving in the future. On this aspect, this incident does have its own benefits to us."

The middle-aged man smiled. There were two sides to every coin. It was due to the huge threat laying before them that the Iron Cloak Highwaymen were expanding at a rapid pace. At the current moment, it was already one of the strongest bands along the Silk Road.

Unlike most bands, the Iron Cloak Highwaymen accepted all groups that sought refuge with them. Typically speaking, accepting so many different powers should have threatened the legitimacy of the chief's leadership.

However, the chief of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen, Iron Cloak Li, was no ordinary man. Through the effective use of the fear tactics and rewards, he was able to instill absolute loyalty in every single one of his followers.

Under his skilled leadership, he swiftly integrated the new members into his organization, allowing it to grow swiftly without any issues.

Perhaps in the near future, just as what military strategist Zhou An had said, the Iron Cloak Highwaymen might just be able to become the dominant power on the Silk Road.

"... But chief, even though those soldiers have done us a great favor, we mustn't let our guard down. Judging by their speed, they should be arriving in our territory in a few days' time!"

"Of course, it's only right for officials to arrest bandits. However, the bandits won't simply wait idly for their deaths. Have you looked into how many people they have, and how strong their forces are?" A chillingly sharp glint shone in Iron Cloak Li's narrowed eyes as he spoke.

Those who were familiar with him would know that he was already concocting a scheme in his head.

"I have asked the bandits who have managed to get away, and I sent some men to investigate the various marks they left behind in their camping grounds. Based on my estimates, there are around eighty to ninety of them, and they are all True Martial realm experts. The commanders leading them are likely to be the recruits from the Three Great Training Camps.

"This operation is likely a collaboration between the royal court and the military to temper their recruits using us bandits and highwaymen," the middle-aged man analyzed contemplatively, stroking his beard.

"The recruits of the Three Great Training Camps?" Iron Cloak Li frowned. Even as an outlaw, he still knew a thing or two about the newly established training camps near the capital. As the Sage Emperor deposited great hopes on them, they were the biggest project of the royal court in recent years.

"That is indeed a little troublesome. If we kill those recruits, we might bring the royal court's rage upon us," Iron Cloak Li mused.

The recruits of the Three Great Training Camps were expected to become pillars of the nation's military in the future. If it happened that a highly-valued recruit was among them, killing him could spell trouble. After all, no bandits or highwaymen could possibly stand against the might of the royal court.

"If chief is afraid of trouble, wouldn't it suffice as long as we ensure that no one finds out? It's not like you would defer to them just because they are recruits of the training camps," the middle-aged man spoke up.

Bandits and highwaymen made a living out of robbery. Should they be judged under the strict laws of Great Tang, they would be damned for execution. Not to mention, the chief had slaughtered military officers on several occasions.

How could he possibly hesitate before a few mere recruits?

"Hahaha, Zhou An. You do know me well! Since killing the recruits of the training camp will bring us trouble, all we have to do is to ensure that there is no living soul to tell the story. Relay my commands, if anyone leaks out the news of this operation, I'll skin them alive!" Iron Cloak Li chuckled as a vicious glint flickered across his eyes.

Cowardice makes no man. In the world of bandits, one can't survive without more then a pinch of viciousness and cruelty.

"Yes, chief!" Zhou An respectfully accepted the orders with his head lowered.

"The officials may hunt down bandits, but who's to say that bandits can't hunt officials, too? Let's not trouble them with the journey here. Make some arrangements, our entire group shall move out together. This time, let's forge a river of blood!"

"Yes!"

------

Boom!

The mountain trembled, and a moment later, bizarre calls burst out in the surroundings. A dense congregation of bandits and highwaymen flooded out from the mountains with ferocious war cries.

With a swift glance, one could see Arabs, Turks, Tibetans, Goguryeons, Han... This group of diverse bandits and highwaymen was drawn from the entire region.

If one were to make a quick estimation, one would realize that they were more than six hundred strong! This strength was equivalent to the might of dozens of bandit and highwayman bands put together!

Souu!

The desolate autumn wind blew. Wherever the army of bandits traveled, a swirl of dust would be left in their wake. Slowly, they were nearing Wang Chong and the others.

But at this moment, the young recruits were still unaware of the swiftly approaching enemies.

------

At an area several hundred li away, the atmosphere was tranquil, and not a single gust of wind could be heard.

"That brat truly leaves one red-eyed!" Beneath a towering maple tree with crimson leaves, Huang Yongtu glared at Wang Chong Bai Siling in envy. "He should have accumulated around two million gold taels by now!"

"There's no point comparing with him, we can't best him." Xu Gan replied.

They had been comparing their own gains with Wang Chong over the past few days, and they found their initial motivation swiftly dying down.

They were reluctant to admit it, but deep inside, they had already accepted the current state of things.

Wang Chong's cultivation might be inferior to them, but his ability in leading an army was indisputably far above them.

Even in the field of treasure-seeking, he had shown expertise beyond them, as well!

"Hmph, you might have come to terms with it already, but I can't! And that bitch Bai Siling too, how could she choose to ally herself with that immature brat? Just the thought of it leaves me uncomfortable!" Huang Yongtu ranted hatefully.

He could still grudgingly accept the other matters, but despite working alongside Xu Gan down to his bones in search of gold, how could his gains be lower than that bitch?

Just by following behind that brat, Bai Siling easily obtained gains far beyond them. How could Huang Yongtu possibly be comfortable with that?

Xu Gan chose to maintain his silence before Huang Yongtu's furious rant. He did have some qualms with Bai Siling's actions too, but he thought that it would be unseemly for him to display his emotions publicly.

Pointing to the map, Huang Yongtu asked, "Xu Gan, no matter what, we can't lose to her. I've already checked the map, and there's a den around thirty li from here. Shall we give it a try?"

 After a moment of silence, Xu Gan nodded. "Let's go!" He skillfully leaped onto the back of his horse and galloped forward. To him, the most important matter at hand was to gather as much gold as possible.

He knew that such opportunities wouldn't come easily, and he might regret it for life if he were to allow it slip past his fingers.

"Let's proceed warily for this mission. The last dens we have visited are all empty. I have a feeling that the bandits are scheming something huge," Xu Gan advised hesitantly as he pulled on his steed's reins.

His days spent in the training camp weren't in vain. For one, it had cultivated sharp instincts for danger in him.

During this period of time, he could faintly sense that something bizarre was going on with the bandits.

"Hahaha, Xu Gan, you're making a huge fuss out of this matter. After clearing so many of their dens, it would be weird if they don't show any reaction. But how could mere bandits possibly rival an official army? We have more than forty True Martial realm experts with us here, do you think that just that small number of bandits can rival us?" Huang Yongtu burst into laughter, thinking nothing of Xu Gan's doubts.

Xu Gan pondered for a moment before a chuckle escaped his mouth as well. Huang Yongtu was right. Even at the very most, there were only twenty to thirty men in a single band, not to mention most of their cultivations hadn't reached the True Martial realm.

No matter what those bandits were scheming, they couldn't possibly be a match for his men.

"Seems like my doubts are unfounded. Let's go!"

Amidst the loud clopping of horse hooves, the group of forty galloped toward another bandit den thirty li away.

---

At that moment, a brilliant moon was hanging in a clear sky.

After several days of effort, Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu had accomplished their missions as well, so there was no need for them to resort to night operations anymore.

Nonetheless, their motive for doing so was clear; gold. Perhaps too engrossed in their pursuit of wealth, they weren't bothered by the thought of being discovered by the bandits, or how many bandits had escaped.

Di da da!

Several hours later, Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu finally arrived at the bandit den.

The group of forty dived into the forest, headed to the den at the top. Unexpectedly, they were unimpeded in their advancement.

There wasn't even a single sentry to be seen along the way. Silence permeated the entire mountain, and not a single other soul could be seen.

Kicking the doors to the den and seeing the empty interiors, Huang Yongtu bellowed furiously, "Damn it, yet another group of bandits who have moved their hideout!"

"This is bad!" At that moment, a panicked exclamation sounded. "Look there!"

Confused, Huang Yongtu turned to look in the direction Xu Gan was pointing. At the bottom of the mountain, along the main road, there was a huge cloud of dust rising into the sky. A massive army of bandits and highwaymen were brandishing their sabers and swords, charging right toward them ferociously.

Upon seeing this sight, everyone's faces paled.

Dang!

At that moment, in that supposedly empty camp, a bandit suddenly snuck into the den, climbed to the topmost area, and struck the warning bell.

The resounding chime resonated across the surrounding mountain, pointing out the way for the bandits and highwaymen.

"Retreat! Retreat!"

Chaos broke out at the top of the mountain. Xu Gan hurriedly led his men down the mountain, and Huang Yongtu closely followed suit.

It couldn't be clearer at this instant that it was clearly a trap, a deadly one that the enemies had laid for them.
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A light wind whispered, and the tree leaves rustled in reply.

Seated behind a crimson maple tree, Wang Chong was driving his cultivation. A surge of blood-colored Origin Energy gushed through his body in a unique circulation pathway before eventually being deposited in the depths of his dantian.

This blood-colored Origin Energy didn't belong to Wang Chong. It was obtained from those bandits through his Little Yinyang Art.

In these days spent eradicating the bandits, Wang Chong had been able to absorb Origin Energy from them. With this source of nourishment, Wang Chong was swiftly growing stronger over the days, and even his Little Yinyang Art had broken through its bottleneck.

Wang Chong could clearly feel that the amount of energy he could draw out using the Little Yinyang Art was significantly larger than before.

However, one pity was that Wang Chong had yet to reach True Martial realm, so he couldn't tap into this energy. Thus, he deposited all of the energy he had accumulated into a hidden spot beneath his dantian.

This was a secret art for storing Origin Energy that Wang Chong learned in his previous life.

Should any unexpected situation occur before him, he would be able to use this energy storage to tide him through the danger. This was particularly essential to him at this moment, given that his cultivation was still low.

"Lord!"

Just as Wang Chong was driving his cultivation beneath the tree, a loud voice suddenly sounded out. He opened his eyes, only to see a sight of wreckage in the bandit camp before him. A Great Tang cavalryman walked up to him with a sheathed sword hanging at his waist.

"The battle has ended. Bai xiaojie has captured a bandit, and she is currently looking for you, saying that she has something she needs to discuss with you," the cavalryman reported respectfully.

"Oh?" Wang Chong's eyebrows shot up. Naturally, Bai xiaojie referred to Bai Siling. As Bai Siling was a lady, Wang Chong's platoon had been privately addressing her as Bai xiaojie.

Bai Siling wouldn't call him without any reason. Since she was inviting him over, something must have happened.

"Understood. I'll head over now."

Wang Chong retrieved a sachet from his waist and opened it, revealing a bag of yellow beans. He placed it before Little Shadow and patted the horse’s neck. Watching for a moment as his horse delightfully munched on the beans, he turned around and followed the cavalryman's lead.

Passing through the multiple posts, Wang Chong finally met Bai Siling in the very depths of the camp. The young mistress of the Bai Clan was seated on a chair cloaked with a layer of tigerskin. Standing around her were eight cavalrymen with swords hanging by their waists as well. Not a single one of them spoke a word, and an air of tension hung in the room.

"What's wrong?" Wang Chong asked with a smile.

It was rare to see Bai Siling with such a grave demeanor.

"A problem has cropped up. This fellow is the chief of this den, ask him yourself." Bai Siling raised her snowy hands and pointed to the bound man in front of her.

"Oh?"

Wang Chong turned his attention to the man kneeling on the ground. The other party seemed to be in his thirties, standing at around five chi or so. Unexpectedly, he carried an air of chivalry about him.
(1.7m)

How rare! To think that there would be such a man among the bandits!, Wang Chong thought, a hint of astonishment flashing across his eyes.

Disposition arises from the soul. Bandits, who made a living out of robbing and killing innocent merchants, usually had an air of brutality around them.

A man like the one before him was indeed rare among bandits. Wang Chong couldn't help but feel a sliver of goodwill for him.

"You are the chief of this den?" Wang Chong stepped forward and asked.

"Yes!" the man straightened his back and replied sharply. "We might be bandits, but we never target Han merchants or interfere with the officials. You shouldn't have captured me or killed my men."

"Hahaha, it's indeed rare to see a bandit as ‘righteous’ as you. Bandits make a living off stealing the wealth of others, so how different are you from the rest? Besides, the royal court has pinned great hopes on developing this path. I believe you should know how the royal court deals with those who engage in robbery. Did you think that you would be spared just because you have never robbed a Han?" Hearing the words of the man before him, Wang Chong burst into laughter.

The man fell speechless.

"I hope to exchange the lives of my brothers for intelligence." After a moment of silence, the man replied.

"Speak. Let me see what kind of intelligence is worth your lives," Wang Chong questioned authoritatively.

"It's a piece of intelligence that could save your lives," the man replied.

In response to that, Wang Chong glanced at Bai Siling, only to see a slight frown on her face. It seemed like she knew what was coming up.

 Wang Chong turned his gaze back to the bandit chief and said, "Continue."

"Have you realized that the further you proceed, the more empty dens you stumble on? Don't you find it bizarre?"

"Do you mean to say that the escaped bandits will pose a threat to us?"

"What if I tell you that the escaped bandits have sought refuge with a certain man?"

The room was suddenly plunged into deafening silence. Wang Chong's lips moved, but not a word would come from his mouth. He turned his eyes to Bai Siling, only to see the latter nodding grimly.

On the other hand, the man gazed at Wang Chong deeply, seemingly trying to assess his reaction.

All of the escaped bandits had gone to seek refuge with the same man!

Only those present here at the moment would realize the significance of those words!

On the journey here, especially in recent operations, Wang Chong had stumbled upon too many empty dens. In those places, not a single bandit could be seen.

Even so, Wang Chong paid it little heed. After all, it was perfectly normal for bandits to escape upon learning of the arrival of the military.

But if they had all gone to seek refuge with a single person, the nature of the entire incident changed.

More than a dozen dens of bandits put together, that would be a strength of several hundred men! That would be a force to be reckoned with!

"Continue!" Wang Chong instructed gravely. This was indeed vital intelligence, to simply shrug it off would be foolishness.

"I am not sure if you know of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen. Their leader, Iron Cloak Li, is a vicious man with incredible martial arts. More importantly, he is a practitioner of the Iron Cloak Technique, making him invulnerable to harm. On this path leading from the capital to Longxi, he's indubitably the number one expert!

"Furthermore, he has a fearless personality, which makes him an extremely dangerous man. Even for us bandits who make a living out of robbery, we will avoid conflicts with the military. However, the Iron Cloak Highwaymen are different. Even soldiers are nothing more than targets to them. There have been at least seven military platoons who have died to his hands to date. As such, he possesses quite a reputation for himself among the bandits and highwaymen.

"Furthermore, as they usually operate on horseback, the Iron Cloak Highwaymen boast great mobility. The royal court has tried to apprehend him on several occasions, but he is a cunning man. If the royal court were to dispatch a huge army, Iron Cloak Li would immediately lead his men to hide in the dense forests in the northwest, reappearing only when everything dies down. On the other hand, if the force were smaller, Iron Cloak Li would lead his men to eliminate the soldiers, thus further augmenting his reputation.

"From Longxi to the capital, the bandits and highwaymen view him as their de facto leader. Currently, it is said that he already has a force of five hundred strong under him.

"You have overdone your cleanup this time around. From top to bottom, not a single man was able to escape. Out of fear, many chose to join Iron Cloak Li's faction to protect themselves. There were quite a few who invited me over as well, but out of disdain of Iron Cloak Li's viciousness, I turned them down.

"But not too long ago, I received a letter from the Iron Cloak Highwaymen inviting the surrounding bandits and highwaymen to deal with the military cleanup. Considering how you are the only group along this part of the Silk Road, his target is probably you."

As the man spoke, his gaze fell on each and every man in the room, lingering for a moment longer on Wang Chong and Bai Siling. It was apparent that those two were the true masterminds behind this operation.

"Where's the letter?"

"It's here." The one who spoke wasn't the bandit chief, but Bai Siling. From her sleeve, she retrieved a red letter and passed it over.

On the cover of the letter was a hideous black demon.

【Iron Cloak Rally】, three forceful words were written beneath the demon.

"As the heavens decree, the noble lords over the surface and the pugilist reigns over the underworld. Each and every man has their own way of survival, but today, eighty soldiers infringed on the natural way of the world and slaughtered great men of our path. Thus, I earnestly invite the heroes of the world to gather together to return order and hammer justice upon the eighty vile soldiers!"

The letter was signed off with the name Iron Cloak Li.

Seeing the words of the letter, Wang Chong frowned. The man had described Iron Cloak Li as a vicious man, but the words in the letter were eloquent, very unlike ones that had been written by such a man.

Knowing what Wang Chong was thinking of, the man explained, "The letter was written by the military advisor of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen, Zhou An. He has always been in charge of the administrative affairs of the group." 

"Eighty men huh? He even knows our strength, that isn't a good sign." Bai Siling's eyebrows were knitted tightly together as she mused.

___________________

Translator’s Notes:

Xiaojie is another way of saying "Miss", which feels rather out of place here.
Been struggling to find a term for it so I'll use the hanyu pinyin for this one, just like -gongzi.
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As a lady of the Bai Clan, Bai Siling had been brought up in a privileged environment, and rarely were there matters she needed to worry over.

Throughout this operation, even in the conflict between Xu Gan, Huang Yongtu, and Wang Chong, she was able to remain on the fence and spectate leisurely.

But this time, Bai Siling couldn't help but feel deeply troubled.

This mission was issued by the royal court, so even if danger was lying ahead of them, they couldn't abandon it on a whim. However, their opponents, the Iron Cloak Highwaymen, didn't seem like ordinary bandits. To date, they hadn't seen the slightest trace of the other party, but the other party already had obtained crucial intelligence on them, even knowing their numbers.

This left Bai Siling deeply unnerved, which was why she invited Wang Chong over.

"Siling, it's nothing much for them to know our numbers. The military has the practice of allocating crockeries by the strength of the army. As long as they circumvent our men and examine the burnt marks left in our camping areas, it wouldn't be too difficult for them to determine our strength." Wang Chong replied calmly.

"What's your name?" Wang Chong turned around to look at the man kneeling before him.

"Li Cangqi!" The man was taken aback, but he still straightened his back and reported his name.

Li Cangqi could vaguely sense that the young man before him was the true mastermind behind the army’s entire operation.

And despite informing the latter of the prowess of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen, this young man didn't show the slightest sign of being flustered at all. Instead, he was even able to calmly analyze how the Iron Cloak Highwaymen had deduced their numbers. This left Li Cangqi with a slightly peculiar sensation within.

There was something very different about the young man before him.

"Li Cangqi," Wang Chong nodded, acknowledging him. "It seems like you possess quite a deep understanding of the bandits and highwaymen along the west road. Let me ask you; if you were a member of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen, when would you strike?"

"Now!" Li Cangqi replied calmly.

Hearing those words, Wang Chong and Bai Siling traded gazes, and they could see the shock in each other's eyes.

"You are currently only around 100 li away from the territory of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen. Given their usual practice, they would surely strike before you, so as to catch you off-guard. Thus, I suggest that you retreat right now before it's too late. Otherwise, with your eighty men, it's impossible for you to be a match for them!" Li Cangqi advised grimly.

Hearing those words, Wang Chong's face darkened.

"This is bad, we must inform Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu of this!" Wang Chong abruptly got to his feet and rushed out.

Li Cangqi thought that their full force was gathered here, but that wasn't the case. Most armies would usually dispatch a force up to the den while the others remained at the bottom, so as to provide reinforcements if required. However, this group operated in a different manner.

Given Wang Chong’s understanding of Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu, they were likely to be at the next den thirty li away from here.

That was only 70 li away from the home base of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen!

If the Iron Cloak Highwaymen were to launch an attack, Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu would be in grave danger at this very moment.

"Retreat! Everyone, let's descend from the mountain now!"

Realizing the same thing, Bai Siling immediately sprang up from the tigerskin seat and rushed out of the den with Wang Chong.

Neighhhh!

Realizing the situation they were facing, the forty Great Tang cavalrymen charged swiftly down the mountain, not bothering to even sweep the den for spoils of war.

Like a furious dragon gliding through the lands, the group of forty swiftly galloped to the next den thirty li away.

While Wang Chong did have multiple conflicts with Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu, it was not his wish to see them slaughtered by bandits and highwaymen. More importantly, he couldn't bear to see forty loyal military veterans of Great Tang die in such a manner.

For cavalrymen who had dedicated their lives to Great Tang to be killed by mere bandits and highwaymen, this was a great dishonor.

As a man who had spent his days on the battlefield in his previous life, Wang Chong related deeply to this. Thus, he was unwilling to see such a situation occur.

Jyaa!

As if realizing the intentions of his owner, the White-hoofed Shadow also charged forward with its full might.

Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu had set forth rather early, and Wang Chong’s group had also spent quite some time in the previous bandit camp. Thus, they were currently an hour or two behind the other group.

For the first time, Wang Chong felt that this journey of 30 li was exceptionally long.

"I can only hope that it's not too late!" Wang Chong clenched his fists tightly as he thought. Hopefully he was just thinking too much, and the Iron Cloak Highwaymen hadn't struck yet. Or perhaps, they might have just bypassed Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu's group.

Hong long long!

Twenty minutes later, when they were around ten li away from their destination, they suddenly saw a cloud of yellow dust rumbling ahead of them. Amidst the yellow dust, furious war cries from steeds and warriors alike could be heard. In just a few moments, a huge army appeared before them, and it was difficult to gauge quickly how many people were in front of them.

"Damn it!" Seeing the huge cloud of dust, Wang Chong and Bai Siling's hearts turned cold, and blood flushed from their faces.

"We were too late!" Bai Siling's lips quivered in agitation as her face turned incomparably pale.

It was unlikely that Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu could survive against such a huge force. Looking at the hundreds of highwaymen before them, there was little doubt that they belonged to the Iron Cloak Highwaymen whom Li Cangqi mentioned previously. After all, they were likely to be the only ones who could gather such a force.

Judging from the imposing momentum of the army, there was indeed no mistake with Li Cangqi's evaluation of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen.

They were worthy of being called the strongest bandit band on the stretch of road between Longxi and the capital.

With a dazed expression, Bai Siling subconsciously turned to Wang Chong and asked, "What do we do now?"

For a lady in this era, she possessed great wits and superior martial arts, unlike her peers. But war was something that was too far from her.

Not to mention, the enemies they were facing were so great that their voices were deafening even from a distance of almost ten li away, making it hard for them to hear one another without shouting.

With just a group of forty, it would be hard for them to rival the hundreds of bandits and highwaymen.

Advance, and they would be defeated.

Retreat, and death would befall Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu.

These two difficult choices had placed Bai Siling in a dilemma. Lost, she subconsciously turned her gaze to Wang Chong, hoping that she could find some support from him.

Along the way, Wang Chong's decisiveness had left a deep impression on her. At this crucial moment, she instinctively chose to follow Wang Chong's judgement.

In the face of the ferocious roars in the distance, Bai Siling and the other forty Great Tang cavalrymen turned their eyes to Wang Chong.

Everyone was waiting for him to make the call.

At that instant, Wang Chong felt a heavy weight on his shoulders. It was an extremely nostalgic sensation, as if he had returned back to the time when all hopes were pinned on him.

Back then, everyone also looked at him with the same gazes.

Time seemed to stop, leaving behind only the thunderous beating of his own heart. That momentary pause in time seemed to last for eons, but he swiftly calmed down.

"Calm down," Wang Chong suddenly said. His voice was forceful and decisive, turning everyone's attention away from the anxiety in their minds.

"The fact that there is such a huge commotion ahead means that the battle hasn't ended yet. In other words, there is still hope for Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu."

Those words seemed to lift everyone's downcast spirits.

Indeed! If the battle had ended, and Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu were dead, they wouldn't be hearing war cries at this instant!

That was a simple logic, but with anxiety clouding their rational thinking, it had slipped their mind.

"This fellow is really a born leader!" Bai Siling looked at Wang Chong in awe. With just a few words, he had managed to dispel the unease and pull everyone's hearts together.

This made Bai Siling relieved that she had chosen to follow him.

"The core of military stratagem lies in knowing oneself and one's enemies. Before deciding whether we should fight or retreat, we should first get a clear gauge on our opponent's strength first. If it is within our means, we shall enter the battlefield and save our comrades. Otherwise, we can only retreat to minimize our losses. On the battlefield, it is imperative that we have to detach our emotions from rational thinking, so I hope that you can understand this regardless of the ultimate decision.

"Also, no matter what commands I issue later on, I hope that you can carry them out decisively. Don't let your emotions come into play and defy my commands, understood?"

The final words, Wang Chong had spoken with exceptional gravity. There were only forty of them here, thus putting them at a huge disadvantage in terms of numbers. If he couldn't maintain absolute control over his men, charging over now would only spell their deaths.

"Yes, lord!"

This time, regardless of whether it was the soldiers under Wang Chong's command or Bai Siling's commands, they responded decisively.

In the last few days, Wang Chong had already won their respect through his actions and capabilities.
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The atmosphere suddenly grew grim. Killing intent suddenly burst from the Great Tang veterans, and in that instant, it seemed as though everyone was plunged in the middle of an intense battlefield.

Sensing the changes in her surroundings, Bai Siling was stunned for an instant. With a slightly dazed expression, she turned to look at Wang Chong's silhouette.

The same sixteen-year-old youth, but his figure suddenly towered before her.

At this moment, Wang Chong didn't notice the changes occurring around Bai Siling. Instead, feeling the strong killing intent exerted by the forty Great Tang military veterans, he nodded in satisfaction.

Even though Great Tang was treading down a path of decline, its military was still standing strong.

With such a team, putting aside facing bandits who outnumbered them tenfold, Wang Chong would dare to even engage an organized official army of the same number!

Wang Chong suddenly turned to Bai Siling and said, "Siling, I'll have to trouble you to cooperate with me in the battle later on."

"Ah!" Alarmed by Wang Chong's sudden words, Bai Siling panicked for an instant. However, she swiftly covered it up.

"Don't worry, leave it to me. I'll do my best to cooperate with you!" Bai Siling nodded earnestly. As expected of a lady of the Bai Clan, she was able to recover swiftly.

"Alright, let's set off!" With Wang Chong leading the way, the forty cavalrymen of Great Tang charged in the direction of the battle cries.

---

"Chief, another group of cavalry is heading our way."

Just as Wang Chong was charging over, a pigeon suddenly descended from the sky, headed toward a boulder located in the forest beside the main road. On the boulder, the military advisor of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen, Zhou An, raised his right hand and grabbed the pigeon. He untied the note from the pigeon's leg before passing it over to the massive Iron Cloak Li beside him.

"Hahaha, since they are coming here, we should give them a welcome. Relay my orders, slow down the attack. It isn't easy for us to bait them here, I don't want to scare away our guests!"

"Yes, chief!"

Zhou An quickly issued the relevant instructions, and Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu finally gained an opportunity to catch a breather.

Di da da!

---

Around half an incense stick time later, Wang Chong, leading the group, finally caught sight of the battlefield.

Bandits and highwaymen with wildly different clothing densely filled the main road, forest, and slope.

Surrounded by this huge group, Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu's group seemed no different from skerries amidst an endless ocean, isolated on a steep slope thirty zhang away from the main road.

An overwhelming stench of blood drifted in the air. Innumerable corpses of bandits, highwaymen, soldiers, and steeds alike were littered on the way from the main road to the slope.

Upon seeing this sight, Wang Chong, Bai Siling, and the other forty Great Tang cavalrymen found their eyes reddening in fury.

This was the first time such huge casualties had occurred among the eighty of them. Even though Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu had managed to fend off the attacks of the Iron Cloak Highwayman through effective utilization of the complex geographical terrain, their initial force of forty was still reduced to just twenty-four.

The death of sixteen True Martial realm veteran cavalrymen was truly a huge loss.

What was even more unacceptable was that they had died at the hands of mere bandits and highwaymen.

Beside Wang Chong, Ma Song clenched his fists tightly and muttered furiously, "Lord, I'm going to slaughter all of them!"

A soldier shouldn't die at the hands of mere bandits and highwaymen.

"Have you forgotten my words? Calm down! Trust me, we'll slaughter those Iron Cloak Highwaymen. However, charging in blindly won't do us any good. Look before you, how many men do they have?"

Wang Chong was burning with anger as well. As one who had lived his life on the battlefield, he felt those sentiments deeply than anyone else. However, he knew that this wasn't the moment to let his emotions get ahead of him.

"Besides, even though they have died in the hands of the bandits and the highwaymen, at the very least, they gave up their lives to protect Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu. On this aspect, at least they died in the midst of accomplishing their duties. Their deaths aren't meaningless!"

Wang Chong's words managed to bring some rationality back into the minds of his men. Indeed, at the very least, they managed to protect their commanders.

Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu might not be members from the military, but from the moment the change of command ceremony was conducted, they had become their commanders.

From that aspect, their deaths were indeed honorable.

Otherwise, considering their superior strength, there was indeed a high chance they could have survived.

 Ma Song and the others turned to Wang Chong and said grimly, "Lord, relay your commands. We'll obey them!"

Wang Chong fell silent for a short moment. A moment later, he suddenly slapped the side of his steed and sprang forward from the formation.

"Wait here for me. I forbid any engagement with the enemy without my command."

Leaving behind those words, Wang Chong charged up to the battlefield. At this moment, he was already less than fifty zhang away from the Iron Cloak Highwaymen.

(~180m)

Behind him, Bai Siling fell into silence. Gritting her teeth, she also jolted her steed forward to follow Wang Chong.

"The Iron Cloak Highwaymen aren't an ordinary bandit band," Bai Siling said grimly. "Their number of True Martial realm experts are on par with us!"

"If only that's all!" Wang Chong sighed deeply as he said with a lowered voice which only Bai Siling could hear.

In the previous operations, Wang Chong had hardly seen any formidable True Martial realm experts.

However, the group before him couldn't be assessed by the standards of the bandits before. While most of them were below True Martial realm, there were still around eighty True Martial realm highwaymen around him.

If not for the fact that the troops he had in hand were veterans who had gone through innumerable battles, Wang Chong would have immediately retreated as soon as he saw these highwaymen.

"... Siling, have you not realized? With just a glance, it's clear that they are just a huge bunch jumbled together. Yet, someone was able to maneuver them effectively to encircle Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu amidst this complex terrain, where the might of a cavalry would be considerably reduced.

"While Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu are still able to fend them off at the moment, there is no doubt that they are cornered. It is clear that there is a master strategist among them!" Wang Chong sighed.

The main reason why the military was superior to highwaymen was because the latter knew nothing about coordination. In a battlefield, an army under a skilled commander could easily crush a group of equally powerful highwaymen.

However, if someone skilled were to coordinate the highwaymen together, the nature of the matter would change.

"Is this the military strategist that the bandit from before talked about?" Bai Siling uttered in shock.

"That isn't all. Have you realized that the war cries in the area have quieted down considerably after our arrival?" Wang Chong said.

"You mean that..." Bai Siling was stunned for an instant before realization struck her, and her face paled.

"Un." Wang Chong nodded, affirming her guesses. "If I'm not mistaken, these guys sure are ambitious!"

---

Wang Chong and Bai Siling's arrival had attracted Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu's attention as well.

"Siling and that brat are here!"

Beneath the tree, Huang Yongtu gazed at the army on the main road, and he trembled in agitation.

Time seemed to pass slowly for him for the last few minutes. For a few instances, he even despaired.

How could forty men possibly withstand a force consisting of seven hundred bandits and highwaymen?

It was only a primal instinct to clutch onto life that had driven him this far.

Huang Yongtu had never expected Wang Chong and Bai Siling to arrive at the moment of his deepest despair.

He opened his mouth to call Wang Chong's name, but at this awkward moment, he suddenly realized that he actually didn't know the latter's name.

"It's no use. They won't be able to break through the encirclement."

Just as excitement was filling Huang Yongtu, a cold voice from the side dampened his mood: Lieutenant Zhang Lin. At this moment, his breathing was ragged and irregular, and his face was ghastly pale. Due to overexerting himself, his body seemed to be sapped of strength.

The desperate battle had brought him many deep cuts, and fresh blood drenched his entire body.

Even though Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu were supposedly the leaders of the group, it was still the experienced Zhang Lin who had stepped up at this crucial moment to lead the team.

It was him who led the group to fend off the endless waves of attack and saved Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu on multiple occasions.

But at the same time, this had caused his injuries to be more severe than anyone elses.

At this moment, Zhang Lin had no idea how long he could hold on.

The sole responsibility of a soldier was to fulfill commands, and the main reason why Zhang Lin was still obstinately holding on was his will to send Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu out of here safely.

At the same time, his pride wouldn’t allow him to die dishonorably under the blades of a bandit. This was what he deeply believed in!

"Lieutenant Zhang is right. There are simply too many of them, we aren't their match at all. Even if Siling and the others were to join us, that won't change a thing. Besides, the bandit chief hasn't made his move at all. You also saw how fearsome he is, it is impossible for us to escape under his eye. Siling and the others are just courting death by coming to our aid," Xu Gan said from where he was leaning against a tree.

His right hand was pressed against his chest, and crimson blood was flowing through his fingers.
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As one of the commanders of this operation, the twenty men under Xu Gan had devoted their lives to protecting him. But despite their effort, he had still sustained significant injuries.

At this moment, the rivalry he had with Wang Chong had already vanished altogether.

His only wish was for Wang Chong and the others to escape as swiftly as possible, and not fall into the same plight as him.

"You... Are you a fool? Siling and the others are the only hope we have now! Even if you intend to die, don't drag me down with you. Siling! Siling!!"

Huang Yongtu leapt up and shouted for Wang Chong and Bai Siling as he waved his hands fervently. At this moment, he had already forgotten how he had insulted Bai Siling as a traitor and a bitch previously.

"HAHAHA! Stop our archers from shooting him, allow him to continue calling for them!" At the back of the battleline, Iron Cloak Li laughed heartily at the sight.

"Yes, chief!"

"Wait, don't make it too obvious, either.. Have the bandits located at the eastern end put up a fight against them."

"Yes!" Several highwaymen hurriedly moved to relay the orders.

Despite being outlaws, the highwaymen had specific roles in the group, be it sentry, commander, archer, vanguard, or defense. At this point, they resembled soldiers more than highwaymen.

On the other hand, hearing Huang Yongtu's desperate voice, like a drowning man clutching to his final straw of hope, a ripple struck Bai Siling and Wang Chong's hearts.

"Siling, how is your archery?" Wang Chong suddenly asked.

"Not too bad. Why?" Bai Siling asked, unable to comprehend the rationale behind Wang Chong's question.

"Shoot an arrow for me to send something over." Wang Chong said calmly as his gaze swept across the highwaymen and bandits before him.

After a moment of observation, he had noticed a few minute details.

"We need Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu to maintain the morale of their men. Also, after holding on for so long, they should have quite a few injured among them. Even Xu Gan and Zhang Lin seem to be severely wounded. We'll have to send some pills to them."

"Understood!" Bai Siling nodded as a hint of admiration flashed across her eyes.

The seemingly unfathomable young man before her was truly incredible. Regardless of whatever problem that lay before them, he seemed to be able to always maintain his composure and come up with a countermeasure to deal with it. Unknowingly, she found herself forgetting her fear as well.

It felt as if she would be able to get out of the most difficult of situations just by following the man before her.

This was the capability, as well as the charm that he possessed!

"Bring me my bow!" Bai Siling raised her hand, and a soldier behind them swiftly brought a huge steel bow over.

She was one of the rare ones in the Bai Clan who practiced archery, and had achieved considerable mastery in it. On this aspect, Wang Chong had indeed chosen the right person to ask.

The military provided charcoal pens for Ten-Man Squad Leaders and above to use for communications in times of emergency.

Wang Chong tore a cloth from his sleeve before swiftly writing a few lines of words on it. Then, wrapping a recovery pill within it, he passed the cloth over to Bai Siling.

Hong!

Pinning Wang Chong's note at the tip of the arrow, Bai Siling drew her bowstring and shot the arrow around a hundred zhang away. Eventually, it struck the tree behind Huang Yongtu.

"Bastard! Aren't those fellows acting too arrogantly?" Upon seeing this sight, the bandits couldn't help but spit viciously on the floor and curse.

Even though the chief and the military advisor had issued strict commands not to touch them, the other party sure was acting arrogantly to disregard their presence.

"With so many of us here, why should we fear them? They would drown even if each of us were to spit on them once. Isn't the military advisor being a little too wary?"

"Indeed! They are just brats! Commanders my ass. Brothers, let's take them down! Kill the men and take the women, let's have some fun later on!"

The provocative gesture had left some of the bandits impatient.

Bandits and highwaymen were simply too used to being unrestrained. If it was a stronger enemy, they might still be compelled to obey Iron Cloak Li's command.

However, their enemies only numbered in the dozens, and the commanders were only two children. At this moment, they had already forgotten how frightened they were when they heard Wang Chong and the others had completely eradicated many dens outright.

"Chief, some of our brothers are starting to get impatient." A ferocious-looking highwayman pointed in the distance and said. "They are already forgetting your orders even though you just issued them a moment ago. Shall I go to restrain them?"

"There's no need for that!"

The one who replied wasn't Iron Cloak Li, but the military advisor Zhou An beside him.

"Let them be. They won't learn until they suffer a little. A few casualties here and there should teach them to remain obedient. At the same time, we can also test the prowess of this group and grind down their forces," Zhou An said impassively as he stroked his beard.

The previous intelligence he received suggested that one of the commanders had a deep understanding of their means, and none of the bandits who encountered him was able to get away.

Those fellows trapped on the slope hadn't shown anything extraordinary, so chances were that the commander was in the other group.

The highwayman hesitantly turned to look at Iron Cloak Li, only to see the latter nodding slightly.

Noting his response, the highwayman fell silent.

---

But while Iron Cloak Li and Zhou An intended to have the other bandits test out Wang Chong's hand, the situation developed in a different way as they had anticipated.

"Hm? Siling, it seems like they have some objections to the arrow you shot?" Wang Chong instantaneously sensed the malicious intentions of the bandits around him.

"Why? Are you intending to surrender?" Bai Siling chuckled lightly.

It should have been impossible for her to laugh under such circumstances. But perhaps because of Wang Chong's influence, she subconsciously forgot about it.

"Hehe, how is that possible? Since a fight is what they want, a fight is what they will get. Let's not trouble them with making the journey here, let's go to them instead," Wang Chong smiled.

"What do you intend to do?" Bai Siling rolled her eyes. Her casual gesture carried a seductive charm that even dazed Wang Chong for an instant.

"Section One, move out. Section Two, standby!" Wang Chong gestured to the men behind him, and five Great Tang cavalrymen immediately galloped out of the formation, like a sword drawn from its sheath.

"Siling, I'll trouble you to follow us," Wang Chong said as he drew his sword and pointed it to the sky.

Hong long!

In the next instant, the five cavalrymen from Section One, along with Wang Chong and Bai Siling, charged forth like a flood dragon rising from the ocean.

Just a mere group of seven, but they carried the momentum of an army of thousand.

Even the great earth seemed to tremble beneath their charge.

This was the first time Bai Siling truly witnessed Wang Chong's men in action. Even though the soldiers they had received were of equal cultivation realms, and they had received the soldiers on the same day, these five cavalrymen in Wang Chong's group seemed to carry a vastly different vibe.

In contrast to how they leisurely cleared away the bandits before, at this moment, the ferocity and power of their movements carried a compelling power that seemed to make one's soul tremble!

It was like the soldiers assigned to them were from two different worlds!

Hong long long!

The charge grew faster and faster. Even when they were right before the bandits, they showed no signs of slowing down at all.

Powerful surges of Origin Energy infused into the steeds swiftly morphed into martial halos beneath their hooves.

At that instant, the aura shrouding the five cavalrymen seemed to amplify more than twofold.

The true might of cavalry only appeared in a charge. As long as their momentum didn't stop, the cavalry would be the strongest force on a battlefield.

No one could withstand the charge of a group of cavalry of equal cultivation.

Weng!

It was only a group of seven, but seeing as they pressed closer without the slightest hint of slowing down, the bandits finally panicked.

"Damn it, those fellows can't be thinking of rivaling the six hundred of us with just seven men?"

"This is suicide!"

"Those bastards are out of their minds!"

"Be careful! They are coming!"...

The deafening war cries of the steeds hung in the air, and amidst a thunderous clopping of hooves, the seven war steeds cut straight into the dense group of bandits.

The furious cursing swiftly turned into shocked exclamations and desperate cries.

With the great momentum from the charge coupled with the strength of seven True Martial realm cavalrymen, the group had formed a force far surpassing the limits of the bandits.

Peng peng peng!

In just the first, brief encounter, the ribcages of seven bandits fractured as they were knocked high into the air. Before they could even land on the ground, they had already breathed their last.

And this wasn't the end yet.

The might of the charge of a cavalry lay in its ability to tear right through any formation.

Neighhhhh!

"AHHHHH!"

"Get out of my way! Get out of my way!!"

"Be careful!"....

The battle had barely begun, but the bandits had already descended into chaos. In the next instant, spears and swords began stabbing and impaling the bandits in the vicinity of the charge.

All the bandits could see was a blur. Before they could even react, spears had already pierced through their hearts, claiming their lives.

In the end, how could a slack bunch of bandits possibly be a match for a disciplined group of military veterans who had trampled many battlefields?

A single cavalryman might not be much of a threat, but when they appeared and coordinated in a group, no bandit would be able to stand against them.

Pu pu pu!

Spears shot out like venomous snakes pouncing at their preys. The bandits in the region were flicked into the air by the spears, and a swift cold gleam of light would claim their lives.

Fresh blood splattered onto the ground, and cries of agony filled the air.

In this moment, the arrogant bandits had become nothing more than preys for the group of seven.

In a short moment, more than twenty bandits had already died in the first charge, whereas on the other hand, Wang Chong and his group hadn't suffered the slightest injury.

This was the might of Great Tang's cavalry.

Even the chief and the military advisor of the Iron Cloak Highwayman standing behind the frontlines were caught off-guard. They had expected to see some losses, but they still couldn't help but frown upon seeing this sight.
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"Kill them!"

"Don't let those fellows get away! We are in a numerical advantage, we'll be able to kill them even if we were to just stack ourselves on them!"

"Charge!"...

The sudden loss of twenty men had triggered the bandits' ferocity. As men who had danced around death, they were used to bloodshed.

If Wang Chong had hundreds of men behind him, they might still have had some reservations. However, the other party only numbered a mere seven. No matter how strong they were, they couldn't possibly stand against a group of seven hundred.

In the next instant, the hundreds of bandits immediately collapsed onto Wang Chong’s force, stifling their movement space.

Even if they had to resort to attrition warfare, they were determined to kill the men before them.

"What do we do?"

Looking at the dense group of men slowly crowding them, Bai SIling turned to Wang Chong worriedly. At the same time, her sword flew swiftly to slaughter the bandits who got into proximity, and the halo beneath the hooves of her steed was also emitting occasional shockwaves to knock the bandits away.

Bai Siling was a True Martial realm expert, on par with Marquess Yi and Wang Zhuyan. However, even someone like her felt a huge pressure from the tight encirclement. Her clear forehead was filled with perspiration, and her stamina and Origin Energy were swiftly declining as well.

"Don't panic!" Wang Chong said calmly as his eyes keenly observed the movements in the surroundings.

Of the group of seven, he was indubitably the weakest, being still at Origin Energy realm. But before a desperate situation, Wang Chong was the only one who could calmly come up with countermeasures to deal with each and every situation. Deep in his bones, he was already used to being surrounded by enemies.

And besides, the chaos could be used to their advantage, as well.

For one, it would make it difficult for others to guard against his "Sword Qi of Slaughter".

Forefinger, middle finger, ring finger... Wang Chong's ten fingers moved consecutively to shoot out powerful sword qi, one after the other. Each of them accurately struck a bandit's glabella, neck, or heart.

More often than not, Wang Chong's sword qi seemed to be directed toward a certain bandit, when it would abruptly curve at a critical juncture to strike the vitals of another bandit beside him.

The rapidly changing trajectory introduced unpredictability into Wang Chong's attacks, making his offense more fearsome than ever. Among the group of seven, perhaps only the strongest Bai Siling could match up to him in terms of kills.

"It's about time!"

Feeling the ever-changing movements of the bandits' encirclement formation, Wang Chong suddenly clenched his right fist and raised it up, leaving only his thumb to point to the sky.

Boom!

Just as the bandits were about to drown Wang Chong with their sea of people, a loud rumbling reminiscent of collapsing mountains suddenly reverberated behind them. The five cavalrymen of Section 2 had taken action!

Boom! Covering the distance of fifty zhang in just a few moments, the five cavalrymen of Section 2 charged right into the sea of bandits with an incredible momentum, piercing through their formation like a sharp blade.

History repeated itself. Before the furious momentum of the charging cavalrymen, the bandits were either knocked flying, flung into the air, or jolted away by their martial halos.

A charging cavalryman could no longer be gauged by his current cultivation realm. In terms of strength, his prowess should be notched up at least three realms.

At the very least, before they decelerated, there was not a single person among the bandits who could dull their edge.

"AHHHHH!"...

Loud cries echoed endlessly amidst the bandits. The encirclement which had just barely closed on Wang Chong's group was abruptly torn apart and ripped to shreds.

"Let's go!"

As five cavalrymen of Section 2 tore through the encirclement of the bandits, they swiftly merged together with the other seven men from Section 1, forming one larger group.

With a might reminiscent of a majestic dragon, they furiously tore through the bandits' defense line as they escaped from the other end of their formation, leaving behind heaps of corpses in their wake as they headed down onto the main road.

"Damn it! Don't let those bastards escape!"

"Chase them!"

"Slaughter them!"...

The bandits immediately panicked. So many of their own had died, and yet their opponents were escaping without a single casualty?

How could the bandits tolerate that!?

Hulala!

A huge congregation of bandits followed closely behind Wang Chong and the others as they charged out of the encirclement. The mounted bandits took to the front lines to lead the group, pursuing their enemies closely.

In a charge consisting of ten cavalrymen and two children, more than forty of their comrades had died! On the other hand, the other party didn't suffer the slightest casualty at all!

The chief and the military advisor behind the bandits frowned silently.

Even though they had intended to use the soldiers to help instill discipline into the bandits and test the strength of their opponent, a heaviness still weighed on their hearts as they saw so many bandits die in a momentary encounter.

"Those cavalrymen possess astounding fighting prowess!" Iron Cloak Li flexed his right arm as black chainmail vaguely appeared within his Stellar Energy.

"The true might of cavalry only shows through in a charge. That's the reason why we devoted our efforts into retaining the others in the forest." Zhou An replied calmly, stroking his beard. He pondered for a moment before remarking with slight admiration, "However, this group of cavalrymen is indeed far more formidable than the other one that we cornered."

"An incompetent soldier hinders himself, but an incompetent commander hinders an entire team.” Soldiers displayed different prowess under different commanders.

Under a defensive and conservative commander, a soldier might appear to be more wary and cowardly. Under a brave and decisive commander, the soldier would be brave and valiant.

A commander's disposition could easily influence the tone of the team.

And the cavalrymen under Wang Chong's lead were clearly vastly different from those under Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu's lead.

It seems like he's the one, such a thought flashed across Zhou An's mind.

"Chief, just forty of our bandit brothers there won't be a match for him. Let's send another sixty of our highwayman brothers over!" Zhou An turned around and said to the brawny man standing atop the boulder.

Those who were worthy of being called "brothers" by Zhou An were only those who were originally from the Iron Cloak Highwaymen. Dispatching forty bandits and sixty highwaymen from their side, not to mention the assistance from the other bandits and highwaymen from other bands, was a force far beyond Wang Chong's current group of twelve. In a sense, this reflected how highly Zhou An viewed Wang Chong and his men.

"Un," Iron Cloak Li nodded silently in response.

In the next instant, with a loud roar, sixty highwaymen whipped their horses, and circumventing the huge sea of people, they suddenly appeared from the right side of the forest and galloped onto the main road.

The strength and horsemanship of these highwaymen were at a competent level, on par with most official armies. With their numbers, they were more than capable of crushing Wang Chong's group.

"They are pursuing us!"

A huge cloud of dust rolled from the ground under the furious galloping of the many steeds. Bai Siling had been keeping track of the movements behind them all this while. Their enemies seemed to have brought in reinforcements. Many huge, full-bearded Turks and Goguryeon, as well as the smaller but ferocious Tibetans, had joined the pursuit.

By this moment, a significant proportion of the crowd had already lagged behind, but there were still around a hundred pursuers hot on their tails. At the forefront were the highwaymen, and while most of the bandits were trailing behind them, they weren't too far away.

Honestly speaking, this was the first time Bai Siling had ever faced such a situation, so she couldn't help but feel nervous. At this moment, her palms were already drenched with cold sweat.

Bai Siling knew that if the other party caught up with them, there would be no way they could deal with so many people at once!

"Don't panic! There are only eighty to ninety of them, and they aren't as organized or disciplined as an official army. They won't pose any threat to us!" Wang Chong said calmly.

The armies he had led was able to emerge victorious even against foreign invaders several times this number, let alone a mishmash of people forcefully put together.

On the battlefield by Great Tang's border, it wasn't too rare for one to face such a huge disparity in numbers. The only reason why Bai Siling was nervous was that she was simply too inexperienced. In the midst of a chaotic battlefield where the tides of battle could change at any moment, what did mere numbers count as?

"Chase them! They won't be able to get away!"

"Even if I have to pursue you lot to the end of the world, I'll surely catch you!"

"Hahaha, that woman is mine. Don't any of you dare to steal her from me!"

"Kill them!"...

Loud bellows echoed in the area. Seeing Wang Chong and his group fleeing so pathetically, their pursuers burst out laughing.

Neighhhh!

After fleeing a dozen of li away, all of a sudden, the loud and powerful call of steeds echoed from the right side of the main road. Before the stunned gazes of the bandits and highwaymen, a large group of cavalrymen abruptly charged down from the forest and cut into the space in between the bandits and the highwaymen.

Hong long long!

With the momentum built up from a downward charge, the cavalrymen were moving with a force far surpassing one possible on flat grounds.

What kind of tiger was the most fearsome? A tiger descending from the mountains!

Similarly, what kind of cavalrymen were the scariest? Cavalrymen dominating the high grounds!

It was as if an avalanche was crashing down on them, an immense force far beyond their control!

Boom!

Dozens of bandits and highwaymen were knocked out by the cavalrymen whom Wang Chong had planted beforehand before they could even react.

"AHHHH!"

Blood-curdling screams filled the space as the long formation of bandits and highwaymen were cut through by ten cavalrymen, and more than thirty people died under the momentum of the charge and the brandishing of spears.

In an instant, chaos was introduced into the orderly formation.

"This is the time, retaliate!"

The window of opportunity only opened for an instant. Just as the highwaymen and bandits descended into chaos, Wang Chong abruptly pulled his steed back. With the remaining twenty Great Tang cavalrymen appearing behind him at this instant, he immediately reversed his direction and led the thirty cavalrymen in a charge toward the bandits and highwaymen.
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Hong long long!

The earth trembled and mountains shook. It was impossible to describe the furious might of thirty Great Tang cavalrymen charging in an arrow formation as they slaughtered their way through the bandits and highwaymen.

The neighing of the horses was intermixed with desperate screams, dull collisions between bodies, crisp fracturing of bones... It was nothing short of an extremely gruesome scene.

In just a short moment, more than twenty highwaymen suffered great fractures and were knocked into the air by the force of the charge.

At this moment, the disparity between a normal horse and a military war steed was shown very clearly. Be it in terms of strength, endurance, or bulk, the military war steeds were far superior to the tamed horses of those highwaymen.

At the same time, the purpose of Wang Chong in luring the highwaymen and bandits onto the main path, and stretching their formation out narrow and long was also showing through.

Typically, the full might of cavalry could only be displayed in vast plains. However, for a small platoon such as Wang Chong's, a narrow area like this would prove to be be more effective instead.

The main path was only sufficiently wide to allow six war steeds to pass through simultaneously. No matter how numerous the highwaymen and bandits were, only six of them would be able to face off with Wang Chong's troops at any given time. This had placed them in an advantageous situation, especially considering the superior strength and coordination of the Great Tang soldiers.

Neighhhhh!

With the collapse of the frontline, the highwaymen had already lost the momentum to rival Wang Chong's troops. At the current moment, they were no different from weeds standing in a straight line, waiting to be reaped.

Pu pu pu!

The spears of the thirty Great Tang cavalrymen swiftly pierced and retracted from the highwaymen standing in their path, and on an average, each highwayman would suffer around six to seven stabs. Wherever they stormed through, gruesome corpses with holes punched right through them would be left behind.

This seemed to be perfectly normal for Wang Chong and the thirty cavalrymen, but to Bai Siling, who had never witnessed such a scene before, this was completely unimaginable.

On the other hand, for the bandits and highwaymen, the thirty Great Tang cavalrymen were no different from machines of slaughter. Watching as the cavalrymen slowly approached them, it felt like an intangible noose was slowly tightening on their necks. They were in a nightmare they couldn't wake up from!

Before long, the forty highwaymen in the forefront were reduced to corpses lying along the road. Crimson blood and pieces of flesh were splattered all over the area.

One should never gauge a sizeable cavalry force just by its numbers. On flat plains with limited obstacles, it was possible for an army of 10,000 cavalry to subdue an army of 300,000 infantry.

Those who failed to understand this much would only find themselves crushed.

"Kill!"

Before the sixty Iron Cloak highwaymen behind could react, Wang Chong's thirty cavalrymen had already merged together with the ten cavalrymen planted on the slope previously.

With the addition of another ten cavalrymen, Wang Chong's already powerful force was bolstered even more.

Hong long!

Without any hesitation, Wang Chong's forty cavalrymen continued charging ferociously into the group of sixty highwaymen. From the start of the retaliation to this point, barely a few seconds had passed.

Neighhhh!

Steeds collided with steeds, and spear clashed with sabers. The same sight replayed once more. The mounted members of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen were stronger than the other highwaymen stationed at the forefront, nearly matching up to the might of official soldiers of Great Tang.

Nevertheless, that didn't hinder the fact that they were still weaker than Wang Chong's group. On an intense battlefield, that would spell a huge difference in the ultimate outcome.

Boom! With the collision of war steeds, several horses and their riders were knocked several zhang into the air as if they were completely weightless.

And despite their attempts to maneuver in midair, sharp spears would shoot through the air to pierce through their vitals before they could fall back to the ground.

The falling rain of blood brought a shade of crimson to the brilliant orange glow of the rising sun.

As strong and fierce as the highwaymen were, they were still no match for the well-trained Great Tang cavalry.

Peng peng peng peng!

As the spears shot out like vipers, the highwaymen fell one after another with resounding dull thuds. It was a simple fighting tactic, but it was far more effective than profound and exquisite martial arts at the moment.

"Escape!"

"Retreat! Retreat!"

"We fell into their trap, we need to regroup!"...

Frightened voices resounded across the entire road.

The sixty Iron Cloak highwaymen were significantly stronger than their peers, but nevertheless, they only barely managed to hold a moment longer before the collapse of their formation.

This utter defeat had destroyed them both physically and spiritually, wiping out any thought of retaliation from their minds.

This was how big the gap was!

Di da da!

Looking at how utterly the frontline had collapsed under the enemy's charge, the bandits and highwaymen behind swiftly turned around and fled.

"Charge!" A cold glint flashed across Wang Chong's eyes as he bellowed decisively.

On the battlefield, an army retreating out of fear was one of greatest mistakes that could ever be committed.

Theoretically speaking, even if one was on the horseback as well, they should at least be able to maintain a fixed gap from their enemies, which represented a chance that they might at least be able to outlast their pursuers and successfully get away. However, reality wasn't as simple as that.

Speed had to be built up. The group that began the charge first would always be at a decisive advantage in terms of speed.

In this case, Wang Chong's party was already at a considerable speed, and the fleeing highwaymen had to start accelerating from zero. This meant that the speed of the highwaymen wouldn't be able to compete with Wang Chong and his group for several vital seconds.

Furthermore, considering the chaos during their flight, the bandits and highwaymen were likely to block each other's paths, thus making it even more unlikely for them to escape.

"AHHH!"

Tragic screams sounded as the Great Tang cavalrymen tore through the fleeing crowd. The spears in their hands moved swiftly to strike down every enemy that came into their range, destroying everything that was in their path.

Pu pu pu!

One, two, three... ten... twenty...

Just like that, it felt as if hell had materialized on that short road of thirty zhang. The bandits and highwaymen fled as if they were pursued by demons, and those who lagged behind were viciously slaughtered.

At some point, a few highwaymen decided that they wouldn't survive in such a manner and attempted to turn around and stand their ground, perhaps dragging down a few souls down with them. However, what they were met with was a dense assembly of spear tips instead.

"Hurry, let's flee to the slope!"

Finally, someone realized that it was impossible for them to rival Wang Chong on the main road. Thus, he led the pack up the mountainous slope with dense undergrowth.

"Charge!"

Without thinking, the Great Tang cavalrymen also prepared to charge into the forest to pursue them.

"Stop! Let them escape!" Wang Chong raised his hand and spoke forcefully.

The cavalrymen immediately stopped their movements and backed out from the mountain forest.

Obeying commands!

This was the most basic discipline expected of a soldier.

The capability Wang Chong had displayed had won everyone's trust. At this moment, everyone already regarded him as their true commander, not just one assigned to them by the royal court.

"It's unwise to drive a cornered dog up the wall. They are just a few highwaymen and bandits, they won't pose much of a threat. Let them go!" Wang Chong said nonchalantly as he pulled on his reins.

His expression was composed, and wisdom was reflected in his eyes. Despite the hot-blooded charge just a moment ago, an air of calm seemed to permeate him.

Perhaps even Wang Chong himself was unaware of it, but at this moment, he seemed more like an experienced general instead of a sixteen-year-old youth.

"Yes, lord!" the group replied in harmony. Their expressions and movements were respectful, reminiscent to how one would behave before a high-ranked commander in the army.

At the same time, it suddenly dawned on them that the battle had ended. Other than the few bandits and highwaymen who managed to escape, the others who had pursued them were already utterly destroyed.

The forty zhang stretch of road behind them was perhaps what one would term as a living sight of hell. Turks, Tibetans, Goguryeons, Han, Arabs, Persians... corpses of bandits and highwaymen of differing ethnicities and origins were littered around the area. Carcasses of dead horses, torn limbs, ripped intestines... truly a horrible sight.

Fresh blood oozing out from the corpses slowly crept down the road, tainting as much ground as it could reach. An overwhelming stench of blood wafted in the area, threatening nausea to those unaccustomed to it.

Owehh!

Bai Siling was still oblivious to this all in the midst of the battle, but as soon as it ended, everything just struck her all at once, and she couldn't help but feel a surge of nausea. As powerful and strong-willed as she was, she was still a lady.

How could she have ever seen such a brutal sight?

Bai Siling's body trembled. The overwhelming stench of blood was persistently provoking her senses, stoking her disgust.

Hua!

She swiftly leapt off her horse, ran to the side of the road, and began vomiting violently. Everything that she had eaten in the past day poured out of her.

Even tears were threatening to fall from her eyes from the immense discomfort.

"This is your first time, isn't it? It'll be fine once you get used to it," an impassive voice sounded behind her. Unknowing to her, Wang Chong was already standing behind her.

Even the strongest of women had a weak side to them. This was the first time Wang Chong had seen such an unseemly side to Bai Siling.

"How are you doing that?" Bai Siling tried to hold in her repulsion, but another surge of nausea welled up in her in the next moment, and she vomited yet another mouthful of stomach acid.

"What do you mean?" Wang Chong was taken aback by Bai Siling's question.

Kneeling feebly on the ground, Bai Siling asked, "How are you doing that? Why aren't you vomiting before this?" 

Wang Chong was stunned by the sudden question. When encountering death for the first time, one would find an instinctive surge of repulsion welling up within them.

Of course, Wang Chong was no exception to the rule. Just that, this was not his first time.

His thoughts drifted to a faraway place along with Bai Siling's words.
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In his previous life, he was a gentle and kind person who had never even killed a chicken before, needless to say, a man.

But humans change.

If the world could create a man, there should be little to doubt that it could change him, too.

In his previous life, in his days of wandering, Wang Chong caught the eye of a few elders of the military and was groomed by them. It was in those days that Wang Chong first killed a man.

When he saw the mixture of red and white spilling out of that man's head, he nearly spewed his guts out. He fared worse than what Bai Siling was going through now.

But as he watched his comrades and brothers fell one after another, and his familiar homeland vanishing amidst blazing flames, Wang Chong never vomited again.

After discharging the weakness within him, all that was left in Wang Chong's heart was strength.

All of this, Wang Chong was unwilling to reveal to Bai Siling.

Recalling the mission he shouldered, as well as the consequences should he fail, everything, be it his honor, pride, or emotions, seemed like nothing in comparison.

Standing behind Bai Siling, Wang Chong spoke slowly. "Siling, the reason why I won't vomit is because there are things that are more important to me than those detached limbs on the ground. If we had failed to destroy the bandits and highwaymen, the ones who would be lying there would be us, Xu Gan, and Huang Yongtu!" 

Bai Siling froze for an instant before gradually lifting her head. Looking at the determination on the young man's face, it was as if something had suddenly struck a chord in her heart.

In that instant, the repulsion and discomfort she felt alleviated significantly.

"Let's go, time waits for no one. Xu Gan, Huang Yongtu, and the others are still waiting for us!" Saying those words, Wang Chong offered a hand to Bai Siling.

Bai Siling subconsciously grabbed Wang Chong's hand, and from it, she felt a feeling of reliability and support she had never experienced before.

For that short instant, she felt a deep connection to the nonchalant young man before her.

Jya!

Getting back onto their steeds, Wang Chong and Bai Siling, with a ferocious group of forty cavalrymen behind them, galloped back to where the remaining bandits and highwaymen were.

---

"Chief, chief!"

"Bad news!"

Two highwaymen emerged from the right side of the forest, and upon coming into proximity with Iron Cloak Li, they leapt down from the back of their steeds, swiftly ran up to him, and knelt down before him fearfully.

"Our brothers have been killed..."

"Speak clearly, how many have been killed? Where are the others?" Iron Cloak Li's face darkened as he gazed at the duo from above.

"All of them! They are all dead! We are the only two survivors!" the two Iron Cloak highwaymen reported, their faces pale with fright.

On this stretch of road to Longxi, the members of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen were known to be tough and vicious men who did not fear death. But in just a short instant, their courage had been crushed completely.

Forty bandits and sixty highwaymen, a group totaling a hundred people, and yet they were massacred in just a few moments.

On the other hand, not a single man from Wang Chong's side had died yet.

The fear they felt wasn't remotely imaginable for those who hadn't been put through the same situation.

"WHAT!"

As soon as those two spoke, peng peng, they were immediately knocked flying. Retracting his palm, Iron Cloak Li's face looked incredibly awful.

Even though he and Zhou An didn't follow the group in the operation, they had been keeping tabs on the situation. When they first heard the deafening roar from afar, they had already realized that something had gone wrong.

But in his point of view, given that the men he had dispatched were remarkable experts with top-notch horsemanship skills, they should have been able to flee even if they were no match for the enemy.

Perhaps, they might even be able to kill a few of them while fleeing.

But yet, the hundred subordinates he had dispatched were cleanly wiped out except for two of them. This had far surpassed Iron Cloak Li's expectations.

In fact, he felt like these two men were intentionally released by the other party to mock him, and this further enraged him.

 Turning to the military advisor beside him, Iron Cloak Li asked, "Zhou An, how are preparations on your side?"

"I still need some time. Considering how wary that fellow is, I have to ensure that the preparations are thorough," Zhou An replied with an equally awful look.

The Iron Cloak Highwaymen had many members, but having a hundred of their men killed in a single battle was still a huge loss.

The only consolation to them was that most of the bandits killed were those who had just joined them. When new bandits appeared after some time, they would be able to replenish their numbers.

On the other hand, the death of the sixty highwaymen was indeed a little regretful. But what would come as a relief was that they were one of the weaker groups in the Iron Cloak Highwaymen, and only a couple of them had reached the True Martial realm.

From that aspect, despite suffering significant damage, the core of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen was still intact, so it wouldn't be too difficult for them to recover from this blow.

"Un," Iron Cloak Li nodded. He clenched his fists tightly, and ominous cracking sounds echoed in the forest,"When you're done, I shall personally tear those fellows apart!"

To date, the Iron Cloak Highwaymen had yet to suffer any significant damage, but in a single breath, Wang Chong's group had massacred over a hundred of his men.

Iron Cloak Li had to admit that he had underestimated the forty Great Tang cavalrymen. In terms of fighting prowess, they were definitely far above those fellows whom they had trapped on the slope.

But with his actions, Wang Chong had truly provoked Iron Cloak Li. If the latter had only been intending to use him to win the loyalty of his men just a moment ago, at this current moment, Wang Chong had become a figure he was determined to kill at all cost.

"Once everything is ready, I'll eradicate you along with those trapped on the slope!" Iron Cloak Li spat with quivering fury.

In his view, those who were on the slope were like birds in a cage. The only reason why he hadn't slaughtered them yet was to tie Wang Chong and the others down, and prevent them from leaving.

Di da da!

At that moment, the flurried clopping of hooves echoed from the distance, and a long trail of dust could be seen extending to the horizon.

Turning at the corner, with Wang Chong at the forefront and Bai Siling beside him, the forty Great Tang cavalrymen appeared before everyone's eyes in a neat formation.

Boom!

When Wang Chong's group reappeared with their numbers still whole, a resounding cheer abruptly echoed up the slope.

Zhang Lin, Xu Gan, Huang Yongtu, and all of the Great Tang cavalrymen stood up in agitation.

No matter what kind of conflict they had before, none of those mattered at this very moment. Amidst the despair they were in, Wang Chong's reappearance signified a ray of hope. Their bodies began trembling uncontrollably in agitation.

"Inconceivable!"

"He really succeeded!"

"Did they really just kill a hundred highwaymen and bandits?"

"They did, and with all forty of their men intact, not a single casualty at all!"...

From the point when only two of the original group of hundred returned, the group trapped at the slope had already known the outcome.

But no one could have guessed there would not be a single casualty among the forty cavalrymen in that operation.

"This is completely unbelievable, how did that fellow do it?" Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu muttered in astonishment under their breath, staring at Wang Chong and the forty cavalrymen appearing from the valley road.

Having fought the highwaymen and bandits themselves, they had a concrete understanding of their strength. Just the fact that more than sixteen of the military veterans had ended up falling into an eternal rest here was more than sufficient to reflect their might.

But despite dragging a trail of more than a hundred highwaymen and bandits away, Wang Chong and his men managed to eliminate every single one of them without suffering any damage.

Such an outcome could already be considered as a miracle.

Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu questioned themselves, but they realized that there was no way they could have achieved the same if put in the same circumstances.

For the first time, they found themselves deeply impressed by the capability that Wang Chong had shown.

"Lad, report your name! Who are you?" a clear and resounding voice echoed amidst the huge group of bandits and highwaymen.

Chaos broke out momentarily among the crowd as they moved to open up a path. At the very end of this path, the chief of the Iron Cloak Highwayman, Iron Cloak Li, could be seen standing atop a boulder.

That towering eight chi tall figure exerted a huge pressure even from such a long distance away. Since Wang Chong's return, his cold gaze had been fixated on the young man.

At this moment, the surroundings were completely silent. All fighting had paused momentarily, and hundreds of gazes gathered on Wang Chong. Even Zhang Lin, Xu Gan, and the others had their eyes on him.

An unprecedented heavy air loomed in the area.

Di da!

Before the hundreds of gazes, Wang Chong galloped forward slowly without the slightest hint of fear.

"Iron Cloak Highwayman, how brazen you are to dare to attack the army of Great Tang! Do you know the outcome of making an enemy out of the royal court?" Ignoring Iron Cloak Li, Wang Chong's gaze swept across the other bandits and highwaymen in the area instead.

"What a joke! You came knocking our doors, wrecking everything in your path. Who knows how many bandits have died in your hands, and you still expect us to surrender without resistance? If officials can kill bandits, the reverse is naturally true as well!" Iron Cloak Li roared furiously as an air of arrogance drifted around him.

"Hmph! Despite robbing and murdering innocent merchants, you still wish to claim the moral high ground? Officials clear bandits to maintain order in the world, that is an act of justice, and it should naturally be done. Otherwise, are we to allow scum like you to rampage as you please?

"I believe you should be well aware of the prowess of the military at this point. Even with just forty of us, we were able to easily clear a hundred of you without the slightest casualty. Do you think that you can really rival the armies of the royal court? I advise you to give up on what you are doing and lay down your blades before it's too late!" Wang Chong said as he gazed sharply at the crowd. These words accompanied with his previous accomplishments formed a heavy pressure crushing down on the bandits and highwaymen in the area.

In an instant, the area fell silent.

The entire field of bandits and highwaymen found themselves suppressed by Wang Chong's overpowering disposition. Unknowingly, a hint of fear and apprehension had risen within them as they faced the young man before them, and for a moment, they weren't able to find a word to say.
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"Haha, gongzi sure has a sharp tongue. However, if we feared the laws of the royal court, we wouldn't have resorted to banditry in the first place. Since this is the path we have pursued, we are already prepared to lose our heads at any moment. Given such, why do we have to fear the military?

"Besides, this isn't the first time we have slaughtered soldiers. Surely our brothers don't think there's a path of return anymore?"

Standing beside Iron Cloak Li, Zhou An had suddenly spoken up. The young man's disposition was simply too strong. With just a few words, he had revived the morale of his brothers, who had spent their days living alongside blood and death.

Zhou An knew that if he didn't reverse the momentum at this moment, something disastrous might really just happen.

"Speaking of which, it sure is surprising how gongzi knows so much about us bandits, despite your young age. If I'm not mistaken, no one has escaped from your hands before, am I right? And the hundred men from before as well, you were able to slaughter them without the slightest hesitation, too. I sure am impressed that there's still a figure like you in the capital.

"Looks like our brothers should really try to keep our distance from gongzi!"

"That fellow sure is incredible!" With just a swift glance of the crowd, Wang Chong could tell that the military advisor had succeeded in bringing the hearts of the bandits and highwaymen back to their side. Their eyes were still on Wang Chong, but they were now infused with hostility and killing intent instead.

"You must be the military advisor of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen, Zhou An."

Wang Chong galloped forward and stared deeply at the scholarly middle-aged man standing beside Iron Cloak Li in the distance. Even with the many malicious gazes on him, he still stood his ground firmly.

Even those cavalrymen who had followed Wang Chong along the way were slightly taken aback by the incredible disposition he commanded.

A slight wind blew, causing Wang Chong's robe to flutter slightly.

"How many secrets is that lad hiding on him?" Bai Siling stared at Wang Chong's upright back as ripples of doubt surfaced in her beautiful eyes.

She was acquainted with many young masters and successors of prestigious clans, and the Longwei Training Camp was filled with talents, as well.

However, none of them exuded the same feeling that Wang Chong gave her.

The air of a general!

Bai Siling rummaged furiously through her mind, and she eventually found an apt phrase to describe him. The disposition that Wang Chong was wearing at the moment felt like a majestic general who directed the tides of a battlefield with his words and gestures.

Before him, be it the hundreds of highwaymen and bandits, or the cavalrymen on their side, they felt as if their presences were being overshadowed by him.

Even Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu, who nursed their hostility toward him, couldn't help but have their eyes fixed on his every gesture.

And this was despite the fact that he was weaker than most of those who were standing here.

At this moment, Wang Chong was oblivious to the thoughts of those behind him. His entire attention was on the middle-aged military strategist before him.

"... You seem to be a learned man yourself. Why didn't you try for the examinations and contribute to the nation through your knowledge? Or did those books of Kong Meng open your eyes to banditry instead?"

"Hehe, there's no need for gongzi to worry about me. The chief saved my life, and I am indebted to him. It's my fortune to be trusted by him, and I am willing to offer my services to him. On the other hand, gongzi, surely you aren't so naive to think that you can save your comrades like that?"

"Just a word of advice, the only words that matter here are those from our chief. You need not waste your breath on me," Zhou An declared as he stroked his beard.

"Hahaha, lad, not bad at all. Seeing how you managed to kill a hundred of my men, you must be a quite a figure yourself. I'll give you a chance, then. Put down your weapons and surrender, and perhaps you might still be able to save your comrades. Otherwise, the only fate that will befall you and them is death!" Iron Cloak Li laughed loudly, his loud voice carrying clearly through the forest.

"The bandit over there, are you kidding with me? Put down our weapons? Wouldn't that simply hasten our deaths?" Wang Chong sneered coldly.

"There's no way around it, then. Since you are unwilling to put your weapons, the rest of your comrades will have to suffer the brunt of your decision. Attack!" Savagery replaced the smile on Iron Cloak Li's face as he raised his hand and pointed to Xu Gan, Huang Yongtu, and the others coldly.

Hong long!

The bandits and highwaymen who were on standby previously suddenly began moving, as if a giant war machine had suddenly come to life. Hong long long, the commotion caused by the simultaneous movement of five hundred bandits was imposing.

Neighhhhh!

The bandits charged at the forefront of the group, while the highwaymen followed behind them. At the same time, the archers behind also fired a dense multitude of arrows to cover them. In an instant, Xu Gan, Huang Yongtu, and the others found themselves drowned by attacks.

"This is bad!"

On the slope, the faces of Xu Gan, Huang Yongtu, and the others darkened. It was just a while ago that they had received the pills Wang Chong shot over through an arrow and barely rested for a moment when the Iron Cloak Highwayman decided to launch a decisive attack.

"Get up, quick!"

"Damn it!"

"You bastards, what are you doing? Put down your weapons! Are you intending to murder us?"

"Are you insane? We would die even faster if they were to put down their weapons!"

Huang Yongtu bellowed in an attempt to have Wang Chong and the others put down their weapons, but what he faced was Zhang Lin and Xu Gan's rage instead.

Huang Yongtu might be narrow-minded, but Xu Gan and Zhang Lin knew clearly that they would be truly doomed if Wang Chong's group were to lay down their weapons.

No one would be able to get out of here alive if that was the case.

"Prepare yourselves to fend them off! If our defense line crumbles, we'll gather our forces to charge out of the encirclement!" Zhang Lin hurriedly issued the orders.

With twenty-six True Martial realm cavalrymen on their side, they were still able to hold their ground for the time being.

"What do we do?" Bai Siling instinctively turned to Wang Chong and asked.

The Iron Cloak Highwayman's sudden attack had left Wang Chong's group in a panic as well.

"Don't panic, listen to my orders. Charge! We shall slaughter our way in! There's no need to hold back!" Wang Chong swiftly analyzed the situation calmly before raising his hand and bellowing furiously.

Hong long long! The cavalrymen immediately began on a fearsome charge into the Iron Cloak Highwayman.

"Kill them!"

"Kill them!"

With the momentum of a ferocious colossal beast, the forty cavalrymen charged right into the dense assembly of bandits and highwaymen.

The speed adn power of the military war steeds was far greater than the horses of the highwaymen. Before the first wave of bandits could even reach Xu Gan and the others, Wang Chong's group was already tearing through the crowd.

The same sight occurred once again!

Hong long!

Amidst screams of terror, dozens of bandits and highwaymen were knocked flying by the sheer force of the charge.

Pu pu pu pu!

Silver spears swept through the highwaymen and bandits like a torrential wave, felling them line by line. Before the fearsome might of an organized Great Tang army, the bandits and highwaymen stood no chance at all.

"Ahhhh! Get out of the way, quickly get out of the way! Those bastards are launching an attack!"

"Stop them! AHHH!"

"Let me through, don't block my path!"

"Save me! AHHH!"...

Wang Chong's charge happened too abruptly, as if it was decided on a whim. Furthermore, the speed of the charge was also faster than what most expected. Many of them could see it heading right toward them, but due to several reasons, they weren't able to react in time.

In just an instant, more groups of bandits and highwaymen had fallen, and torn limbs and pieces of flesh flew through the air.

With the compact might of a charge, the bandits and highwaymen in the front lines collapsed instantaneously, and like a domino effect, the collapse was swiftly spreading to the back as well.

It was utter pandemonium among the bandits and highwaymen.

Fear swiftly washed over the criminals. Many were screaming their lungs out as they pushed and shoved their way through their peers in an attempt to avoid the charge.

"Bastard!" Iron Cloak Li flew into a rage. Before they could cause any significant damage, Wang Chong's group had already slaughtered the group he had positioned on the east against them.

"Get the archers to turn their arrows to the east. On top of that, send a hundred of our brothers to coordinate with the other bandits and highwaymen to eliminate them!"

"Yes!" One of the leaders of the Iron Cloak Highwayman quickly moved out to carry out the orders.

Taking a good look at the situation, Zhou An couldn't help but smile bitterly. He knew that this fellow wouldn't be easy to deal with, but the true extent of things only struck him at this instant.

The might of the forty cavalrymen under Wang Chong was truly fearsome. Those who stood in their way were knocked several dozen zhang away without fail.

If they were to continue focusing their forces on the group up on the slope and neglect Wang Chong's group, even if the Iron Cloak Highwayman succeeded in the end, they would surely suffer huge losses.

"This is problematic!" Zhou An muttered with a bitter smile.

"Ignore the group on the slope for the moment. Those on the left wing head left, those on the right wing head right, we shall flank them from both ends! Make sure to stay off of the main road!" Zhou An immediately issued a series of commands to deal with the problem at hand.

Under Zhou An's leadership, order soon returned to the raiders. They immediately abandoned the main road in the center and dove into the trees by the sides to surround Wang Chong's group.

Zhou An's commands were effective. In just a few moments, he had already concluded that they were no match for Wang Chong on the open main road, and thus, he commanded his men to escape to the sides.

In complex terrain, a cavalry's charge would be severely impeded.

As long as they avoided the main bulk of the charge and attack from the flanks, there was a high chance they could suppress those cavalrymen.

"Retreat!"

Seeing the Iron Cloak Highwayman were about to complete their encirclement of his forces them, Wang Chong immediately raised his left fist and opened it up. In the next instant, the cavalrymen were split into two groups of twenty, one stationed at the front to escort Bai Siling away while the other one was sent to the back to cover the rear.

Seeing that the cavalrymen were about to escape from their encirclement, there were a few bandits who leapt in to slow them down. However, the vast disparity in strength made the results of their sacrifice minimal at best.

Neighhhh!

Under the furious charge of war steeds, just before the Iron Cloak Highwayman could close in on them, the cavalrymen managed to charge out of the encirclement.

The two groups finally combined together once more to form an organized formation. Turning around, they faced the dense group of Iron Cloak Highwayman behind them.

_______________

TL’s Notes:

Kong Meng refers to Kong Zi (Confucius) and Meng Zi (Menfucius), two famous philosophers of China. Great Tang's society operate mainly under Confucianism, so these two ancient sages were particularly revered in that era.
Just some interesting tidbit, different China dynasties function under different beliefs, and that influences the legal system and how the society operates. For example, Qin dynasty believes in legalism, and exceptionally harsh laws were implemented in that era.
Great Tang believes in legalism as well, but it is a far more toned down version than that of the Qin dynasty.
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In that instant, time seemed to stop.

The highwaymen and bandits who were charging for Wang Chong also halted. As ferocious as they were, they couldn't help but hesitate upon seeing the organized and complete formation the other party had put up. After all that had happened, a deep fear of the cavalrymen had already been instilled deep within them, preventing them from taking a step forward at this very moment.

An overwhelming stench of blood permeated the air. In this short encounter, the troops on Wang Chong's end were still unharmed, while sixty more members of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen had been reduced to lifeless corpses.

Truly, no rumors could compare with witnessing with one's own eyes!

Even though they had heard that a hundred of their peers had died at Wang Chong's hands, and it was common knowledge that official armies possessed might far surpassing ordinary highwaymen and bandits, the impact of this only struck them when they saw the short but powerful charge from Wang Chong's forty cavalrymen.

At that moment, they resembled demons who had crept out of the underworld, bringing with them a fearsome pressure.

Gudong!

The bandits and highwaymen subconsciously swallowed their saliva as fright colored their faces pale. Somehow, the unmoving formation of the cavalrymen seemed to instill more fear than their charge had.

Despite their years on the west road, they had never considered the possibility that seven hundred bandits and highwaymen would be outmatched by forty Great Tang cavalrymen.

These fellows... are too strong!, flashed across the minds of many of them.

Unknowingly, the bandits found themselves taking a step back.

After witnessing the other party's furious cavalry charge, they no longer found security in staying within a group.

"This is great!"

"I didn't expect that fellow to be so formidable!"

"It seems like we have been underestimating him from the start. It is impossible for a peasant-born to possess such a deep understanding of warfare. My eyes have truly failed me this time. He is definitely a member of a general's clan, and an extremely prestigious one at that!"

"White-hoofed Shadow... Bai Siling was right! Who in the world is that fellow?"...

On the slope, Xu Gan, Huang Yongtu, and the other surviving Great Tang cavalrymen found themselves speechless with shock. Had they not witnessed this scene personally, they would have found it difficult to believe that the group of cavalrymen the other party was commanding was similar to theirs.

The power of the charge and the fighting prowess displayed was simply too astonishing!

They actually managed to quell an attack by the five hundred-man strong Iron Cloak Highwaymen, and forced the raiders to turn their attention back to them, instead!

This was inconceivable to them...

And all of this was done under Wang Chong's command. The composure, wits, and decisiveness he had shown had left an even deeper impression on them than the charge itself.

Before, the duo had been taunting and making things difficult for him out of disdain for his lowly standing as a peasant from Kunwu Training Camp. But at this very moment, how could they dare to continue harboring such thoughts in their mind?

There was no one in Longwei and Shenwei who could bring out the strength of forty cavalrymen to the extent he had, no one at all.

This was an unimaginable feat that was far beyond them.

At this moment, the duo had a very strong feeling that Wang Chong was a scion from the capital, and one from a very prestigious clan at that.

But given their connections in the capital, it was bizarre how they didn't know of the latter.

"Who in the world is this fellow?" Xu Gan muttered to himself while standing beneath a crimson maple tree whose trunk was filled with innumerable holes. After witnessing all that had happened, he suddenly found himself deeply curious of Wang Chong's affairs.

"Bastard!"

At this moment, the person who was the most furious was none other than the chief of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen, Iron Cloak Li. Taking into account the highwaymen and bandits who had died earlier, Wang Chong's group of forty had already killed two hundred of his men.

There was no doubt that this was a huge blow to them!

Even though a huge portion of those who had died were those who had just joined his forces, the fact did little to quench his rage.

"Zhou An, are we ready yet?" Iron Cloak Li spoke with a deep voice, seemingly trying to suppress his rage, as he glared furiously at Wang Chong.

"It'll still take a while longer." Zhou An replied with a grim expression. He also felt very uncomfortable with this turn of events. From a certain point of view, this was a failure of his as well. "Chief, rest assured. When our preparations are ready, they will be cornered like rats in a trap. By then, you will be able to deal with them as you please. But before that, I have to ask you to be patient for a while longer."

"Hmph, I'll give you some more time then!" Iron Cloak Li clenched his fists tightly and suppressed his impulses.

Zhou An was a close aide of his, and he had always trusted him deeply. But the losses they had suffered this time were simply too huge. Even if they were to win this battle, this stain on his reputation might pose a threat to the legitimacy of his leadership in the future.

A light wind blew, and silence continued to linger in the surroundings.

An incredibly tense atmosphere loomed in the area. Everyone was assessing one another warily, and it seemed as if a huge battle could break out at any moment soon.

At this moment, Iron Cloak Li had already dispatched all of the True Martial realm experts by his side into the battle. He couldn't tolerate any more losses.

Unknowingly, everyone's attention became centered on Wang Chong, thus giving Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu's group the chance to catch a breather from the battle.

Coo coo!

At this point, something occurred. Before everyone's eyes, a white object suddenly appeared, and a white dove abruptly swooped down from the sky.

In that instant, the atmosphere suddenly turned peculiar.

Peng!

Before the dove could land, a steel arrow suddenly pierced through the dove's body. Backtracking the trajectory of the arrow, a highwayman could be seen lowering his bow.

"It's a letter from the royal court!" Upon seeing the golden band on the dove's right leg, Lieutenant Zhang Lin's face immediately tensed. He swiftly flicked his horse whip out to grab the carcass of the dove and pulled it back to his side.

"Lieutenant Zhang, what is written on it?"

"Is the royal court sending in reinforcements for us?"

Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu turned to Lieutenant Zhang with anxious expressions. Wang Chong and Bai Siling also turned their eyes over as well.

It had been many days since they had received any news from the royal court.

Zhang Lin retrieved the gilded bamboo container from the dove's legs and carefully took out a note from within. Unfolding the note, he read it.

"It's the second mission from the royal court." After reading the content of the note, a bitter smile surfaced on Zhang Lin.

"Ah?" Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu were stunned. They were receiving their second mission at such a time?

"Lieutenant Zhang, what is the mission?" Xu Gan asked anxiously. When he saw Zhang Lin's expression after reading the letter, he suddenly had an ominous premonition.

"You should take a look yourself." Zhang Lin passed the note over to Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu, and swiftly, complex emotions rippled on their faces as well.

A few simple lines were written on the letter, "For the second mission, the Sixth Unit will be tasked with eradicating Iron Cloak Li and his band."

"What kind of joke is this?" Huang Yongtu roared furiously as he crumpled the note in his hand and tossed it on the floor. "Are they intending to kill us by assigning us with such a mission at this time? Look at the innumerable bandits and highwaymen around us, do they think that we can deal with so many people with our small group? Not to mention, Iron Cloak Li is a powerful expert whom even Lieutenant Li does not rival!

"What kind of mission is this?"

"Huang Yongtu, watch your words! Are you trying to discredit the royal court?" Xu Gan warned him with a sharp voice.

"The hell, I am already in such a desperate situation, do you think that I care about that nonsense?" Huang Yongtu roared as his face warped in fury.

Who knew how much longer they could hold on? They were still safe at the moment, but they were still knee-deep in danger. There was still a possibility that they could be reduced to pieces in the next moment.

Being kept on the brink of death was even more frightening than death itself!

"Lord, calm down," Zhang Lin said with a bitter smile. "The royal court is likely to be unaware that we are surrounded by the Iron Cloak Highwaymen at the moment. Besides, given the long distance between where we are and the capital, there is no way they could have known that the Iron Cloak Highwaymen has grown to be seven hundred men strong."

Peng!

Frustrated, Huang Yongtu smashed his fist into a nearby tree trunk, and blood flowed from his fist. While Zhang Lin's words were likely to be the truth, it did little to alleviate the negativity he was feeling.

"At the current moment, our greatest hope lies with the remaining two lords. It's fortunate that they aren't surrounded by the enemy forces yet. Furthermore, the other lord seems to be adept in military tactics, as well. He has a good grasp of timing and formations, so there's a chance that he might get us out of this desperate situation," Zhang Lin said as his gaze fell on Wang Chong.

It had been some time since he became the commander-in-charge of these eighty cavalrymen. There was no change in the members nor the steeds; just the change in the commander had made a world's difference in the strength and disposition of the soldiers.

This was the positive influence that a competent commander would bring to his team!

To be honest, Zhang Lin didn't think much of his life. While it would be regretful for him to die here at the hands of bandits and highwaymen, he understood a day like this might come when he became a soldier.

On the other hand, he could see the great potential that the young lord before him possessed. With such wits and charisma, if he could be tempered by numerous battlefields, he would eventually grow to become an outstanding general who could shield Great Tang under his wings.

This kind of talent was something Great Tang needed!

If his death was inevitable, the least he hoped for was for the young lord to escape from here alive, by hook or by crook!



                                                                        Chapter 349: Suspicions! 

                                                                                
"Lieutenant Zhang, what was written on the arrow that Siling shot over just now?" Xu Gan suddenly asked.

Bai Siling had shot an arrow with a white cloth on it previously. Other than a few pills wrapped within it, there seemed to be some words written on the cloth itself as well.

But after distributing the pills to the injured personnel, Zhang Lin spoke not a word about the contents of the message.

"This... sigh. Actually, the note was written by the young lord over there. He emphasized for me not to show anyone the note, and that I should only show it to you after we successfully escape from here. Written on it is an escape plan, and it’s probably our only chance at survival," Zhang Lin replied with a bitter smile.

"Oh? Even we are disallowed from looking at it?" Xu Gan asked in astonishment.

"Un," Zhang Lin nodded.

Xu Gan fell silent. A moment later, a thought suddenly came to his mind, and he subconsciously turned to look at Huang Yongtu. The only reason he could think of why Wang Chong would want to hide the plan from them was that he distrusted Huang Yongtu. He didn't think that Huang Yongtu was a reliable man.

"Bastard!" Huang Yongtu had heard Xu Gan and Zhang Lin's words loud and clear, and almost at the same moment as Xu Gan, he came to the same conclusion as well. Veins popped up by his temples as rage blazed in his heart at the realization.

"What does that bastard mean by this? Does he not trust me?" Huang Yongtu's face flushed in anger. They were already in a desperate situation, and yet Wang Chong was indicating that he wasn’t trustworthy. This put him in a very embarrassing situation.

The wise Zhang Lin and Xu Gan chose to turn their heads to the side and ignore his words.

In the end, it was a fact that Huang Yongtu had been trying to provoke Wang Chong the entire way, so it was understandable for the latter to not trust him.

------

"Lord, what do we do now?" Ma Song asked Wang Chong back on the main road. His words captured everyone's attention as they pricked up their ears to hear what the latter had to say.

It had been a while since they had descended into a temporary stalemate. Letting things continue on like this wasn't a solution; they wouldn't be able to save Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu just by waiting around.

"If only we can send word out..." a Ten-Man Squad Commander in the group offered.

"It's no use. We are at least three to four days away from the closest guard post at the moment. By the time reinforcements arrived, it would already be too late," Bai Siling replied, pointing out the impossibility in the Ten-Man Squad Commander's thoughts.

"Siling is right, we can only depend on ourselves to save them. The reason why they shot the dove sent by the royal court as soon as they caught sight of it was to prevent us from getting word out. Even if we wanted to seek reinforcements, they wouldn't give us the opportunity to do so," Wang Chong added with a frown.

In order to prevent the recruits from tapping into their connections to solicit external help in their trial, communication means were severely limited for the mission.

After the communication tools on Lieutenant Zhang Lin were destroyed while he was in the middle of getting word out, the group was left without any means of contacting others.

Furthermore, as the western Silk Road trailed through the mountainous region, it was extremely remote. Other than traveling merchants, rarely would one see anyone else here.

If not for the long distance to the capital, there wouldn't be so many bandits and highwaymen in the region.

In other words, the only ones who could save Xu Gan and the others at the moment were the 42 of them!

"... Furthermore, compared to this, there's something else that I am more worried about." Wang Chong said grimly.

"What is it?" Those words immediately caused gazes to center on Wang Chong.

"Did you notice something?" Bai Siling asked nervously.

The current Wang Chong was the cornerstone of the group. If even he was feeling unconfident, less would have to be said about the others.

"Siling, why do you think Iron Cloak Li hasn't moved yet?" Wang Chong suddenly asked.

"What?" Bai Siling was taken aback. She was caught off guard by Wang Chong's abrupt question, and for a moment, she found herself being unable to catch up with his train of thought.

"With the current stalemate, even though we are unable to save Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu, the Iron Cloak Highwaymen are unable to do anything about us, either. We can stand here calmly because we can keep a huge chunk of their forces in check with just our presence itself, and allow Xu Gan and the others a breather. But why is Iron Cloak Li allowing this stalemate to continue?

"With their strength, they could most definitely take down Xu Gan and the others. They would have to pay a price for it, but it's indubitably within their means. The fact they haven't done so can only mean that they are using them to keep us in check, as well. After all, if they were to die, we would surely retreat immediately.

"But since we are already standing here, why isn't he making a move?"

With his back against Bai Siling, his gaze pierced through the large group of bandits and highwaymen to peer at their chief and military advisor.

To be able to bring so many highwaymen and bandits under his control, Iron Cloak Li must be quite a formidable man.

And considering how the bandits and highwaymen were effectively maneuvered to deal with Wang Chong's charge previously, and even retaliate, little had to be said about the military advisor's capabilities, as well.

Facing such opponents, Wang Chong would never belittle them.

"You mean that..." Hearing Wang Chong's words, Bai Siling frowned as a possibility surfaced in her mind.

"Say it, let's see if our thoughts coincide!" Wang Chong said gravely.

"The reason why they aren't making a move is because they are waiting for an opportunity, one that could corner and crush us?" Bai Siling asked uncertainly.

"Un," Wang Chong nodded heavily, affirming her thoughts.

"That's what I'm thinking as well. The Iron Cloak Highwaymen are simply too calm given the current situation. There is little doubt that the military advisor is making some arrangements behind our backs."

"What do we do then?" Realizing that danger was slowly crawling up on them, Bai Siling asked anxiously as her face paled.

Five hundred bandits and highwaymen were already a difficult adversary for them to deal with. If the enemy were still preparing something on top of that, it would put them in an even more disadvantageous situation. Putting aside saving Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu, they might even end up losing their lives here too!

"Their arrangements should be roughly completed by this point. It's likely too late for us to retreat." Wang Chong said.

A huge gale blew past, but ghastly silence floated among the cavalrymen. The tense atmosphere seemed to be crushing down on their shoulders.

It was impressive for them to force the bandits and highwaymen to this point despite the huge disparity in their forces. However, this didn't mean that they had overcome the crisis before them yet.

As formidable as forty Great Tang cavalrymen were, it would be hard for them to fight against a force of five hundred at once, especially since there were quite a handful of True Martial realm experts amidst them.

At this moment, they were at a decisive disadvantage.

Furthermore, according to what Li Cangqi had said previously, Iron Cloak Li was at least a True Martial realm 5-dan expert. On top of that, he was adept in a powerful secret art known as the "Iron Cloak Technique". If he were to participate in the battle as well, they would be in far more danger than before.

Seated on top of his White-hoofed Shadow, many thoughts flashed across Wang Chong's mind.

Knowing that Wang Chong was rummaging through his mind for a solution, Bai Siling knew that it would be unwise to bother him. Thus, she could only forcefully suppress the anxiety gnawing at her heart.

Time slowly ticked away. Eventually, Bai Siling reached the end of her tolerance and asked, "Have you got anything yet?"

"There's indeed a way to overcome our current crisis."

"What is it?" Bai Siling immediately asked.

Wang Chong chuckled in response as he turned his gaze back to Iron Cloak Li and Zhou An once more.

"Before that, there are some preparations we have to make, as well." Wang Chong waved his hands, and the forty Great Tang cavalrymen immediately turned around and galloped off around the bend, disappearing from sight.

---

"What are they doing?" Noticing Wang Chong's abrupt actions, Iron Cloak Li frowned in bewilderment. "Could they have noticed our plans?"

With his steely might, Iron Cloak Li had dominated the west road for many years. Be it merchants or soldiers, he had always killed those who crossed him without hesitation. But this time, Iron Cloak Li couldn't help but feel stifled regardless of what he did.

The reason was simple; these forty people posed too large of a threat to him.

"That is unlikely. I have already instructed them to make a detour around the mountain so that they would remain completely out of sight. Besides, they are already here. Even if they were to notice something, they won't be able to bring themselves to leave that easily. My gut feeling tells me that they are just backing away temporarily, and to a nearby location at that," Zhou An replied contemplatively.

"Men, send a scout to check on the situation!" Iron Cloak Li pondered for a moment before issuing a command.

"Yes, lord!" A bandit bowed deeply and left the area.

------

"Damn it, those fellows can't be abandoning us because of the danger, right?!" Huang Yongtu bellowed anxiously on the slope, after seeing Wang Chong and Bai Siling's group disappearing around the corner.

With his life hinging on Wang Chong's actions, he couldn't help but be worried when he saw the latter leaving so decisively.

Born and raised in a noble clan, Huang Yongtu had never been exposed to such a dangerous situation before. Had he known that he could face such grave danger in the mission, he would have never participated in it, even risking the censure of his clan or the training camp.
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"Don't worry. If lord had no intentions of saving us from the start, he wouldn't have come to engage the bandits and highwaymen," Zhang Lin consoled him.

Hearing those words, Huang Yongtu's awful complexion alleviated slightly.

Jya!

At that moment, the loud neighing of a war steed sounded. Huang Yongtu turned his glance over, only to see a ferocious-looking member of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen galloping along the main road, in the direction of Wang Chong and the others had retreated to.

Peng!

But in the next instant, a sound reminiscent of the releasing of a bowstring echoed, and a massive steel arrow suddenly appeared from the bend, headed for the highwayman's head.

The arrow pierced the highwayman's skull with immense strength, sending him flying from his steed and eventually pinning him to a huge tree.

"AHH!"

Shocked exclamations and gasps sounded from the crowd. Everyone was stunned by the sudden arrow. No one had expected Wang Chong to make some arrangements even in the face of their retreat.

The speed, strength, and timing of the arrow were also spectacular, leaving the highwayman with no opportunity to react at all. He was dead before he could even realize what was going on.

"To think that it would go exactly as you have said!" At that moment, around fifty zhang away from the bend, Bai Siling put down her arrow and smiled to Wang Chong beside her excitedly.

"You have done well!" Wang Chong complimented her with a smile as well.

Bai Siling didn't specialize in archery, but her skill in that field was indeed incredible.

"Alright, let's go now. With this arrow, we should have instilled a little bit of hesitation in them. They shouldn't dare to send scouts for us fearlessly anymore. Moreover, every man of theirs killed represents a higher chance of victory for us!" Wang Chong exclaimed.

There were simply too many highwaymen and bandits gathered here, making it impossible to crush them in a frontal battle swiftly. Thus, they could only try to thin their forces with every opportunity he could before launching the decisive strike.

Wang Chong raised his hand, and the forty cavalrymen began galloping into the distance.

---

"Bastards!" Seeing how the scout he had just dispatched being brutally killed before everyone's eyes, Iron Cloak Li's face turned livid.

"Send another man!" Waving his hands, Iron Cloak Li ordered for another man to follow Wang Chong's group.

Di da da, the second highwayman had learned from the lesson of the first, proceeding warily around the bend for fear of any traps. But barely after getting around the bend, peng! Another arrow appeared and pinned his head to a tree as well.

But this time, the arrow came from the forest instead.

"The second one!" With a bow in hand, Bai Siling leaped back onto her steed and rushed back to the group.

While the others had retreated with Wang Chong to a distance away, Bai Siling remained in the surrounding area and hid behind a tree in the forest.

The highwayman was too concerned with what that could be in front of him, and he neglected his rear, thus falling prey to an arrow as well.

"Damn it!" Hearing the loud snap from the releasing of a bowstring and the erratic clopping of a steed, Iron Cloak Li cursed furiously.

"Send more men over!" With a livid face, Iron Cloak Li raised his hand and ordered more scouts to be sent after Wang Chong. But this time, he was wiser than before. He sent three highwaymen at once, two to scout the forests on both sides, while the last one pursued them on the main road.

This way, they could avoid being ambushed by the enemy.

But nevertheless, things didn't go to plan.

What the three highwaymen met with was four Great Tang cavalrymen and Bai Siling. Facing five True Martial realm experts, they were wiped out in a matter of moments.

This placed Iron Cloak Li in a difficult position.

Not only did they fail to obtain any useful intelligence on the enemy, they had even lost six of their brothers for nothing. Furthermore, these were veteran members who had been with him for years.

Silence loomed in the area.

"Zhou An, do you have any ideas in mind?" Iron Cloak Li asked, turning to the military advisor beside him.

The military advisor had been silent all this time. The young commander on the enemy's side was truly a difficult adversary for him. The other party's commands were completely unpredictable to him, making it difficult for him to plan ahead.

Zhou An knew that the enemy was up to something, and it would be dangerous to let them be. But yet, they had found themselves in a position where they were unable to procure the intelligence needed to make arrangements to deal with the other party's ploy.

If they couldn't predict the enemy's next move, they would be placed in a vulnerable situation.

For one, if Wang Chong hadn't gotten too far, it was possible for him to launch a sudden attack. If they were to cover the hooves of the horses with cloth to muffle the clopping noise, it would be difficult for Zhou An and the others to estimate how far away they were.

Zhou An pondered for a moment before replying,"Chief, I don't think quantity is the key here. The other party has clearly prepared themselves well to deal with any number of people we send at them. Unless we send an army of at least two hundred at them, our men would likely just fall in their hands.

"Since that's the case, it'll be preferable for us to dispatch some of our stronger and nimbler brothers, and equip them with steel shields of some form." 

As bandits and highwaymen, they didn't have shields like the military. Nevertheless, it shouldn't be difficult for them to gather a few steel pieces to serve as a simple shield.

Zhou An's instructions were swiftly relayed down the chain.

Soon, after losing yet another three of their brothers, Iron Cloak Li and Zhou An finally received the news they wanted.

"Reporting to the chief, they are currently stationed in the forest around three hundred zhang away!"
(~1100m)

"Understood. Continue scouting their movements and provide me updates every incense's time."
(~15 minutes)

"Yes, chief!"

After the highwayman scout left the area, Iron Cloak Li turned his gaze to Zhou An and frowned questioningly.

"I don't know what they are up to either, but there is a chance that they might just be trying to confuse us with unpredictable actions." Zhou An knew what Iron Cloak Li was thinking, and he shook his head in response.

He had rarely encountered opponents or situations as baffling as this. If the other party wasn't a recruit of the training camps, he would have really tried to convince the chief to bring that young man over to their side.

"But regardless of what they are up to, it'll suffice as long as they remain in this area. Eventually, they will find themselves cornered like rats," Zhou An added confidently as he stroked his beard calmly.

------

"There isn't much time left for us. The next few hours will determine our fate, as well as Xu Gan's and Huang Yongtu's. Thus, I hope that each of you will listen attentively to what I am about to say now." At the same time, at a distance of three hundred zhang away, Wang Chong had gathered his men together to issue his commands.

On this rare occasion, Wang Chong's usually composed and collected demeanor was replaced with grave austerity. Under his influence, the soldiers also displayed an unprecedented solemnity as well.

"The vanguard will be put under Ma Song's command to confuse them, while the others will be following me," Wang Chong said deeply.

"Yes, lord!"

Of the forty Great Tang cavalrymen, the twenty that were from Wang Chong's group from the very start had already undergone Wang Chong's training and reorganization, but those from Bai Siling's group hadn't.

In the ensuing time, Wang Chong divided Bai Siling's group into four sections as well, and selected Ten-Man Squad Leaders and Five-Man Squad Leaders among them as well.

With the battle looming right before them, time was a luxury. Fortunately, the group of twenty were able to complete the training swiftly. Due to the several operations they had been on with Wang Chong the previous few times, as well as the clashes with the Iron Cloak Highwaymen, it didn't take long for them to familiarize themselves with Wang Chong's commands.

An hour later, the group of twenty finally managed to reach Wang Chong's expectations.

After completing the training, Wang Chong gathered the forty cavalrymen once more and said, "What I'll be saying now will be of vital importance, so you must make sure to pay heed. This will determine whether we will be the ones killing or the ones killed. I believe none of you should be willing to die at the hands of mere bandits. 

"I have a simple formation here that'll prove to be vital in the battle. You must make sure to pay careful attention to the details, we only have an incense's time..."

Initially, Bai Siling was still able to comprehend the gist of what Wang Chong was up to. By reorganizing the group, the troops could be divided into more effective units to be mobilized in battle.

However, what he was doing at the very moment was a mystery to her. The directions and movements he was teaching the cavalrymen were completely foreign to her.

Honestly speaking, Wang Chong had brought out many things that were beyond Bai Siling's imagination. Despite her frequent interactions with the commanders of the military due to her clan's ties, she had never seen anything like this before.

Who in the world is this fellow? Bai Siling grew even more curious of Wang Chong's identity. He had displayed far too many extraordinary feats.

Nevertheless, knowing that this wasn't the time to be bothered with such issues, Bai Siling suppressed the urges in her heart and turned her attention back to Wang Chong's explanations.

But deep within, she had already made up her mind to uncover all of the secrets surrounding Wang Chong regardless of the means, should she get out of here alive.

Soon, the sky began to darken once more.

Billowing smoke rose from the forest as Wang Chong's group started to prepare their meals while the others tidied up their equipment.

Food for forty men was by no means, a small amount. As such, the smoke lingering in the area was exceptionally thick, shrouding everyone's figure.

At the same moment, at around seven hundred zhang away from where the meals were being prepared…

Kacha! With a resounding crunch, a horse’s hoof suddenly emerged from a dense area of shrubs filled with thorns.
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"Looks like we have arrived just in time," a full-bearded Turk said, as he emerged silently from the thorny shrubs.

"Hah, they even dare to start campfires to prepare their meals, they must think that they are on a picnic!" Another highwayman with a sturdy figure appeared from the thorny shrubs as well. Despite his unusually squarish face, his other facial features indicated that he was a true-blue Han.

"Indeed, when have the plans of our military advisor gone awry before? Hehehe, it was indeed a wise decision to have us make a long detour around the mountain to block their escape path while the main force attacked them. This way, we can instill panic among their troops while ensuring that none of them get away at the same time! However, I have an even better idea in mind." A cruel smile crept onto the lips of the Turk man as he gazed at the billowing smoke beneath them.

"Perhaps, we can make use of their unwariness at this very instant to launch a sudden assault. No matter how formidable they might be, they can't have expected us to appear from nowhere. As long as we can kill half of the troops before they can reorganize their forces, those remaining won't pose a threat at all."

"Hu Lang, are you insane?" Hearing those words, the Han highwayman widened his eyes in astonishment. "Are you trying to alter our military advisor's plans?"

"Chang Dao, you have never been to the northern borders before, so you have never seen how vicious wolves hunt. After locating their prey, they would conceal themselves behind trees, boulders, and bushes before slowly creeping up on them. And just when the prey's guard is down, they will suddenly appear from behind and launch a sudden attack. With this hunting technique, rarely have any prey which those wolves set their eyes upon escaped from them.

"There are only forty of them, and at least half of them aren't on their steeds and don't have their weapons with them at the moment. This is the ideal moment to strike, we won't get any better opportunity than this. If the Turkish army ever encountered such a situation on the plains, they would never let such a chance slip past their fingers!

"If the military advisor was here, he would surely agree with this decision as well." Hu Lang reasoned as he licked his lips savagely. Appallingly, his long scarlet tongue was able to reach up to the tip of his nose.

The Han highwayman fell into deep contemplation.

After a long internal struggle, the Han highwayman replied, "I still think that we should seek our military advisor's opinion on this matter before making any actions." 

He had a deep respect for the military advisor, and this led to an instinctive reluctance to alter the latter's plans.

"I can understand why you wish to seek our military advisor's approval on this matter. He is indeed a very smart man, and I have a deep respect for him as well. But time is not in our favor, they won't be spending the entire night eating. By the time we receive a reply from him, the time would have already passed. Or do you intend to gallop down the shorter path to report this matter to our military advisor?

"But if you do so, there is a high chance that we might be noticed by the enemy. If so, all of our efforts will be wasted," Hu Lang said with narrowed eyes.

The Turks who ruled the grasslands weren't as cultured as the Han, but they had sharp instincts for anything that had to do with warfare.

And in truth, within the Iron Cloak Highwaymen, Hu Lang was also one of the rare few who had a strong intuition regarding the tides of battle, and even Chief Iron Cloak Li was filled with praise for him.

In fact, due to his ferocity, valor, and grasp of battle, he was highly respected amongst the brothers. In some sense, Hu Lang could also be considered as the third-in-command of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen, ranking just beneath the Chief Iron Cloak Li and military advisor Zhou An.

It was also due to Hu Lang's outstanding battle sense that he was chosen to be the leader of this operation to flank the Great Tang cavalrymen from behind.

"Chang Dao, there are only two options at the moment. The first, we circumvent to the enemy's flank and wait for the signal from our frontlines to strike together. This plan is indeed less risky, it is almost certain that we will be able to destroy all of those cavalrymen. However, our opponents won't be as unprepared as they are now. Many of our brothers on the frontlines will die in their charge.

"Consider why the military advisor went through the trouble of commanding us to take a huge detour just so that we could flank them from behind, wasting so much time and effort. It only goes to show that our opponents aren't easy targets.

"The second, we can launch the attack right now while they are unprepared and slaughter them clean. To prevent any of them from escaping, I will dispatch a thirty men platoon to block the path behind. At the same time, you can send the signal to our military advisor in the midst of our assault so that they can send reinforcements over immediately. This way, we will have cover even if our plan eventually fails. I think that this is the best option we have at hand.

"Through this option, we can minimize the blood shed by our brothers. But of course, this will mean going against the military advisor's commands. There, I have already laid everything out clearly for you. Make your decision!" Hu Lang turned to the Han highwayman beside him and gazed at him patiently.

It was a standard practice in the Iron Cloak Highwaymen to assign two men as the leaders of a platoon, and the rules dictated that the two men would have to come to a consensus before the platoon could take any actions.

The Han highwayman contemplated for a long moment as the thoughts of obeying the military advisor's commands and grasping the ideal assault window clashed inside his head. Eventually, he gritted his teeth tightly together and gave his verdict, "Let's do as you have suggested."

Even though this would place him under suspicion of insubordination, there was one thing Hu Lang said that was true. The Great Tang cavalrymen were indeed at their most vulnerable state at this moment.

If they were to launch an attack right now, leveraging the benefits from a downward charge, they would indeed be able to minimize casualties.

"Hehehe. Chang Dao, you have made a wise decision!" Hu Lang chuckled, seemingly having expected Chang Dao to make this choice. Pulling on the reins of his steed, he retreated back into the thorny shrubs.

"Brothers, prepare yourselves..."

Behind the thorny shrubs, many strapping highwaymen sat upon powerful steeds. Savagery painted their faces, and their auras revealed their incredible might. Beneath the hooves of their steeds were the circles of True Martial halos.

---

"Kill them!"

The earth rumbled and the forests shook beneath the furious galloping of the steeds. Eighty True Martial realm Iron Cloak highwaymen had surged down from the top of the mountain to charge down upon their foes.

The steep slope had allowed them to bring out the greatest potential speed of their steeds. In just thirty zhang, they had already achieved an incredible momentum in their charge.

Hong long long, a huge cloud of dust rose into the air.

Fifty zhang... seventy zhang...

In just a few moments, the highwaymen had already covered half of the distance to the Great Tang cavalrymen's camp, and they were still building up speed. With the speed they were moving, it was likely that the cavalrymen wouldn't be able to react to the assault in time.

"Brothers, destroy them!"

"The military advisor has told me that they have several million gold taels on them!"

"Don't let any of them escape!"

"Annihilate them!"...

A huge gale blew beneath the charging highwaymen, sending fallen leaves and shredded grass up into the clouds. The highwaymen screamed their war cries excitedly as anticipation for the great battle they would have built up in their veins.

Since Wang Chong was able to utilize the effectiveness of a downward charge to maximize the fighting prowess of the Great Tang cavalrymen, the highwaymen could do the same as well!

Eventually, as their speed reached the limit, they could easily kick away huge boulders that stood in their way, needless to say those bodies of flesh and blood at the bottom of the mountain.

From the very start, the highwaymen were at a decisive advantage in this battle.

------

"Report! We have discovered the enemy is preparing their meal in the woods." At this moment, at a considerable distance away, a broad-shouldered highwayman scout cut through the crowd to report the intelligence he had gathered to military advisor Zhou An.

"Report! Lord Hu Lang and Lord Chang Dao have sent news that they intend to exploit the enemy's current vulnerability to destroy them, and they hope to gain the military advisor's cooperation!" At this moment, another highwayman leaped down from his steed and swiftly rushed up to Iron Cloak Li and Zhou An.

The two pieces of intelligence had arrived nearly at the same time.

"What?" Hearing the news, Zhou An's face immediately warped in shock.

That was not the command he had passed. But before he could even react, he suddenly heard deafening war cries and a stampede in the distance, and he froze.

Too fast! Everything happened way too fast!

Furthermore, the entire matter seemed to be spiraling out of his control.

"Zhou An, what now?" Iron Cloak Li was also stunned. He was aware of Zhou An's plan, and the current event wasn't part of it.

Hu Lang and Chang Dao were acting of their own accord.

But nevertheless, Hu Lang and Chang Dao had been his subordinates for many years, so he believed that they must have their own reasons for doing so.

At this moment, time seemed to stop as a tempest blew in Zhou An's mind. An aberration had appeared in his plans.

The previous scout had reported that the Great Tang cavalrymen were preparing food. Hu Lang and Chang Dao seemed to have chosen to act outside of the agreed plan due to that.

If that was the case, it would indeed be an ideal window for Hu Lang and Chang Dao's platoon to strike. Even Zhou An would have nothing to say about that.

"Let me ask you, when you were scouting ahead, did you smell the scent of food?" Zhou An suddenly asked.

"Ah?" Not expecting the military advisor to ask such a bizarre question, the highwayman scout was stunned for an instant.

"That... I didn't dare to get too near, so that could be why I didn't smell anything at all..."

"Damn it! That brat is too cunning. Hu Lang and Chang Dao have fallen for his ploy!" Hearing those words, Zhou An's face turned livid with rage.

"Chief, we have to bring our brothers over right now, or else we might be too late to save Hu Lang and the others! As for the rest, attack those cavalrymen on the slope with your full might!" Zhou An commanded authoritatively. A hint of panic had surfaced on his usually composed face.

"What?" Hearing those words, the highwaymen gathered around the boulder were shocked. Even Iron Cloak Li was taken aback by Zhou An's sudden commands.
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Iron Cloak Li had never doubted Zhou An's judgement before. And more important than that, those men were the elites under his commands, most of them being at the True Martial realm.

It wasn't easy for him to get these experts to join his band.

Jya!

Without any hesitation, Iron Cloak Li leaped from the boulder he was standing on and landed on the back of his crimson Ferghana steed. Pulling the reins, he immediately galloped forward.

"Those from Deadly Serpent and Fiery Drudge will follow me! As for the others, crush the cavalrymen on the slope with all your might!" a resounding voice reminiscent of thunder boomed across the forest, leaving Xu Gan, Huang Yongtu, and the other Great Tang cavalrymen trapped on the slope dumbfounded.

There weren't sure what had happened, but it did seem like a major problem had cropped up for the Iron Cloak Highwaymen.

"What in the world happened?" Huang Yongtu widened his eyes in shock.

"Shove that aside, the enemy is about to attack. Everyone, prepare yourselves!" Zhang Lin bellowed in alarm.

Being at a huge numerical disadvantage, there was very little they could do other than holding firmly onto their defensive line.

Weng!

With the command from Iron Cloak Li, the bandits began to charge furiously toward the twenty-six Great Tang cavalrymen once more.

By this time, the cavalrymen had swiftly returned to their formation. Through the previous clashes, they had already learned several tactics that would allow them to effectively curb the bandits and the highwaymen. While the battle was still likely to ultimately end in their defeat, they were determined to inflict heavy losses upon their enemy, as well.

On the other hand, the elite forces which Iron Cloak Li had named also swiftly organized their forces and galloped down the main road with him.

Zhou An's instincts were rarely wrong, so Iron Cloak Li moved as fast as he could.

It was a competition of wits between two camps just several hundred zhang apart, but it seemed like they weren't going to be the final winner.

Right after Iron Cloak Li turned around the bend in the main road, he suddenly heard deafening shouts in the distance.

"Kill them!" A forceful voice bellowed from the right side of the forest. A powerful gale blew across the area, and tree branches and leaves bent in the face of its might.

Hong long long!

The ground shook, and countless birds darted out from the forest in shock. In that instant, the highwaymen felt as if a huge landslide was sweeping across the forest.

"Shit!" Hearing the deafening roar, Iron Cloak Li's face darkened. He struck the bottom of his steed heavily to urge it to hasten its pace toward the center of where everything seemed to have started turning awry.

Hu Lang, Chang Dao, and the others had already reached the bottom slope by now, so the ones who were charging at the moment couldn't possibly be them.

And since it wasn't them, it had to be the cavalrymen of the Great Tang.

At this very instant, Iron Cloak Li felt flustered inside.

Having witnessed the commanding capability of that young commander, Iron Cloak Li could only pray for Hu Lang and Chang Dao to hold on for a little longer, at least until his arrival.

But Iron Cloak Li's prayer never came to be.

"Shit! We fell for their trap!" As soon as Hu Lang charged through the thin layer of smoke and tore through the "Great Tang cavalrymen" with his sabers, he immediately realized that he had fallen for the enemy's ploy.

Those figures shrouded by a thin layer of smoke were not Great Tang cavalrymen, but their brothers who had been killed previously.

Long spears made of wood, each impaling both a horse and its rider, had been erected along the area.

The smoke drifting in the area was the byproduct of a few deserted campfires in the area, built for the sole purpose of luring them in.

"We have been fooled. Retreat! Retreat!!" At that instant, Hu Lang's heart turned cold. He had never expected the Great Tang cavalrymen to be so cunning. He thought that it was an ideal opportunity to destroy the soldiers, but it turned out to be a detailed ploy prepared by the enemy.

Hong long long!

"Kill the Great Tang cavalrymen!"

Despite Hu Lang's shouting, it was already too late. One after another, the highwaymen charged into the smoke and sliced the "Great Tang cavalrymen" into pieces. Too excited by the prospect of victory, none of them could hear Hu Lang's commands anymore.

And while they were excitedly slicing away at the corpses in the area, the incredible momentum that they had built up with great difficulty from the charge dissipated.

With this, the critical advantage that they held was nullified.

On top of that, in order to prevent the Great Tang cavalrymen from escaping, Hu Lang even sent thirty men to the back of the of the camp, and this made them even more vulnerable to an attack at that moment.

Hong long long!

Just as Hu Lang was panicking within, he suddenly heard a loud rumble. He immediately yelled for the other highwaymen to escape, when all of a sudden, a spear bearing incredible destructive force pierced through the smoke from the right.

That spear was simply too fast. By the time Hu Lang caught sight of it, it was only inches away from him.

"HAH!"

In that critical moment, Hu Lang exerted his Stellar Energy, and the green Halo of Thorns within his body began spinning swiftly.

Boom! For that short instant, Hu Lang gained incomparable strength. With his immense might, he jolted the Great Tang cavalryman flying along with his steed.

But nevertheless, Hu Lang also suffered internal injuries from the clash, and his wrists were numbed from the encounter.

In a pure contest of strength, the Great Tang cavalryman was nowhere near his match. But with the momentum from the charge behind his attack, the other party's might could no longer be gauged by mere cultivation realm.

"Damn it!"

Despite having sent a Great Tang cavalryman flying, Hu Lang didn't feel any joy at all. Instead, his heart further sank.

That was because the second spear was already coming his way like a streak of lightning.

The speed of this spear was so fast that it left a white afterimage in its wake.

"Accursed highwaymen, die!"

Amidst the light smoke, the silhouette of a Great Tang cavalryman came into view. The force behind his stab was so great that even Hu Lang's heart beat in fear.

They were all mounted troops, but the horsemanship of Great Tang cavalry was truly on an entirely different level from the highwaymen!

Hong long!

Stellar Energy gathered around Hu Lang's fist to form a green wolf's head at the tip of his knuckle, and he struck out furiously. By exerting his full strength, he barely managed to deflect the attack from the second Great Tang cavalryman.

But very soon, the third and fourth spear appeared nearly simultaneously, and this time, Hu Lang failed to stand his ground.

Pu pu! Two spears stabbed into his chest from the right and the left, and crimson blood spurted into the air as they were drawn out.

The final sight that Hu Lang saw was the cold gleam of a sword descending from above.

"I'll be claiming this head!..." The cold voice of a woman sounded by his ear before the final sliver of consciousness escaped him.

Peng!

The lopped head fell to the ground as Bai Siling's valiant figure appeared behind Hu Lang's corpse. Her sword was still outstretched in the position from her previous attack.

Judging from how Hu Lang managed to knock a Great Tang cavalryman flying, she had little doubt that Hu Lang must be a commander of this platoon. Her cultivation was significantly higher than the other cavalrymen, so she decided to deal with Hu Lang personally.

Four Great Tang cavalrymen on a charge with Bai Siling; to have fallen to such a formation, Hu Lang could probably rest in peace.

"Siling, return to your horse! Don't fight with them on foot!" A figure suddenly flashed by Bai Siling, and Wang Chong's stern voice sounded.

Unlike the other cavalrymen, he wasn't equipped with a spear. Instead, he was shooting out incredibly compact sword qi ceaselessly by flicking his ten fingers one after another.

Wang Chong hadn't reached True Martial realm yet, but he wasn't dependent on his own cultivation to kill his enemies.

What he relied on were technique and experience.

In those two fields, there was not a single person here who could start to compare with him.

For one, Wang Chong made full use of the smoke in the area to conceal his Sword Qi of Massacre. More often than not, the highwaymen whom he had targeted would be caught off guard by the sudden attack and sent flying from their steeds.

And in a battle between mounted troops, falling from one's steed spelled certain death.

"I got it!" Bai Siling stuck out her tongue. Even though she was old enough to be considered as Wang Chong's elder sister, she still found herself unconsciously revealing her coy side to him.

Regarding this assault, Bai Siling had nothing but awe for Wang Chong.

To think that the Iron Cloak Highwaymen, despite their decisive advantage in terms of numbers, had actually prepared another hand. Had Wang Chong not astutely noticed it, they might have really just fallen to the raiders.

Through the effective use of a smokescreen, not only did Wang Chong draw those highwaymen out from their hiding spots, he even managed to place them at a critical disadvantage.

Those who were intending to attack became the attacked instead.

The Iron Cloak Highwaymen ended up suffering tragic losses in this assault.

Neighhhh!

Bai Siling grabbed onto the saddle and flipped herself back into it. This was a technique which she had learned from the other cavalrymen over the last few days.

Jya!

Pulling on the reins, Bai Siling joined the fray with a sharp sword in her hand.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

Halos shook as they collided heavily with one another, producing a reverberating metallic noise. Innumerable shockwaves rippled throughout the battlefield, creating ceaseless surges of heatwaves that reached even ten zhang away. Ferocious war cries and tragic death throes; these resonated heavily on the battlefield.

The Iron Cloak Highwaymen had more numbers than Wang Chong's side, but from the moment that they halted on the main road, this battle was already over.

Not a single one of the highwaymen was able to withstand the charge of the Great Tang cavalry.

In just the first wave, through exploiting the advantage in their momentum, Wang Chong and the others managed to kill more than thirty True Martial realm experts among the highwaymen, while dispersing their formation at the same time.

Once the highwaymen are unable to band together, they would be mere prey to the Great Tang cavalry, who specialized in battle formations.
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Hong long long!

After a few charges from the forty Great Tang cavalry, all that was left of the True Martial realm highwaymen were heaps of corpses on the ground.

The crux behind a charge wasn't the prowess of each individual, but the might of a collective group. To put it in other words, a highwayman standing in the face of a charge wouldn't be facing just a single cavalryman, but a ceaseless flow of them.

More often than not, the strength of an individual was negligible in the face of a group.

"Retreat! Retreat!" Chang Dao's despairing voice bellowed from the smoke. Slightly more fortunate than Hu Lang, he managed to survive the first charge of the cavalrymen.

However, after witnessing the furious momentum the forty cavalrymen harnessed, it suddenly dawned on Chang Dao that he had been underestimating his enemies right from the start. A huge gap did exist between mere highwaymen and trained military cavalrymen.

Even his heart was leaping wildly in fear when he witnessed the astounding power of their charge, and thoughts of retaliating evaporated from his mind.

Even he had little doubt that he wouldn't hold on for too long in the face of such might.

"We have been overpowered, don't bother standing your ground anymore. Brothers, hurry up and retreat!" Chang Dao bellowed anxiously as drops of sweat trickled down his forehead.

But in truth, his commands were completely unneeded. After failing several attempts to fight back against the forty cavalrymen, the highwaymen had already realized the futility of their struggle and scattered like flustered animals.

Some of them headed in the direction where their main force was stationed, some of them headed to the east side of the main road where the thirty men Hu Lang dispatched were stationed, and some of them even charged up the slope by the two sides. All in all, they were like aimless flies; darting anxiously in every direction in sight!

This was how frightened they were of the cavalry's charge!

There was no stalemate or intense battle at all. With five cavalrymen in each group, they swept through all of the highwaymen that stood in their path.

In just a few moments, the eighty Iron Cloak Highwaymen had collapsed entirely!

"You bastard, I'll tear you apart!"

All of a sudden, a deafening roar sounded from the distance. The voice seemed to be imbued with such great power that the smoke and dust in the area were even blown away. In that instant, even the forest seemed to shake in fear before that enraged roar.

Wang Chong turned around and saw an 8 chi tall man riding on a crimson Ferghana steed two hundred zhang away. That figure was racing here in a frenzy, a white trail of air dragging behind him.

Beneath the hooves of the crimson Ferghana steed, five similar-colored and similar-sized halos were shaking intensely, emanating a resounding metallic call. All that was trampled beneath its hooves was reduced to dust, be it grass or pebbles.

It felt as if the figure on the steed would destroy everything that stood in his path. Even from several hundred zhang away, one could still sense the frightening disposition he exuded.

 Bai Siling immediately turned to Wang Chong and asked, "How did they arrive so quickly? What do we do now?"

When they were planning this matter out, they had already anticipated the Iron Cloak Highwaymen sending in reinforcements to back up the detour group. However, they didn't think the bandits would arrive so quickly, and especially didn’t think Iron Cloak Li would lead the troops personally.

"Not only so, it seems like something is going on at the slope too. Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu are under attack too. Listen!" Ma Song said with clenched fists.

It was easy to overlook it back when they were in the midst of a battle, but focusing their attention, they could still hear some furious war cries and the clash of weapons in the direction of the slope.

Clearly, the Iron Cloak Highwaymen had decided to launch an attack on Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu simultaneously as well.

The enemy had reacted too quickly once the situation was slowly turning against them.

With the clopping of war steeds, Iron Cloak Li's group was swiftly nearing them. At this moment, Wang Chong and his steed were standing in the middle of the main road as he swiftly analyzed the situation.

Zhou An!

He was the only man among the Iron Cloak Highwaymen who could figure everything out so quickly and come up with swift countermeasures to his plan.

"Carry out the second plan!" Wang Chong instructed decisively.

"But what about Xu Gan, Huang Yongtu, and the others?" Ma Song asked anxiously.

"We have no choice, they will have to rely on themselves. From the very start, this was an impossible situation. At the very least, we have drawn the main forces of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen here. While there are still plenty of bandits and highwaymen left to attack the slope, they are considerably weaker, so the threat they face is already significantly lower than before.

"Given their strength, there is definitely a chance that they can escape the encirclement. Only those who seek to help themselves will be helped by the heavens. They can't possibly pin all of their hopes on us. Ma Song, release the arrow to signal Zhang Lin to break out of their encirclement," Wang Chong instructed.

Wang Chong's primary plan wasn't like that at all. However, there was nothing that was unchanging on the battlefield. True generals don't stick to plans, but adapt to their situation and find the most effective way to curb their enemy.

While there might be a little hiccup in their plans, Wang Chong still knew that he had room to maneuver around.

Yiiii!

In the next instant, a whistling arrow whizzed with a deafening, shrilling ruckus across the sky, headed for Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu's direction.

"That is the signal!"

At that instant, upon hearing the agreed signal, Zhang Lin immediately straightened his back and gathered his spirit. Wang Chong had instructed him to prepare to break out of the encirclement as soon as he heard the whistling arrow.

In that period of time, Wang Chong would try to keep the main force of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen in check!

Even though he had no idea how Wang Chong would do it, or why Wang Chong was so confident that he could hinder the powerful highwaymen under Iron Cloak Li's command from returning in time, there was no doubt that this was the message he received from the note on Bai Siling's arrow.

This was their only hope, so he had little choice but to trust whatever was written.

"Brothers, abandon the defense line! Reorganize yourselves and prepare to charge out of the encirclement!" Zhang Lin bellowed.

Neighhh!

A few moments later, the long-awaited uproar from a charge finally sounded on the slope once more.

"Everyone, listen to my commands. There are still another group of highwaymen stationed on the east side of the main road. It's already too late to save Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu, so let's slaughter them clean to avenge them!" Wang Chong raised his sword and pointed at the path ahead of him.

"Yes!" Hearing that Xu Gan, Huang Yongtu, and the others were goners, the cavalrymen's eyes reddened in fury, and their killing intent seared the air.

Hong long long!

Under Wang Chong's lead, the forty Great Tang cavalrymen suddenly scattered before swiftly galloping to the east of the main road.

But as scattered as they were, there was still order in their formation.

"Bastard!" Hearing those words, Iron Cloak Li felt rage burning his mind.

Given his understanding of Hu Lang, he knew that it was very likely that he would dispatch a group to the other end of the road to eliminate the escapees.

Thus, there a good chance that there were still a group of his brothers at the other end of the road.

The previous battle had already cost him fifty True Martial realm elites, and even now, Iron Cloak Li's heart was still bleeding from the loss.

If Wang Chong were to kill the elites at the end of the path as well, the Iron Cloak Highwaymen might just never recover from this damage.

Only Iron Cloak Li knew how much effort he had to put into gathering these True Martial realm brothers by his side. It had taken him an entire ten years to build the Iron Cloak Highwaymen to its current glory.

If Wang Chong were to succeed, the effort he had devoted previously would be rendered meaningless.

At this moment, Iron Cloak Li was really starting to regret underestimating Wang Chong. He was so wary of allowing any of the cavalrymen to escape that he resorted to all of these ploys. Had he known that it would cost him such heavy losses instead, he would have charged forward personally to slaughter Wang Chong, even if it might mean the escape of some of the cavalrymen.

For a mere forty cavalrymen to have killed so many of his brothers, this was an unprecedented heavy blow to him!

"Everyone, listen to my orders and act with me. If anyone dares to escape, they will be beheaded on the spot!" Iron Cloak Li barked wrathfully. His face was fearsomely livid, and his exploding rage was nearly palpable.

Hong long long!

The highwaymen who were still fleeing anxiously a moment ago suddenly felt their hearts freeze for an instant, and instinctively, they immediately turned around and converged back on Iron Cloak Li's group.

With Iron Cloak Li's arrival, the hearts and morale of the highwaymen finally rallied once more.

Within the Iron Cloak Highwaymen, their chief Iron Cloak Li represented an unsurpassable force that none could hope to challenge or stand against.

"Follow the chief and slaughter those soldiers!"

"Avenge our brothers!"...

The highwaymen screamed, and their courage was further inflated. For this operation, nearly the entire core group of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen had been mobilized.

With the thirty highwaymen elites who were defeated previously, along with the sixty bandits and highwaymen whom Iron Cloak Li had brought along with him, the forces of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen were bolstered to ninety once more.

But unlike before, the one who was leading the group this time was the mighty chief of the band, Iron Cloak Li.

Hong long long!

The bandits and highwaymen under Iron Cloak Li's command roared savagely, and their killing intent was so overwhelming that even space seemed to distort in the face of it.

"Chase them!"

"Don't let them get away!"

This time, they were determined not to let the Great Tang cavalrymen get away. Furthermore, even the heavens were on their side this time. After sprinting for a few hundred zhang, the highwaymen were already at their top speed.
(~600m)

As compared to Wang Chong's group who had just begun to pick up speed, they were at an advantageous position.

The distance slowly narrowed. A hundred zhang, eighty zhang, seventy zhang...

Boom!

But just as they were fifty zhang away, an abrupt change occurred. Hong long, Iron Cloak Li suddenly felt the lack of resistance beneath him; the ground his steed was stepping on had collapsed!

"Shit!" Iron Cloak Li immediately realized that he had fallen into the other party's trap.

He tried to pull on the reins of his steed to make it stop, but it was already too late. When the war steed's speed was at its limit, how could it possibly stop when and how it wanted to?

Boom!

With a resounding thud, Iron Cloak Li and his steed fell down with a cloud of dust.

Beneath him was a huge pit filled with wooden stakes.

"Chief!"

"There are traps ahead!"

"Hurry up and stop!"

There were some who caught sight of what that was going on, and they immediately pulled on the reins of their hoses and yelled for the other highwaymen behind them to stop as well. However, since even Iron Cloak Li's prized Ferghana steed was unable to come to a stop under such circumstances, how could ordinary breeds like their horses be capable of it?

Neighhh!

With sorrowful cries from both horses and men alike, many highwaymen found themselves falling into the massive pit, some even pushed by those behind them!
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"Our time to attack has come!" Hearing the commotion behind, Wang Chong knew that his trap had worked its wonders.

"Dual Arrow Formation! Charge!" As soon as these words were shouted, the forty cavalrymen came to a halt at the same moment, leaving behind a gap of silence in the air.

To the highwaymen, this silence felt particularly unnerving, like the calm before the storm.

Hong long!

The forty-two cavalrymen suddenly turned around. Arranging themselves swiftly into the Dual Arrow Formation before, they began charging toward the remaining highwaymen and bandits behind the pit.

Hong long long!

A deafening rumble trembled the ground as the forty-two cavalrymen stormed ferociously into the chaotic formation of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen.

There were no words that could describe the astounding sight as many highwaymen were knocked flying into the air, and even towering steeds were shoved to the side.

"Be careful!"

"The cavalrymen are here!"

"Block them!"...

Wretched screams that were intermixed with despair echoed down the main path. Looking at the young figure leading the charge from the front, fear and panic surfaced in the eyes of the highwaymen and bandits.

It was that young man again!

In the past few hours, over two hundred of their brothers had already died at the hands of the Great Tang cavalrymen under his command. Furthermore, the casualties included respected experts such as Hu Lang, as well!

On top of that, despite the multiple battles that they had been through, it seemed like the troops under the young man's command had only suffered minimal damage.

In the face of such a seemingly infallible opponent, even the most brutal and fearless highwaymen felt deeply apprehensive.

Hong long long!

Men were knocked flying, horses were flipped over, and heads and severed limbs danced amidst splattered crimson blood in the air. Just like many times before, Wang Chong's troops pierced through the Iron Cloak Highwaymen's forces easily once again.

But unlike the many times before, there were two sharp edges piercing through the highwaymen's formation this time around.

This formation had allowed Wang Chong to maximize the area of their charge, and destroy even more enemies in their path.

Once, twice...

The Great Tang cavalrymen swiftly reorganized their formation at the other end before launching another charge back at the highwaymen. The same tragic sight unfolded yet again, and the highwaymen's morale, which was at its peak just a moment ago, crumbled into nothing.

Furthermore, it was at the hands of an enemy whom they outnumbered more than two to one.

From the start, cavalry was never required to equal their opponents in terms of strength. As long as they could tear through the latter's formation repeatedly and crush their morale, victory would be theirs to claim.

Having spent half of his life as the Great Marshall on the battlefield, Wang Chong had commanded innumerable troops, so he couldn't be any clearer of the distinctive traits that cavalry possessed.

If one could utilize their cavalry well on the battlefield, they could turn the tides of battle and lead an army to victory.

Highwaymen who didn't even know the slightest thing about military tactics would never be able to understand this.

"We succeeded!" Seeing the defeated highwaymen in the area, Bai Siling was delighted. Had it been in the past, she would have never believed that she would be able to win such a disadvantageous battle, and without a single casualty at that.

This was the first time Bai Siling had witnessed the incredible potential that cavalrymen wielded, and this experience would surely influence her deeply in the future.

"This is great! Gongzi, we managed to defeat them!" Ma Song was excited beyond words.

As a veteran who had served in the military for over a decade, Ma Song had followed many different commanders and participated in numerous wars.

The fight on this battlefield could hardly count as the most intense and dangerous fight he had ever been in. On the treacherous battlefields, he could easily find countless battles which were even more dangerous than this.

No matter how powerful the highwaymen were, they couldn't possibly compare to official armies!

But nevertheless, there wasn't a single commander in the past who left a deeper impression on him than the young man before him.

Despite fighting against an enemy that outnumbered them more than tenfold, the young commander was still able to lead them to victory while suffering minimal casualties.

With his deep knowledge of cavalry warfare, he managed to draw out the full fighting potential in them. There were no commanders he knew of who could match this feat in the military.

In fact, Ma Song even felt that there might not be a single commander in Great Tang who could rival Wang Chong in the field of cavalry warfare.

Hong long long!

One after another, the highwaymen fell swiftly.

The cavalrymen Wang Chong commanded never engaged in individual battles. Instead, they devoted their strength to complement one another as a single entity and bored their way through the enemy over and over again.

More often than not, each highwayman would find himself facing not a single cavalryman, but a group of them.

Such a strategy would allow the Great Tang cavalrymen to mess up the enemy's formation, thus nerfing their strength and minimizing the damage dealt to them.

Such an outcome might seem like an unbelievable miracle to others, but it was nothing exceptional for Wang Chong.

"Lad, do you think you have won?" Just as everyone was in the midst of cheering in delight, a fearsome voice that seemed to have originated from the depths of hell suddenly echoed in everyone's ears.

Those who heard the voice abruptly felt a bone-chilling intent, as well as a strong sense of danger and uneasiness.

In that instant, it seemed as if even the air had frozen solid.

Weng!

Amid a cloud of billowing dust, a towering figure emerged from the deep pit.

The dusty air seemed to distort around the figure. An irrepressible killing intent was fused with his presence, commanding fear from those around him.

What was even more striking was that pair of frigid and malevolent eyes, belonging more to demons than men.

"This is bad!" Wang Chong immediately realized that something was going to happen and shouted a warning, "Everyone, be careful!"

But the demon was even faster than Wang Chong.

Neighhh!

No one saw how that man moved, but by the time anyone could register what had just happened, he was already standing right before one of the cavalrymen.

his powerful shoulders crashed heavily into the powerfully-built war steed of the cavalryman, and the horse’s tendons and bones instantaneously snapped. Under the explosive impact of the crash, the rider and the steed were sent flying violently.

Hong long!

Eventually, they fell head-first into a tree, and blood spurted from them like a waterfall. Everyone, including Wang Chong, was startled by this sight.

From the start of the battle until now, this was the first time a casualty had appeared in Wang Chong's group.

Iron Cloak Li's blow was simply too strong! That kind of explosive power didn't seem to be one that a human should possess.

"Little Li!" With a sorrowful cry, a cavalryman from the other Arrow Formation suddenly tore away from the formation and charged at Iron Cloak Li frenziedly.

"Hmph, you're courting your own death!"

Hong long! With another blow, the Great Tang cavalryman who had torn away from the formation was knocked ten zhang away into the air.

That fearsomely immense strength was truly something to behold!

Everyone was stunned!

This was the first time throughout the battle that Iron Cloak Li had revealed his overwhelming strength.

"Don't leave the formation! Advance together with your team!" Wang Chong bellowed anxiously.

This was the first time he had witnessed Iron Cloak Li's strength personally, and it was greater than what Li Cangqi had told him.

Di da da!

Of the Dual Arrow Formation, the first one who made a move was the formation Bai Siling and Ma Song were in. They were in the closest proximity to him, so they were the fastest to move as well.

"Kill him!"

The Arrow Formation formed by twenty-one Great Tang cavalrymen charged forward like a gliding steel dragon. Raising a huge cloud of dust with its movement, they swiftly charged for Iron Cloak Li.

"Hahaha..."

Sneering coldly, Iron Cloak Li gazed at the huge crowd of soldiers before him without the slightest intention of dodging at all.

At this moment, blazing rage had clouded his mind. If his killing intent could be materialized, it would rip apart the heavens.

His many years of effort were ruined at the hands of a small group of merely forty soldiers.

Even his beloved crimson Ferghana steed ended up being impaled by the stakes in the pit, losing its life.

He had never suffered such humiliation since the establishment of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen.

"That damned brat!" Iron Cloak Li spat as a cracking sound echoed from his tightly clenched fists.

Veins could be seen rising from his temples, and his devastating rage seemed to materialize as a crimson hue in his eyes.

If looks could kill, Wang Chong and these Great Tang cavalrymen would have died many times over.

Since the start of the operation until this point, Iron Cloak Li had already lost more than three hundred of his subordinates, and this was completely unacceptable to him. His anger and killing intent had already hit the roof.

Today, regardless of the price he would have to pay, he would bury Wang Chong along with the forty Great Tang cavalrymen here!

Neighhh!

As the first group of charging Great Tang cavalrymen swiftly closed in on Iron Cloak Li, his clothes began to flutter from the gale raised by the momentum of the charge.

But he had no intentions of dodging at all.

Standing right in the face of the charging Great Tang cavalrymen, he slowly closed his hands instead.

Hong long long!

For that instant, time seemed to have slowed down innumerable times. Before countless gazes, a pair of sturdy and powerful hooves pierced through the cloud of dust and struck heavily on Iron Cloak Li's chest.

But as the metallic hooves collided with the body of flesh and blood, a resounding metallic reverberation sounded instead.

Iron Cloak Li stood firmly before the pit, not moving at all. On the other hand, it was the steed and the rider who was forced back instead.

Weng!

The sight left everyone flabbergasted.

"How is this possible?" That was the only thought remaining in everyone's mind before a chill crept through their veins.
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To think that a body of flesh and blood would be able to withstand the full power attack of a heavy cavalryman, not budging in the least! He was like an unmoving mountain, knocking the charging cavalrymen back instead.

If they were not personally witnessing the situation, they would have never thought such a feat was possible.

"It should be my turn now!" A chilling voice carrying irrepressible flames of rage echoed in the air. By this moment, Iron Cloak Li had already disappeared from view.

Peng!

The first cavalryman seemed to have been struck by an invisible, massive hand, and he was sent tumbling away with his steed. And soon after, the second, third, and fourth victim emerged...

The tip of the Arrow Formation was where the power of the formation was concentrated at, but it was forcefully dissipated by a mortal body.

Even those powerful war steeds who could tear down boulders in their path had their bones and internal organs crushed under his fearsome might.

With every punch he made, a war steed would be sent flying and lose its life.

Hong!

After clearing away the four Great Tang cavalrymen who made up the tip of the Arrow Formation, he flitted to the side of another Great Tang cavalryman and knocked him down as well.

Hua!

With a slightly feminine shout, a white gleam of light flashed across the air, dragging a white trail behind it. A three chi sword was headed for Iron Cloak Li's head with astonishing speed.

Boom!

With an impassive expression, Iron Cloak Li allowed the sword to strike him without resisting at all. Klang! The incomparably sharp sword struck Iron Cloak Li's body, but it felt like it had collided with a steel plate instead, rendering the attack futile.

Iron Cloak Li thrusted both his palms forward, and hong! Air burst out of Bai Siling's mouth as she was knocked into the distance, crashing violently into a tree. Large mouthfuls of blood spilled from her mouth.

Before the chief of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen, who dominated the grounds from Longxi to the capital, even a genius of Bai Siling's caliber was no match.

"Siling!" Wang Chong exclaimed in alarm.

Bai Siling possessed cultivation comparable with Marquess Yi and Cousin Wang Zhuyan, but even so, she was severely injured by Iron Cloak Li in a momentary encounter.

"Junior, be careful. His Iron Cloak is resistant to swords and sabers, I was unable to breach his defense with my slash!" Bai Siling uttered anxiously with a pale face. If not for her considerable cultivation which allowed her to use her Stellar Energy to protect her internal organs, she would have died from the impact of Iron Cloak Li's palm.

Pu!

But right after saying those words, Bai Siling suddenly felt a sweet sensation on her tongue as a burning sensation rose in her throat. Yet another mouthful of fresh blood poured out of her mouth.

It had only been moments since they had started the battle with Iron Cloak Li, but five cavalrymen had already been killed by him. Even Bai Siling had sustained grievous wounds.

Iron Cloak Li was indeed a fearsome opponent!

"Lass, you seem to be quite worried about that lad. Don't worry, after I kill him, I'll make sure to send you off as well. None of you are getting away alive today!" Iron Cloak Li raged angrily.

With a swift maneuver, he immediately charged for the other Arrow Formation group where Wang Chong was in.

Without bothering with any defensive maneuvers, he headed straight for the tip which harnessed the greatest fighting prowess.

Hong long!

Five spears carrying the might of mountains struck Iron Cloak Li's body from five different directions simultaneously. However, all of them were deflected by the black chainmail formed by Iron Cloak Li's Stellar Energy.

An offense that was powerful enough to pierce through metal and flick up a man along with his mount seemed to be completely ineffective against Iron Cloak Li.

"Die!"

While Iron Cloak Li was stood perfectly rooted to the ground, the other five Great Tang cavalrymen were thrown into the air along with their steeds.

Peng peng peng!

As the steeds crashed down to the ground, many of their necks were snapped. There were also a few which had their internal organs ruptured, and their sorrowful and pained cries were heart-wrenching.

"Brat, you're next!"

A cold gleam flashed across Iron Cloak Li's eyes as his eyes fell on Wang Chong. He was the cause of everything going downhill.

If not for him, the cavalrymen couldn't possibly wield such fighting prowess. If not for him, Hu Lang wouldn't have died, his beloved steed would still be around, and he wouldn't have lost so many capable subordinates!

Having everything that he had built up painstakingly over the years destroyed in the course of a few hours, how could he tolerate that!?

The forty cavalrymen could come later, but that young man from the training camp had to be killed at this very instant to quell his rage.

Sou!

Iron Cloak Li raised his arm, and a black object reminiscent of a shadow shot forth from him. As if it had a life of its own, the black link of the Stellar Energy chainmail tore through space to strike Wang Chong.

Hong long!

A deafening explosion sounded from where the black chainmail fell. A cloud of dust billowed, and the pebbles in the area were crushed to dust under the immense pressure.

By a hair's breadth, Wang Chong had managed to dodge the attack.

The sharp wariness for danger that the White-hoofed Shadow possessed had saved Wang Chong's life at that crucial moment.

Neighhhh!

The sudden cry of a horse caught Iron Cloak Li's attention. Turning his gaze over, he saw a Great Tang cavalryman charging over through the cloud of dust, trying to exploit the possible opening he would have shown while attacking Wang Chong.

"Hmph!" Iron Cloak Li sneered coldly.

Hong! With just a thought, the black Stellar Energy chainmail immediately rose up and expanded rapidly before abruptly falling from the sky, covering the Great Tang cavalryman along with his steed.

Kachacha!

Crisp snapping sounds echoed as the black chainmail rapidly contracted around him, and crimson fluid trickled from the edges of the chainmail.

The black chainmail trembled, and a sack of skin, meat, and shattered bones fell from it.

Neighhhh!

Upon seeing this sight, the war steeds immediately backed away in fear.

Even Wang Chong could feel a chill running down his back. Were it not for the timely reaction of Little Shadow, he might have been reduced to that clump as well.

"Brat, you shan't escape!" Iron Cloak Li roared as eyes filled with callous killing intent fixed themselves on Wang Chong.

Hu! Iron Cloak Li retracted his palm, and that black Stellar Energy chainmail returned back to his body.

That black chainmail remained completely unsoiled despite the great bloodshed it had just caused; not a single hint of blood had stained it.

"Praise our mighty chief!"

"Make good work out of them, chief!"

"Chief!"

Upon seeing this sight, the Iron Cloak Highwaymen who were still frantically escaping a moment ago suddenly began cheering loudly instead.

"Let's go and help chief eradicate those damn soldiers!"

"Brothers, this is our chance for revenge!"

"Brothers, charge!"

As birds and beasts scattered in fear, the highwaymen stormed back in from all directions amid loud cheers.

Suddenly, the situation became highly disadvantageous to Wang Chong and the others.

With just his individual prowess, Iron Cloak Li had reversed the entire situation.

"Chief, we have come to help you!" A cry filled with ferocity and bloodthirst sounded from the distance. From the eastern end of the main road, the galloping of horses sounded. Thirty members of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen were charging here furiously.

Their arrival was truly timely.

Weng!

In that instant, even Wang Chong's complexion turned livid.

One seemingly invulnerable Iron Cloak Li was already a troublesome opponent to deal with, but when coupled with those highwaymen who chose to return at this point, as well as the thirty elite highwaymen, the situation was extremely disadvantageous to them.

What was even worse was that their escape routes seemed to have been blocked, and after Iron Cloak Li's attacks, they had lost their greatest strength, speed.

Without speed, cavalry was no different from infantry, or perhaps even beneath them in terms of fighting prowess.

At this very instant, nearly all of the Great Tang cavalrymen could feel the stifling breath of death pressing down on them.

That flurried clopping of hooves seemed like a harp pulling at their nerves.

Unnerved, a Five-Man Squad Leader turned to Wang Chong in nervous expectation. "Lord, what do we do now?"

Even with minimal understanding of military tactics and warfare, it was as plain to see that they were at risk of a complete wipeout.

"Lord..."

"Lord..."...

Time seemed to have slowed to near stop for Wang Chong. This short instant felt as if it could be stretched for eternity.

Wang Chong saw the crushed body of a cavalryman and his steed, as well as the deformed corpses and carcasses lying along the road. In the distance, Bai Siling was clutching her chest, and even remaining upright was difficult for her. The grievous internal injury she had suffered had caused her beautiful face to twist in pain.

Ma Song was also severely injured. A dead steed was weighing down on his legs, and a pained frown stood on his forehead.

A True Martial realm expert possessed the strength to easily raise a horse, but Ma Song couldn't even gather the strength to free himself.

Dust and sand filled the field, and crimson blood was slowly tainting the grass on both ends of the slope. Looking slightly further, many highwaymen were brandishing their sabers and swords ferociously as they made their way here.

Even further ahead, a group of elite highwaymen was rushing over as well.

And at the center of them all was Iron Cloak Li, who was sending cavalryman after cavalryman flying with each fist. It was as if he was an unbreachable barrier that stood in the path of Wang Chong and the others.

And throughout the entire period, his frigid eyes seemed to remain fixated on Wang Chong, as if casting a shadow of death on him.

In the blink of an eye, they were suddenly surrounded by enemies, and they were at threat of annihilation.

"Retreat!"

Hong long! Wang Chong suddenly rushed forward, and stretching his hand downward, he picked Bai Siling up and placed her on the back of his steed while shouting a crucial command to his troops, "Execute plan, Eight Claws Retrieving the Moon!"

That voice echoed resoundingly, and the surviving Great Tang cavalrymen immediately began to move.

---
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Hong long!

In an instant, the Great Tang cavalrymen who were charging for Iron Cloak Li abruptly scattered in all directions.

Every single one of them chose a different direction, and even Wang Chong was fleeing frantically as well.

This abrupt scene left everyone dumbfounded.

"They are escaping! Don't allow them to escape!"

"Block their path of escape!"

"Great job, chief!"...

The highwaymen shouted excitedly. Their chief was truly strong, as expected of him!

Those cavalrymen had slaughtered many of their brothers, and even Hu Lang had fallen at their hands. Yet, the chief single-handedly destroyed them and sent them fleeing.

He was indeed incredible!

"Brothers, we have to speed up! We have to help chief clear them up!"

The highwaymen immediately felt their bloodthirst flaring.

As highwaymen, they weren't as disciplined as military soldiers. Thus, in the face of trouble, they would find their morale plummeting easily, and they were more prone to giving up as well. But on the other hand, if they perceived themselves to be in the upper hand, their ferocity and fighting prowess would be amplified.

"Kill them!"

Deafening shouts shook the forest as the highwaymen picked up their pace.

"Hmph. It seems like those fellows still have their uses!" Iron Cloak Li gazed at the highwaymen and bandits rushing in from all directions, and his tightly-knitted brow finally soothed slightly.

He turned his gaze to the fleeing cavalrymen and sneered coldly. To only think about escaping now, wasn't it too late for that?

Hu Lang might have gauged the prowess of the enemy inaccurately, resulting in their tragic loss, but there was one thing he did right.

He had sent thirty elites to block Wang Chong's escape road.

Those cavalrymen had nowhere to escape to.

Weng!

Just as Iron Cloak Li was about to join the pursuit himself, an abrupt change occurred. Before everyone's shocked gazes, the escaping cavalrymen suddenly turned around and charged at Iron Cloak Li.

Hong long long!

In an instant, the thirty cavalrymen had reached the peak of their speed.

Not only so, the formation of the thirty cavalrymen also swiftly changed in the midst of their charge. The seemingly chaotic positioning was gradually unfolding into a clear echelon formation.

Taking a closer look, there were eight rows, each with a slightly different number of people.

Even Wang Chong himself had joined the formation so as to compensate for the loss of manpower.

"What is going on?"

"What are they trying to do?"

The highwaymen were stunned. They thought that Wang Chong and the others were fleeing out of fear of their chief, so they had focused their efforts on tightening their encirclement and preventing them from escaping.

But who could have thought that they would actually make a turnaround all of a sudden and charge back in?

"What are you waiting for? They are attempting to kill chief! Hurry up and stop them!" A loud bellow shattered the momentary silence. Chang Dao whipped his steed furiously as he sped forward furiously.

Of all the people here, he was the only one who sensed that Iron Cloak Li was in danger.

Without a doubt, the Great Tang cavalrymen were intending to use their numerical advantage to deal with the chief with their charge. Even though Iron Cloak Li was able to easily deal with ten True Martial realm experts back on the mountain, it was hard to say whether he could do the same for thirty well-coordinated cavalrymen.

Hong long long!

On the horseback, Wang Chong was glaring at Iron Cloak Li with a slightly lowered posture.

He knew that they were in an extremely dire situation at the moment. Whether it was Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu, or him and Bai Siling, they were tightly encircled and knee-deep in danger.

Iron Cloak Li had single-handedly ruined the plans he had prepared with brute force and turned the tides of battle.

If Wang Chong wanted to reverse the situation, there was only one solution: Kill Iron Cloak Li!

He was the crux to everything!

As long as he was dead, the morale of the highwaymen would immediately crumble, and those powers whom Iron Cloak Li had rallied together would fall apart as well.

This was simply how highwaymen and bandits operated. They preyed on the weak and feared the strong. Should they feel that they were in a disadvantageous position, their natural instinct would be to flee as far as they could.

The idea of upholding one's honor and fighting to the last man standing was something that could never happen among them.

"Siling, are you prepared?" Wang Chong asked with a hushed voice.

"I am!" Sitting in front of Wang Chong, Bai Siling clenched her jaws tightly, and a sliver of determination flashed across her eyes.

Even if Wang Chong hadn't said a single word, she knew that they didn't have much time. She would only have a single strike.

This was the final opportunity they had to reverse the situation.

If they couldn't kill Iron Cloak Li by the time the highwaymen converged on them, death would be what awaited them.

Neighhhhh!

With the disposition of warriors treading on a path of no return, the cavalrymen charged furiously at Iron Cloak Li.

In that instant, the atmosphere was incomparably tense, and an air of death permeated the area.

"Hmph, allow me to quell that thought from your minds!" Iron Cloak Li's cold voice wasn't too loud, but it sounded clearly in everyone's ears.

He stood unwaveringly in the face of the huge wave of enemies he was about to face, and a powerful aura slowly rose from him.

If his enemies thought that he could be killed by just numbers, then he could only say that they were too naive.

Weng!

A black Stellar Energy chainmail wrapped all around Iron Cloak Li, and the reverberating metallic sound from it seemed to grip one's heart.

"Come!" A cold glint surfaced in his eyes.

Before the cavalrymen could even reach them, Iron Cloak Li had already rushed forward to attack the first echelon.

Boom, like a huge boulder being thrown in, Iron Cloak Li collided with the cavalrymen.

Steel spears snapped in the face of the black Stellar Energy chainmail, and bodies were sent flying by that immense force of the crush. With just a single move, Iron Cloak Li had destroyed the four cavalrymen of the first echelon.

Pained cries of the soldiers and sorrowful neighing of the steeds formed a loud cacophony, and the blood splattered lingered in the air in the form of a crimson mist. The steeds had some parts of their bodies caved in, such that even their bones were visible.

It was truly a gruesome scene.

But despite all of that, Wang Chong and the other cavalrymen continued charging forward without any hesitation. In the face of a living hell, their eyes didn't even blink in the slightest.

They had no other choice at this moment.

If they couldn't kill Iron Cloak Li now, the same fate would surely befall them eventually.

"Hmph, insects who don't know their place, you aren't a match for me!" Iron Cloak Li sneered savagely.

Boom!

Before Wang Chong could rush in, Iron Cloak Li flashed and appeared at the east face of another echelon. Boom! His steel-like fist sent even the protective armor right into the body of the steed.

His powerful Stellar Energy was struck into the side of the steed and escaped from the back of the rider.

"AHHHH!"

A dying scream echoed as blood spurted several zhang high from the hole on the rider's back, dyeing Iron Cloak Li's face red. However, this only seemed to further stimulate the savagery in his mind.

This wasn't the first time he had killed a soldier, but the feeling of being in control of a situation and governing the life and death of another never failed to trigger his excitement.

In fact, under his excitement, he could sense that his Iron Cloak was gradually approaching another breakthrough.

With a voice brimming with cold savagery, Iron Cloak Li roared, "I will kill all of you!" 

Boom boom boom boom, with four consecutive explosions, Iron Cloak Li struck yet another four cavalrymen with his shoulders, elbows, and fists, and sent them flying in a particularly gruesome manner.

"Hahahaha!" Iron Cloak Li rushed for another steel echelon of cavalrymen.

He had a nimble footwork which made it hard for Wang Chong to gather the full might of thirty people to attack him simultaneously.

Iron Cloak Li might be confident, but he wasn't blinded by his own ego. Given the immense power of his Iron Cloak Technique, as long as he could maneuver around the cavalrymen continuously, he would be able to strike at the openings in their formation and kill them all easily.

Hong long long!

But just as Iron Cloak Li was headed to the next echelon, something unexpected happened. Several zhang away from where Iron Cloak Li was, an echelon suddenly made a turn and charged toward another direction

This unexpected maneuver had caught even Iron Cloak Li by surprise.

However, what was even more shocking had yet to come.

Right when the echelon disappeared, unbeknownst to even Iron Cloak Li himself, another echelon suddenly appeared behind him, and in an instant, five spears containing the full might of five cavalrymen struck him forcefully.

Peng peng peng peng! And following very closely behind, another five spears struck Iron Cloak Li from another direction.

Even though Iron Cloak Li had been making sure to remain on the move, eight spears still struck him squarely. It was as if they had rehearsed it innumerable times beforehand, and ten spears struck Iron Cloak Li squarely.

Through his commanding ability, Wang Chong was able to move the cavalrymen flexibly enough to bring out their full might even against a lone and nimble target.

---

Translated by: StarveCleric
Edited by: RED

 



                                                                        Chapter 357: Final Opportunity! 

                                                                                
Boom!

A frenzied wind blew, and Stellar Energy spilled into the surroundings. With ten spears striking Iron Cloak Li squarely in rapid succession, even with Iron Cloak Li's black Stellar Energy chainmail protecting him, he still felt his innards being shaken violently. His face swiftly flushed a bright shade of crimson, and it felt as if blood would ooze from its surface.

This was the first time Iron Cloak Li had been put in a spot ever since the start of the battle.

"This is a good opportunity!" Wang Chong's eyes lit up.

Atop the White-hoofed Shadow, Wang Chong immediately galloped furiously for Iron Cloak Li.

Hua!

With a ferocious cry, a True Martial realm Halo of Thorns rippled around Bai Siling as she brought her sword down on Iron Cloak Li.

Hong hong hong!

The intense collision seemed to have caused time to slow for this instant. Veins began popping up on Iron Cloak Li's eight chi tall body, and pain colored his face.

But nevertheless, the nine chi large black Stellar Energy chainmail protected his entire body from harm as firmly as a fortress.

Be it the strike from the ten cavalrymen or the slash harnessing Bai Siling's full might, nothing seemed to be able to penetrate the black chainmail.

"It's no use. You won't be able to breach my Iron Cloak Te... AHHH!"

Iron Cloak Li's hoarse voice swiftly turned into a pained cry as a three chi long sword with many exquisite flowing marks on it punched through Iron Cloak Li's black Stellar Energy chainmail and pierced his back.

"What sword is that? How could any sword pierce through my Iron Cloak Technique?" Iron Cloak Li's pained bellow shook even the air itself.

The black chainmail swiftly gathered from his surroundings in an attempt to stop Wang Chong's sword from plunging any deeper.

Hong long!

A violent and pitch-black Deluge of Stellar Energy, accompanied with numerous steel-like Martial halos abruptly appeared around Iron Cloak Li. Boom boom boom, with numerous deafening explosions, Wang Chong, Bai Siling, and the other ten Great Tang cavalrymen were sent flying in all directions.

Peng!

Under the immense shock wave, Wang Chong ended up flipping in the air several times. Only after using several force-warding techniques and stabbing his sword into the ground did he manage to stabilize himself.

But even so, he still felt a sweet sensation at the back of his throat, and the flow of energy in his body was in disarray.

The first thing he did was to check on Little Shadow, and he heaved a sigh of relief after confirming that the latter was fine.

This fellow is too strong!, Wang Chong thought.

An assault from ten Great Tang cavalrymen charging at full speed, as well as Bai Siling and him, and yet they were still unable to kill Iron Cloak Li.

He did indeed possess a strength that could induce despair.

"Brat, what is that sword in your hand?" a bone-chilling voice filled with killing intent and rage sounded.

Raising his gaze, Wang Chong saw Iron Cloak Li standing upright in the distance, staring at him with eyes reminiscent of a venomous snake.

The reason why Iron Cloak Li dared to challenge Wang Chong and forty Great Tang cavalrymen was due to his powerful Iron Cloak Technique.

This technique allowed him to create an armor out of Stellar Energy that was impenetrable by sword or saber. No matter how skillful a technique was, if it didn't possess sufficient strength to overcome the Stellar Energy chainmail, it would be nothing more than an act.

It went without saying that the defensive capability of the Iron Cloak Technique was incredible, and most True Martial realm experts wouldn't be able to overcome it.

With this technique that provided both defensive and offensive capabilities, Iron Cloak Li was able to kill more than ten Great Tang cavalrymen easily in exceptionally gruesome fashion.

But just a moment ago, the Iron Cloak Technique which Iron Cloak Li viewed as his greatest trump card had been breached by a sword!

This was something that had never happened before!

Most swords and sabers forged by the swordsmiths in the capital couldn't dream of overcoming his defense, and even the best of them could, at best, pierce through his Stellar Energy armor lightly.

None of them were able to stab deep into his back after piercing through the Stellar Energy armor, unlike Wang Chong's sword!

For the first time, a slight hint of apprehension surfaced in Iron Cloak Li's eyes. At the same time, his determination to kill Wang Chong had also been rekindled.

A weapon that could threaten him couldn't be allowed to exist. At the very least, it should never appear in the hands of his enemy.

However, Wang Chong remained nonchalant about it, paying no heed to Iron Cloak Li.

"Everyone, we'll do battle off  horseback. Use your steeds to block the highwaymen while we focus our efforts on slaying Iron Cloak Li!" Wang Chong commanded grimly.

A huge army of highwaymen was swiftly nearing them, and in just a few seconds, they would be onto them. By that moment, defeat and death would be what that was awaiting them.

But even at this crucial moment, Wang Chong had no intention of giving up. He was still calmly issuing orders to deal with the situation at hand.

Jya!

The discipline of the Great Tang cavalrymen shown through yet again. The surviving cavalrymen swiftly carried out his orders perfectly.

The remaining twenty cavalrymen simultaneously leapt down from their steeds as they pushed them forward, urging them in all directions to block the ferociously charging highwaymen.

Every single steed of Great Tang had been carefully selected and trained over a long period of time.

To the cavalrymen, their steeds weren't just a mere mount. They were their companions, friends, and a part of themselves.

Unless faced with death or complete defeat, they wouldn't be willing to give up on their steeds.

After all, that would be equivalent to giving up on their pride. Without their steeds, they would only be footsoldiers on the battlefield.

However, there was an even greater responsibility that a soldier shouldered, and that was to carry out the commands asked of them.

For their goal, they must be willing to give up the lives of their steeds and themselves.

This was the duty of a soldier, as well as their pride and honor.

Every single soldier who had stepped onto the battlefield must have such realization.

The current circumstances allowed them no room to turn around and make a second charge anymore. The only option left was for them to sacrifice their steeds to block the highwaymen.

But even so, the time they could buy through that was severely limited as well.

If they couldn't end this battle fast and kill Iron Cloak Li as soon as possible, everyone might die here.

Wang Chong's command might seem to be a risky one, but it was the correct one under the current circumstances.

Weng!

As soon as the twenty or so cavalrymen landed on the ground, they immediately rushed for Iron Cloak Li.

Seeing how Wang Chong was completely ignoring him, Iron Cloak Li couldn't help but fly into a rage.

 His face livid, Iron Cloak Li roared furiously. "You wish to die? Alright, I'll grant your wish then!"

Which of the highwaymen who made a living out of robbery didn't build a name for themselves out of slaughter?

Weng!

A brilliant halo emerged and expanded from Iron Cloak Li's feet, followed by the second one, the third, fourth, and eventually, the fifth. Five radiant halos beneath Iron Cloak Li illuminated the surroundings, granting Iron Cloak Li the image of a war god.

True Martial realm 5-dan!

Five identical sturdy Halos of Thorns revealed Iron Cloak Li's true cultivation.

Upon reaching True Martial realm, one would be able to forge a unique halo that harnessed the Power of Law.

And with each progression in one's cultivation realm, the halo would be divided to create another halo with identical properties.

Thus, in the True Martial realm, one could possess a maximum of nine halos.

The more halos one had, the greater one's strength and speed would be, and one's control over the Power of Law would be greater as well.

Possessing five halos, Iron Cloak Li's fighting prowess was far above most of the Great Tang cavalrymen, thus allowing him to sweep through them easily.

ROARRRR!

With a ferocious war cry, the twenty cavalrymen charged right at Iron Cloak Li. However, the one to launch the attack first wasn't them,

Hong! With a surge of shadow, the black Stellar Energy chainmail suddenly fell from the heavens to cover a Great Tang cavalryman. Kachacha! With a fearsome cracking noise, blood exploded from within the chainmail, and the cavalryman was reduced to a pile of bloodied flesh.

"You, you, you, you, you! All of you... Die!" Savagery flashed across Iron Cloak Li's eyes as he retracted his right hand to don his Stellar Energy chainmail once more.

With a swift leap, he charged for the group.

Hong long! Ten Halo of Thorns resonated with one another and pulsated as one as they collided heavily with Iron Cloak Li's five black halos.

The differing halos crashed intensely with one another in midair, grinding and tugging at one another and they vied for supremacy. A resounding metallic chime reverberated in the air.

The shock wave resulting from the clash created a white gush of air that rose several dozen zhang into the air, overturning the top layer of dust and soil in the area.

But eventually, the ten Halos of Thorns were still no match for the five black halos!

However, without their steeds, these cavalrymen were only footsoldiers. They were unable to capitalize on the immense strength granted to them by a charge on horseback.

Single Character Consecutive Slash!

Just when everyone's True Martial halos were completely suppressed by Iron Cloak Li, a cold gleam flashed, and Wang Chong abruptly leaped from the ground with unbelievable agility.

While his cultivation realm was the lowest of those gathered here, his strength, battle technique, movement technique, flexibility, and speed were far beyond the others.

Upon seeing Wang Chong swiftly approaching him, Iron Cloak Li narrowed his eyes nervously. Wang Chong's cultivation was nothing to fear, but the sword in his hands was a huge threat to him.

"Come!"

Iron Cloak Li also leapt from the ground, and clutching his fists tightly, he gathered his Stellar Energy onto his fist and struck at Wang Chong.

As long as he could kill Wang Chong and steal his sword, the remaining soldiers would be no threat to him anymore.

---
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Boom! Iron Cloak Li's fist fell, but his powerful punch fell empty. The Wang Chong who was in midair dissipated into shadows, while the real Wang Chong suddenly appeared behind him.

Pairing Single Character Consecutive Slash with Phantom Steps, Wang Chong managed to fool even Iron Cloak Li.

Iron Cloak Li's face tightened, and the black Stellar Energy chainmail wrapped around him swiftly moved to form multiple layers of barriers behind him.

Klang! Under the multifold layer of defense, Wang Chong's decisive strike was forcefully deflected.

"Hmph!" Iron Cloak Li harrumphed coldly.

Without any hesitation, he turned around to send a punch at Wang Chong.

"Brat, you are too naive! Do you think that my Iron Cloak Technique only has defensive capabilities? Even with a sword like yours, you won't be able to defeat me!"

"Is that so? We can't really tell unless we give it a try," a young but frosty voice replied. This was the first time Wang Chong had responded to Iron Cloak Li's provocations.

"Everyone, cooperate with me. Attack!" At this moment, Wang Chong executed the strongest technique he had at hand.

Eight Steps of the Furious Flood Dragon!

The roars of innumerable dragons pervaded the surroundings, and one after another, the silhouette of flood dragons began appearing before everyone's eyes.

At the same moment, numerous True Martial halos began spinning with loud metallic calls as they sprang for Iron Cloak Li.

At this instant, Iron Cloak Li finally felt deeply threatened.

His Iron Cloak Technique was extremely flexible in usage. He could layer it to strengthen his defense in specific regions, and it was this property that allowed him to deflect Wang Chong's Wootz steel sword.

However, strengthening a certain location would inevitably mean weakening the others.

It wasn't a problem when he was facing Wang Chong alone, but if the Great Tang cavalrymen were to get involved as well, Iron Cloak Li's black Stellar Energy chainmail would become insufficient to cope with all of them.

Neighhhh!

But at this crucial moment, the highwaymen had finally arrived.

"Chief, let me help you!" With those words, a muscular Han wearing a sleeveless shirt leapt over with his steed.

One of the strongest aides of Iron Cloak Li had arrived, Chang Dao!

"Chief, I am here as well!"

"Chief, we'll help you!"

"Brothers, kill these soldiers and exact vengeance for our dead brothers!"...

Wave after wave of highwaymen arrived in the area after slaying the war steeds at the perimeter.

"Hahaha! Good, good! You all did well!" Hearing those voices, Iron Cloak Li laughed heartily. He felt deeply threatened by Wang Chong's Wootz steel sword, and it was like rain in the middle of a drought for reinforcements to arrive at this moment.

"Brat, looks like even the heavens are on my side. Why don't you just obediently give in, and I might give you a painless death!"

A powerful surge of Stellar Energy burst from Iron Cloak Li, and with just the shockwave of the explosion, he was actually able to forcefully stop Wang Chong's Eight Steps of the Furious Flood Dragon!

Neighhh!

The highwaymen were swiftly converging on the area. Hearing the war cries of the highwaymen swiftly cresting, the Great Tang cavalrymen's faces warped in despair. Wang Chong and Bai Siling's hearts sunk as well.

It was too late. Even with the Wootz steel sword in hand, there was nothing they could do.

Their final attempt had failed, and the ultimate fate that awaited them was being cut to their deaths.

"Listen to my command! Ignore the other highwaymen and focus our attacks on Iron Cloak Li. Even if we have to die, we must bring him down with us!" Determination flashed across Wang Chong's mind as he bellowed furiously.

After spouting those words, Wang Chong immediately executed the Single Character Consecutive Slash and rushed at Iron Cloak Li.

"You brat! No matter what, I'll surely kill you today!" Iron Cloak Li flew into a rage.

Driven up a corner, Wang Chong actually wanted to pull him down with him. This left Iron Cloak Li incensed.

Ultimately, the reason why everything went wrong, and how so many of their men ended up being killed by a mere forty soldiers was the fault of this brat.

It wouldn't matter to Iron Cloak Li if anyone else were to escape today, but he was determined to kill this brat at any cost.

"I would like to see how an ant like you who hasn't even reached True Martial realm is going to kill me!" Iron Cloak Li bellowed, as killing intent suffused his eyes.

Weng! With a flash of shadow, a black offshoot shot from his body toward Wang Chong.

It was the Stellar Energy chainmail!

At this crucial moment, Iron Cloak Li decided to use his Stellar Energy chainmail to crush Wang Chong's body and bones together, just like what he did to the other cavalrymen.

Only through this could he vent the rage of having lost so many of the elites under him!

To quell his rage, he would have to slay this brat himself!

Weng!

Without the help of the White-hoofed Shadow this time around, Wang Chong was unable to move swiftly enough to dodge the Stellar Energy chainmail this time. With a huge shadow, it fell from the sky and covered Wang Chong along with his sword.

With his body tightly constricted by the Stellar Energy chainmail, Wang Chong's movement was severely limited. His sword might be able to pierce through the Stellar Energy chainmail, but unable to move his body, there was nothing he could do anymore.

With Wang Chong's death, no one else would be able to threaten Iron Cloak Li anymore.

"Siling, now! Move!"

Everything happened in the course of a split second. Just as Iron Cloak Li was about to tighten the Stellar Energy chainmail to crush Wang Chong into pieces, Wang Chong's sharp cry suddenly echoed from the chainmail.

What the heck? Iron Cloak Li was alarmed by Wang Chong's sudden shout.

No matter how slow he was, it was apparent that there was something wrong with the situation. An arrangement that that young commander put his life on the line for couldn't possibly spell anything good for him.

Everything seemed to reek deeply of a scheme.

Hua!

But before he could even do anything, he suddenly heard a cry behind him along with the shrill sound of a sharp object traversing through the air.

Everything happened quickly. By the time Iron Cloak Li heard those sounds, the other party's sword was already nearing his neck. Under normal circumstances, Iron Cloak Li might have been able to dodge. But to deal with Wang Chong, he had devoted most of his attention to manipulating his Stellar Energy chainmail, which resulted in a slight impairment in his movements, preventing him from dodging this sudden attack.

Hong long!

All Iron Cloak Li managed to do in that fraction of a second was to gather his Stellar Energy to protect his neck and send out a palm before that sword slid through his neck.

To his horror, his dense Deluge of Stellar Energy actually failed to stop the sword even by the slightest instant.

"That sword..."

Seeing that familiar blade beneath his neck, realization flashed across Iron Cloak Li's mind before everything blacked out.

"CHIEF!"

A desolate scream echoed in the air. The highwaymen who had rushed over here furiously ended up witnessing a sight that they would never forget, one that would shatter their guts and induce utter despair in them: a young lady in white beheading their chief!

From the moment they saw their chief getting killed, their initial delight and excitement vanished along with the wind. Their blood ran cold, and their hearts sank.

Killed!

Their chief was killed!!

Their chief was actually killed!!!

At this moment, time seemed to have come to a halt. Even the horses had fallen silent.

To the highwaymen who had just arrived, there was no confusion or doubts about the matter. They had seen everything as clear as day.

At the moment when victory was just in their grasp, that young commander stepped forward and served as a bait to draw away the chief's Stellar Energy chainmail.

But in that instant, making use of Iron Cloak Li's blind spot, that sharp sword was thrown in an arc to the white-clothed young lady. Making use of the sharp sword, the young lady sliced through the chief's neck, thus rewriting the conclusion of the battle.

Just like that, a sure-win battle had been turned around.

Sou!

With Iron Cloak Li's death, the Stellar Energy chainmail was undone, and Wang Chong was released from its tight grip. Peng, as soon as Wang Chong was freed, he immediately rushed forward to pick up Iron Cloak Li's head.

"Iron Cloak Li is dead! Anyone who dares to continue standing against us will only be killed. Let it be known that should the Bureau of Punishments issue an arrest warrant, you will be caught and dealt with even if you were to flee to the Western Regions!"

Raising Iron Cloak Li's head with his right hand, Wang Chong's sharp and cold gaze swept across the bandits, leaving their hearts on the edge.

Too many of their brothers had died. Hu Lang's death was a huge blow, and now, even their chief who possessed unparalleled strength had fallen in the face of the schemes of this young man.

At this moment, even someone as vicious as Chang Dao was feeling frightened and apprehensive.

No one could tell what other ploys the young man had up his sleeves, or what other means he possessed.

With a force of forty, they had killed more than three hundred of their brothers, along with their chief. How many more of them would die facing the remaining twenty?

At this instant, even the bravest of the highwaymen couldn't help but feel daunted.

With the death of their chief, their morale had been utterly shattered.

They might still have a reason to fight when their chief was around, but it had vanished along with his parting.

At this moment, even if they were to, by some stroke of luck, kill these cavalrymen, it would be meaningless to them.

Not only would they not gain anything from it, they might even lose their lives instead.

"What are you waiting for? Disappear from my sight!" Carrying the head up high, Wang Chong bellowed deafeningly. In that instant, as if awakening from a dream, the highwaymen and bandits immediately scattered in all directions, fleeing frantically for their lives.

In just a short instant, the eighty highwaymen and bandits had vanished entirely.

"Lord, we have won!" One of the surviving Great Tang cavalrymen heaved a long sigh of relief.

"We did overcome the crisis, but we haven't won yet. Let's go, there is still one last thing for us to do!"

Shaking his head, Wang Chong turned his gaze to the distance. There, the commotion seemed to be growing louder and louder.

---



                                                                        Chapter 359: Slaying Zhou An! 

                                                                                
The battle by the slope was extremely intense. The bandits and highwaymen in the area rushed right up to Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu ceaselessly, as if the endless waves of the ocean.

"Bad news, military advisor. Bad news!"

At the end of the bend by the main road, a highwaymen rushed over to Zhou An and reported, "Military advisor, bad news! The chief has..."

Kneeling on the floor, the highwayman's face was thick with fear. Panicked, he stuttered nervously as he pointed in the distance, and for a long moment, he was unable to voice his words out.

Pah!

A palm suddenly slapped the face of the highwayman harshly.

"You cretin, speak clearly! What happened to the chief?" Zhou An roared furiously. That bastard kept saying that something bad had happened, but he simply couldn't say what was going on. That had almost made him faint of anxiety.

"Military advisor, chief has been killed!" The highwayman froze for a moment before he regained his speech and finished his words.

Hong long!

That seemingly ordinary words of the highwayman fell like a cannonball, triggering a wave of shock within everyone's hearts.

Within a radius of ten zhang, those who heard those words fell into an abrupt silence. Even the battle going on in the distance seemed to have grown considerably quieter.

Everyone was staring at the kneeling highwayman with dumbfounded gazes.

"You bastard, what kind of nonsense are you speaking?" Shocked and angered by the news, Zhou An glared at the reporting highwayman and kicked him aside. "Our chief possesses unparalleled cultivation and is protected by the Iron Cloak Technique. How could he possibly die? If you continue uttering nonsense here, don't blame me for turning nasty!" Zhou An said as he drew his saber and pressed it against the highwayman's neck.

The chief couldn't possibly have died at this moment!

He mustn't!

Given his superior martial arts and the elites that had followed him there, how could he possibly be unable to defeat that young brat and those pesky soldiers with him?

No matter what, Zhou An would never believe such ridiculous rumors!

However, the uneasiness he felt was swiftly intensifying. Regardless of the truth, there was one thing he was sure of. Something must have happened on the chief's end!

But Zhou An couldn't imagine what could have happened within this short period of time.

Where are Hu Lang, Chang Dao, and Huo Yuan?

Are they all dead? Why aren't they back yet?

"Zhou An, look who it is!" Just as Zhou An was plagued with doubts, a deafening bellow suddenly sounded out.

Following which, a round and black object was tossed over from the bend at the main road.

After tumbling several times in the air, it accurately pierced onto a sharp branch pointed upward.

A gale blew past, and the cloth wrapping around it scattered, revealing a gruesome head within.

Woosh!

Upon seeing the face on the head, the hundreds of bandits and highwaymen in the area cried out in sheer terror as they backed away.

There were even a few who unwittingly tumbled down the slope after losing their balance.

"Chief!" Seeing that head, Zhou An's eyes reddened in fury. That head belonged to no other than Iron Cloak Li!

His eyes were still wide-open, as if he was unable to believe that he could be killed even at his dying breath.

Zhou An couldn't understand how Iron Cloak Li, who possessed the protection of the Iron Cloak Technique, allowing him to withstand attacks from even ten True Martial realm experts simultaneously, could actually be killed!

In that instant, Zhou An felt as if his entire world had collapsed.

"Everyone, listen! That isn't the chief, but a head they had forged in replica of him! Obey my commands, devote your strength into attacking those soldiers on the slope and slaughter them clean. I'll personally kill anyone who dares to hold back!" Zhou An yelled viciously as he pointed at the soldiers on the slope.

"Zhou An, that's not your call to make!" a voice sounded.

In the next instant, the Great Tang cavalrymen on the slope abruptly charged out of the endless sea of bandits and highwaymen in an Arrow Formation.

Hong!

The crowd immediately descended into chaos. After the elites among the highwaymen and bandits were taken away, none of the bandits and highwaymen remaining in the area had reached True Martial realm.

After seeing the fearsome might of the Great Tang cavalrymen's charge from Wang Chong's platoon, who could possibly remain unfazed in their presence, especially since their chief, Iron Cloak Li, was likely to have been killed already?

"Get out of the way!"

"Be careful, here they come again!"

"Even the chief has been killed, we should hurry up and flee!"...

Chaos broke out amidst the horde. There were even some who began to run away frantically, scrambling to escape as far from the Great Tang cavalry as possible. The entire situation descended into chaos.

"Atrocious, how dare you all run away now? Stop what you are doing!" Zhou An bellowed in rage as he whipped out his saber to punish the highwaymen. However, before he could even make a move, he suddenly heard an icy-cold voice by his ear.

"Single Character Consecutive Slash!"

Slapping the back of his steed, Wang Chong leaped across space and stabbed his sword deep into Zhou An's neck.

From the very start, he had already known that Zhou An was just a pure military strategist who lacked proficiency in martial arts.

Zhou An barely saw a flash of cold light before he was stabbed by Wang Chong's sword. In his final instant, he saw an incomparably sharp sword which innumerable small sawtooths on its edge, and its surface was covered with elegant flowing marks.

A Wootz steel sword!

Unlike Iron Cloak Li, Zhou An knew what a Wootz steel sword looked like, as well as its background. Many thoughts flashed across his mind as realization struck him.

To think that..., was the final thought that flashed through his mind before everything blanked into an empty void.

"With Zhou An as an example, anyone who dares to resist shall suffer the same fate as him!" Wang Chong beheaded Zhou An with a clean slash, stepped onto the boulder, and raised the man’s head up high.

Hong long!

Iron Cloak Li was dead!

Zhou An was dead as well!

With their two leaders gone, the highwaymen and bandits found themselves losing their fighting will. Thus, they immediately turned around to flee.

"Brothers, our time for vengeance has come!" On the slope, the surviving cavalrymen cheered in delight. As the two forces joined together, they began to pursue to clear away the fleeing highwaymen and bandits.

With their forces scattered, the few hundred remaining bandits and highwaymen fell even faster. In just a few short moments, several dozen of them were already lying in a pool of blood.

Seeing the swift defeat of the highwaymen and bandits, Wang Chong heaved a long sigh of relief. In truth, had they chosen to put up a resistance, just with their numbers itself, there was no guarantee that the soldiers would be the final victors. After all, most of the cavalrymen were already exhausted at this point.

Wang Chong was also taking a risk by charging right in. It was fortunate that perhaps due to Zhou An's great influence on the Iron Cloak Highwaymen, beheading him had a powerful dampening effect on their morale. The bandits and highwaymen found themselves losing their will to fight after seeing Zhou An's head in his hand.

"A strategy assailing hearts is superior to a strategy taking down a fortress, such is indeed the case!" Wang Chong remarked as he watched the bandits and highwaymen flee for their lives.

In his previous life, Wang Chong had met with plenty of opponents that were far more formidable than these bandits and highwaymen. But without a doubt, since his reincarnation, he had never been closer to death than this.

The bandits and highwaymen might be weak and insignificant individually, but once their numbers added up, they were still a force to reckon with.

To Wang Chong, this was indeed an experience he would be unlikely to forget.

Di da da!

While Wang Chong was in the midst of pondering, a flurried clopping of horse hooves sounded, and he lifted his head. A man riding on a steed was rushing toward Wang Chong at an astonishing speed.

"Lord, it's great to see you all! We thought that we were going to die there!" Lieutenant Zhang Lin leaped off the back of his steed and bowed deeply to Wang Chong. His eyes were overflowing with excitement and delight, but at the center of it all was still respect.

Wang Chong had truly saved their lives this time. If it wasn't for him, they might have already caved in long ago.

More importantly, from a military man's point of view, Zhang Lin could see an extraordinary aptitude for command within the young man.

Even though the young man before him hadn't assumed any official positions yet, Zhang Lin had little doubt that he would eventually rise to a great height and achieve astounding feats.

As a military man himself, Zhang Lin had deep respect for those who showed outstanding capability in warfare.

"Lieutenant Zhang is being too polite. We are all working together for the royal court, so it's only natural for us to cover for one another. Had we been in your place, I believe that you would have done the same for us as well," Wang Chong replied calmly.

Taken aback by Wang Chong's words, Zhang Lin fell silent instead. He shot a sideward glance at Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu, who were in the midst of venting their frustrations and anger on the fleeing bandits and highwaymen, and a hint of bitter smile emerged on his lips.

If the ones who had been surrounded were this young lord and Bai Siling, he couldn't say for sure whether their platoons would have saved them!

Seeing the expression on Zhang Lin's face, Wang Chong could tell what the other party was thinking of, and he simply smiled it off. In truth, he hadn't done this just to save Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu, either. After all, there were many others who were trapped on the slope other than the both of them!

With several hundred bandits and highwaymen left, if their forces were to be allowed to be reorganized and start a counterattack, Wang Chong's group would suffer greatly. Thus, even after the highwaymen and bandits scattered, the soldiers didn't stop their pursuit.

Only after an incense's time later, when the escaping bandits and highwaymen had completely scattered into the depths of the mountain, did the battle come to an end.

All of the fortunate Great Tang cavalrymen survivors began to gather around the boulder Wang Chong was standing on.

Out of their initial eighty military veterans, only forty-four remained after this operation. Out of the thirty-six casualties, almost half of them were caused by Iron Cloak Li.

While they did manage to kill the powerful and influential Iron Cloak Li who had dominated the road between the capital and Longxi, as well as three hundred highwaymen and bandits, including eighty True Martial realm highwaymen, Wang Chong still couldn't help but feel a stabbing pain in his heart at the loss.

Those cavalrymen had devoted their lives to protecting the country. Even if they had to die, it should be on a great battlefield against the armies of a hostile nation, where they could be honored for their sacrifice, and not at the hands of these unknown highwaymen.

But some things were simply not meant to be.
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The sound of galloping horses echoed in the surroundings.

Wang Chong fell deep into thought, and eventually, the galloping came to a halt.

Not only that, there wasn't the slightest sound to be heard, as if the entire world had fallen silent.

"Hm?" Astonished, Wang Chong raised his gaze, only to see that the cavalrymen had gathered around him.

The ones at the forefront of the group were Xu Gan, Huang Yongtu, and Bai Siling, and everyone's eyes were focused on him.

The atmosphere was slightly bizarre.

"What's wrong?" Wang Chong asked in astonishment.

"Who in the world are you?" Xu Gan asked with a grave expression, as if he was staring at some kind of unfathomable mystery.

"The battle has already ended, do you not intend to tell us who you are?" Huang Yongtu asked earnestly from the back of his horse.

"I have been with you all for the last few days, don't you know who I am?" Wang Chong chuckled.

"You know that that isn't what we meant." Xu Gan shook his head, but the determination in his eyes showed that he wasn't willing to let the matter rest until he got to the bottom of it.

"Siling, what about you? Are you going to join them as well?" Wang Chong glanced at Bai Siling, who was standing side by side with Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu.

"Do you even need to ask that?" Bai Siling rolled her eyes in annoyance. "I am the one who is the most curious of them all, alright? It's one thing for the both of them to not know, but I have been with you throughout the entire journey, and we have undergone many life-and-death situations together. Yet, you choose to conceal the matter from me as well! If not for my own decorum, I might have lifted you up to smack your bottom already!"

Bai Siling grit her teeth in suppressed fury.

That bastard seemed to be extremely wary around her. Even when they were clearing dens together, he would only put in the minimum effort required to accomplish the task, seemingly unwilling to reveal any more than that.

She was no fool, how could she have not sensed that?

If they had not encountered Iron Cloak Li, which forced that fellow into action, Bai Siling would have never known that he had such astounding ability to command within him!

The more she thought about it, the more furious she felt!

Thus, she decisively chose to side with Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu this time.

"This is a clear betrayal!" Wang Chong exclaimed.

"Tsk!" Bai Siling turned her head to the side heartlessly.

"If I'm not mistaken, that sword in your hand should be a Wootz steel sword, am I right?" At this moment, Xu Gan shot a glance at the sword in Wang Chong's hands and asked him that question.

"The price of such a sword has already skyrocketed to around eighty thousand gold taels each, and often it will even reach the hundred thousand price range. Furthermore, it is a market severely lacking in supply. Surely you won't say that a sword like yours is common?" As a scion, Xu Gan would be blind if he couldn't even recognize a famous Wootz steel sword from the capital.

At this point, it was clear that Bai Siling was right. He and Huang Yongtu had indeed gauged Wang Chong wrongly. Even he couldn't afford such an expensive item, needless to say, others.

But in response to that, Wang Chong simply chuckled silently.

"Lieutenant Zhang, do you share the same thoughts as them, as well?" he turned around to ask the silent Zhang Lin standing behind the others.

"I would be honored to learn of lord's identity," Zhang Lin said as he bowed deeply in respect.

Wang Chong had shown astounding prowess as a commander in this operation. If not for him, their group would have been completely wiped out. As such, Zhang Lin desired to know Wang Chong's true identity deep inside.

"Sigh, Lieutenant Zhang, you as well... I guess I have no choice then." Wang Chong grabbed his forehead in distress.

It was one thing for the others, but to think that even Lieutenant Zhang was joining along.

From the looks of it, if he couldn't offer them a proper explanation, they wouldn't give in.

And indeed, after all they had been through, it didn't seem right for him to keep his identity from them either.

"Alright. Since you desire to know so much, I'll fulfill your wish then." Chuckling, Wang Chong grabbed a golden token from the side of his waist and displayed it to everyone.

Hong!

Upon seeing the token with the engraving of flames on it, astonishment flashed through everyone's eyes.

"Burning Clouds, this is the token of Wang Clan!"

"You are a member of the Wang Clan!"

In that instant, Xu Gan, Huang Yongtu, Zhang Lin, and even Bai Siling froze in shock. All this time, most of them had thought that Wang Chong had come from a humble birth.

But it turned out that not only was Wang Chong's birth not humble, it was even more prestigious than any of them here. Even the Xu Clan or Huang Clan couldn't possibly compare with a clan of generals and ministers like the Wang Clan.

Bai Siling did have her own guesses regarding Wang Chong's identity, but even so, the truth was far beyond her expectations.

The Bai Clan could be considered as an extremely influential clan in the capital, ranking above that of the Xu Clan and Huang Clan. But even they paled slightly in face of the Wang Clan.

"What is your relationship with Duke Jiu?" Huang Yongtu asked with a grim expression.

"I am at a loss for words. The Wang Clan is founded by Duke Jiu, and I am an offspring of the Wang Clan. What do you think my relationship with him is?" Wang Chong said as he scratched his head.

Realizing the foolishness behind his question, Huang Yongtu descended into awkwardness.

"Of the Wang Clan, only the three children of General Wang Yan are involved in the military. The eldest son Wang Fu is currently serving on the frontlines, and the second son Wang Bei shouldn't be as young as you are. So if I'm not mistaken, you must be the third son, Wang Chong?" Xu Gan suddenly asked.

"Yes!" Wang Chong admitted to it readily. Xu Gan seemed to be more intelligent than he had expected, guessing his identity in an instant.

Hearing Wang Chong admitting to the matter, Xu Gan's gaze suddenly rippled with complex emotions.

Within the younger generation in the capital, the one whose reputation was the brightest at the moment was none other than the third son of the Wang Clan, Wang Chong.

The conflict with the Yao Clan, the regional commanders incident, the Goguryeon assassins... Even the most doted-on Consort Taizhen of the Sage Emperor seemed to have close ties with Wang Chong.

Despite his young age, the feats he had accomplished had impressed even someone like Xu Gan.

After traveling together for so many days, Xu Gan truly couldn't have imagined that the young man who he had looked down upon all along would actually be the famous Wang Chong.

Had he known, he wouldn't have adopted such an attitude. After all, a person of Wang Chong’s standing would be a valuable friend to make.

"AHHH! I can't take it any longer!" Just as Wang Chong was slightly gleeful over the awe he was getting, a voice suddenly raged from the side. Bai Siling was staring at Wang Chong with a frenzied expression.

"Brat, how dare you fool me for so long? I'll kill you!"

Brandishing her sword, Bai Siling leaped from the back of her steed and rushed up to Wang Chong.

Putting aside Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu, even Wang Chong himself was stunned by this turn of events.

"Bai Siling, what are you doing?" Wang Chong immediately executed his Phantom Steps and leaped down from the boulder.

Hong!

Many sparks flew from the boulder as an inch-deep sword mark scarred the spot where Wang Chong was standing just an instant go.

Cold sweat began trickling down Wang Chong's back.

That violent lady really didn't hold back at all!

"Brat, don't you flee! Let me get three slashes on you to appease my anger!"

"Like hell I won't flee!"

The duo began flying across the forest, and the sight left the crowd chuckling lightly. The hilarious scene had lifted the sorrowful atmosphere drifting in the air slightly.

Eventually, Bai Siling ran out of strength and gave up. After all, she had suffered two heavy blows from Iron Cloak Li.

If not for her superior cultivation, she might have been shaken to death.

"I'll get back at you once I recover from my injuries!" Sitting down on the boulder, she wagged her finger at Wang Chong while panting heavily.

"Feel free," Wang Chong chuckled lightly. Even though Bai Siling had chased him around the forest, it did feel like their relationship had grown more intimate after he had revealed his identity.

 Finally, when everyone had calmed down, Xu Gan asked, "What do we do now? How should we deal with the corpses of our brothers?"

"Let's bury them together. I wish to give them a proper burial so that they can rest in peace." Bai Siling was the one who suggested this with a sorrowful gaze in her eyes.

After all, she had spent many days fighting alongside them as comrades-in-arms, so she felt awful to see so many of them die so suddenly.

"There's no need for that." Wang Chong shook his head grimly. "Leave them here. We'll inform the Bureau of Military Personnel and have them send men over as soon as possible to deal with them. The families of the fallen soldiers will be compensated, and their children will receive special privileges. Their names will be recorded, and they will be honored like fallen soldiers on the battlefield. That would be the best for them."

Zhang Lin glanced at Wang Chong with slight astonishment in his eyes. However, recalling Wang Chong's background, he soon nodded in realization.

"Wang gongzi is right. This will be what they would have wanted as well, an honorable death," Zhang Lin said.

So that more people could live a peaceful life to a ripe, old age, some would have to pick up arms and brave the battlefield to protect them.

From the moment they first stepped on the battlefield, they were already prepared for death.

"But the Bureau of Military Personnel won't agree to it. After all..." Xu Gan said hesitantly. 

Even though Xu Gan's words had trailed off at this point, everyone understood what he meant.

"Don't worry, they will. I will make them agree to it," Wang Chong said deeply.
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Those men had gone through many battlefields, and their contributions to the empire were considerable. On top of proper compensation, Wang Chong wanted them to be honored as soldiers in death as well, even if they didn't die on the battlefield.

Even if the Bureau of Military Personnel rejected his request, he would appeal to King Song and big uncle to have them agree to it. And the current him did indeed wield such influence.

Hong!

Suddenly, a loud rumble sounded, and Wang Chong swiftly opened his eyes. From all around, the surviving cavalrymen leapt off their mounts and kneeled respectfully on the ground.

"Thank you, lord!"

"Thank you, lord!"

"Thank you, lord!"...

Bright and loud voices echoed in the air together.

Upon seeing this sight, Wang Chong was stunned for an instant before a smile crept across his lips. After which, the smile withered into momentary bitterness, and no one except for Bai Siling noticed it.

The only one who could understand the plight of another soldier is a soldier.

Wang Chong wasn't exactly a soldier, but he was their commander.

He knew what they were thanking him for. They were appreciative of what he was going to do for their fallen comrades. In that instant, Wang Chong suddenly felt the cogs of time spinning backward, and in a dazed moment, it felt as if he had returned back to his previous life.

He remembered his closest aides who had accompanied through innumerable battlefields. They had put their lives on the line to fight alongside him, and eventually, in the final battle, despite the hopeless situation, they still plunged in like moths attracted to the flame, disappearing with a bright burst of fire...

Those memories brought up an incomparably bitter feeling to Wang Chong.

A light breeze blew, brushing against Wang Chong's hair. At this moment, he had no idea how deep of an impact his gestures and expressions had on Bai Siling.

There was something oddly disharmonious about the sight. Such deep bitterness should have never appeared on the face of a carefree sixteen-year-old. Bai Siling couldn't imagine what kind of experience a person must have gone through to display such emotions.

Thus, Bai Siling stared at Wang Chong's side profile, and for a moment, she was dazed.

She had finally uncovered the identity of the young man before her, but she felt like she had barely scraped the surface of the mystery, as if there were even more secrets wrapped around the young man.

It seemed like he had buried them deep in his mind, unwilling to reveal them to another soul.

"Who in the world are you?"

Burying her face in her knees, Bai Siling found that her hair and her heart were in a mess.

------

After resting and organizing their forces, Wang Chong led the group down to the base of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen.

Iron Cloak Li was already dead, and military advisor Zhou An had been killed as well. With this, the feared Iron Cloak Highwaymen who once ruled the region vanished from the face of the world.

However, there was still one important matter to be done; harvesting the spoils of war!

Given the years the Iron Cloak Highwaymen spent dominating the road between Longxi and the capital, the wealth they had accrued would surely be astounding. Furthermore, the bandits and highwaymen who went to join them would surely offer a portion of their fortunes as a gesture of "sincerity".

It would be a waste to miss out on this easy wealth.

Bai Siling galloped up to Wang Chong's side and asked, "Wang Chong, do you think that the highwaymen might return to plunder their base especially, since Iron Cloak Li is dead?"

"I don't know, but I wouldn't exclude such a possibility," Wang Chong replied.

"Ah! Then won't we be making a wasted trip?" Bai Siling frowned.

"Haha, it isn't as simple as you think. Do you think that Iron Cloak Li wouldn't assign any trusted aides to guard his wealth? While it is true that we have killed Iron Cloak Li, those fellows guarding the base can't possibly trust them that easily. And most importantly of all, does your Bai Clan leave your wealth in the open, such that anyone can take it away as and when they like?"

"Are you asking for a beating? Can't you speak properly?" Bai Siling rolled her eyes. This fellow had a way with words that made her really want to pummel him.

"Hahaha. In any case, trust me on this. Iron Cloak Li's treasure vault can't be breached that easily. Those fellows ahead of us can help us whittle down their forces, saving us the effort later on," Wang Chong replied leisurely.

"!!!" Bai Siling stared at Wang Chong as if she was looking at a monster. Only in this instant did it dawn on her why Wang Chong wasn't anxious in the least. It turned out that he was intending to make use of those defeated highwaymen to do his work for him!

"You sure are a monster. Those who dare to stand against you will probably end up schemed to their death. I really don't understand how a person as young as you who probably hasn't stepped out of the capital before could possibly know so much! You know, I am starting to feel relieved that I didn't go with Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu at the very start, or else I would probably have been done in badly by you as well," Bai Siling remarked.

Beside her, Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu heard those words and their faces turned sheepish. Bai Siling sure knew how to pluck at their wounds.

But still, they were indeed blind to be unable to recognize the other party for who he was, despite the many signs. They could only resign themselves to it.

"Don't worry, Siling. How could I possibly bear to scheme against a beauty like you?" Wang Chong chuckled leisurely.

It was just a casual response on Wang Chong's part, but Bai Siling's face turned crimson in embarrassment, and she immediately raised her fists in response.

"You brat, how dare you tease me! Are you itching for a beating?"

"Don't!" Wang Chong quickly gestured for his White-hoofed Shadow to escape forward.

---

Speaking of the White-hoofed Shadow, Wang Chong was gradually growing more and more fond of him.

In the battle with Iron Cloak Li, most of the war steeds used to block the highwaymen were slaughtered. However, through its sharp senses for danger, the White-hoofed Shadow used the other war steeds as a cover, found an opening, and successfully escaped to safety.

With the sudden night assault by the Goguryeons on Kunwu Training Camp being the first, this was the second time the White-hoofed Shadow had keenly escaped from danger.

Even in times of crisis, Wang Chong did not need to worry about the White-hoofed Shadow at all. He just needed to do whatever was required, and this was probably a huge part of the reason why he was growing more and more fond of the horse.

---

Galloping swiftly ahead, Wang Chong and the others arrived at the base of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen before the sun fully set.

The base was located on a slightly shorter hill, but it had all of the required infrastructure: fences, sentry tower, barracks, and everything else that should be there.

By the time Wang Chong arrived, the base was lit up in a raging blaze. Furious battle cries sounded across the place as the bandits and highwaymen clashed with one another. Loud rumblings could be heard from the ground.

Upon seeing the chaos before him, Wang Chong's eyes lit up. "Looks like we have arrived at a good time!" 

Hong! He immediately charged in with his Wootz steel sword in hand. Executing the Single Character Consecutive Slash, his sword sliced through a highwayman's Stellar Energy, stabbing right into his heart.

The highwayman trembled for a few moments as deep fear rippled in his eyes, before he fell from his horse and crashed to the ground, never to move again.

After seeing Wang Chong's movements, realization struck Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu. If the wealth of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen had already been claimed, there wouldn't be such a rife battle going on here.

In other words, there was a huge amount of wealth waiting here for them to claim!

"Charge!"

Thirty-five Great Tang cavalrymen had come for this operation, and taking into account Zhang Lin, Xu Gan, Huang Yongtu, and the others as well, they had a total of forty people at this time. Adopting an Arrow Formation, they charged right toward the base of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen with astounding momentum.

"Bad news, the soldiers are here!"

Those who recognized Wang Chong and the others found courage escaping from their bodies, and they decisively chose to take flight.

Even their chief and a six hundred strong army ended up being utterly crushed by them, how could they possibly stand a chance against them?

As such, the highwaymen and bandits in the base swiftly cleared out, leaving behind only the few who hadn't participated in the previous battle. Those who remained found themselves swiftly slaughtered by the charging group of cavalrymen.

After clearing the exterior of the base, Wang Chong and the others stopped before an underground passageway. Glancing downward, a heavy metal door had been felled, and a group of highwaymen and bandits were still fighting inside.

When they finally noticed Wang Chong's presence, they froze. Clearly, they didn't expect the soldiers to be here.

This time, Wang Chong did not need to utter a single word for the group to charge in and clear away the highwaymen and bandits inside.

And indeed, Wang Chong's group had arrived at the perfect time. The bandits and highwaymen had just managed to knock down the metal door, and not a single one of them had escaped with anything in hand yet.

"Amazing, what a huge metal door. It must weigh at least seven thousand jin!"

(~3500kg)

Wang Chong observed the fallen door in astonishment before he suddenly realized that it was made of Xuan metal found only in the deep ocean. Furthermore, it seemed to be superior grade!

This was a valuable material that could be used to forge top-grade armor. Even in the military, only the most elite of warriors were qualified to wear it!

Taking the heavy infantry as standard, Xuan metal armor should weigh around a hundred jin. Meaning, there was seventy Xuan metal armors in this door!

(~50kg)

It didn't sound like a lot, but one should know that heavy infantry soldiers were elites heavily armored from head to toe to withstand the offense of hostile master archers.

No matter how formidable a master archer was, they couldn't pierce through armor forged out of Xuan metal with a single arrow. As such, this resource was extremely prized in the military.

Even taking into account all of the armies throughout Great Tang, and this was including the reserve army and the Imperial Army in the capital, there were only at most eight thousand such heavy infantry soldiers.

In an army of ten thousand, there wouldn't be more than six hundred infantry soldiers who would be dressed in such heavy armor, to counter the master archers.

Just through this in itself, the value of the metal gate was unimaginable.

Xuan metal is a market that is high in demand, but low in supply. Top-notch armor forged of superior Xuan metal can fetch around seventy to eighty thousand gold taels each! Considering how there is enough metal for eighty set of armors here, that would mean a potential profit of around four hundred thousand gold taels after deducting the various costs!, Wang Chong thought excitedly as he stroked his chin.

Of course, just Xuan metal itself wouldn't be so expensive. It had to undergo significant processing, such as forging and enchanting, and those would cost a considerable sum, as well. However, as long as one had the capital to pay for these services, those were no trouble at all.

Thus, the main difficulty lay in procuring the Xuan metal itself!
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With the Great Tang empire's wealth, how could it possibly lack the finances to build and equip a heavy infantry regiment? But sometimes, money simply wasn't the problem.

Take the Wootz steel, for example. Wang Chong would have loved to purchase several million jun at once, but even if he could get the finances for it, the production of the ore couldn't possibly keep up with him!

Sometimes, if a resource is severely lacking, no amount of money can get you what you need.

"Iron Cloak Li sure wasted a precious material!" Even without giving it much thought, Wang Chong could guess that the superior Xuan metal was stolen from Arabian merchants traveling along Silk Road.

Even Great Tang was sourcing for such superior Xuan metal to equip their armies, but the merchants from the Western Regions were still able to secure such a huge stock and deliver it back to their country. From this, it could be seen how prosperous the black market along the Silk Road was.

As long as sufficient profits were involved, there was nothing that couldn't be sold or traded. It was no wonder why Elder Zhao and Elder Ye raised this issue at grandfather's birthday banquet.

However, just by looking at the metal door before him, Wang Chong realized that Elder Zhao and Elder Ye might still be underestimating this issue! The resources that were being smuggled out of Great Tang were probably far more than they had imagined.

I should call those from the Zhang Clan to carry this metal gate back as soon as I return, and have them find some way to forge it into heavy armor. I believe that they would be interested in working with Xuan metal. I should also ask Big Uncle and King Song to look into this matter, Wang Chong thought.

After seeing the metal gate, Wang Chong lost interest in whatever was inside. Just the gate in itself made the journey here one worth making.

On the other hand, unaware of Wang Chong's thoughts, the remaining group inside the Iron Cloak Highwaymen's treasure vault was dancing in joy.

Treasures of all sorts were stacked up high within the vault, be it top-notch swords, sabers, bows, silver, copper coin, antique, paintings, agate, pearls...

Even Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu found themselves blanking out before the sight, needless to say, the others.

Bai Siling also leaped into the sea of treasures and screamed in delight, shocking everyone with her excitement.

To flash such a brilliant smile only in the face of treasures, as expected, all women must be dragons!

"Unbelievable. There must be at least a few million gold taels worth of wealth here, right?" As a military man through and through, Zhang Lin didn't have much of a concept of wealth, but this didn't hinder him from being stunned by the huge wealth in Iron Cloak Li's treasure vault.

"A few million? Lieutenant Zhang, you forgot to add another zero to that figure. There must be at least ten million gold taels in here. The Hu merchants that travel along the west road are oozing with wealth! Not to mention, dozens of bandit bands chose to join his group, and the treasures presented to him should at least be worth several million by themselves. Just that, it won't be easy to exchange the artifacts here for money.

"Painting, antiques, and that sort are indeed worth quite a sum, but finding a buyer for them won't be easy. But nevertheless, even if we were to take those out of the equation, there should still be around seven million gold taels in here!" Huang Yongtu said excitedly.

Coming from a prestigious clan, he had a sharp sense for treasures and artifacts, and he could easily gauge the value of an item by looking at it. On this aspect, Zhang Lin could hardly compare with him.

"Seven million?" Bai Siling sat up from the pile of gold, stunned by the figures Huang Yongtu reported as well.

Her dragon-like senses for wealth had told her that the pile of items here was worth a great deal, but she didn't expect it to be so much. It was only at this instant that she realized that they had truly struck it rich!

The rewards earned from eliminating a huge bandit band were way too generous!

If it was known that one could make a fortune out of hunting bandits, the recruits from the Three Great Training Camps would surely fight with one another for this mission opportunity.

"I wish to take out one million from the fortune earned in this operation to compensate the cavalrymen who fell in this operation, what do you think of it?" Wang Chong suddenly walked in from outside the door and asked them all.

"Un." The group glanced at one another before nodding in agreement.

The ones who had put in the most effort into the operations were indeed the Great Tang military veterans here. Had they not been here, it would be difficult for them to clear even a smaller band of bandits, let alone the powerful Iron Cloak Highwaymen.

On top of that, they were the ones who had used their lives to protect Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu in that desperate situation. The two of them understood that they would have lost their lives back then had it not for their noble sacrifice.

As scions, they were indeed proud, but they weren't heartless.

As such, there were no complaints about Wang Chong's decision to split a million of the pot with them.

"Let's do as you have said, then," Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu agreed.

Leaning against the side of the treasure vault, Wang Chong nodded before falling silent.

He needed great wealth in order to accomplish his plans, but compensation still had to be given to the kin of the fallen soldiers. Such money shouldn't be skimped on.

As the treasure vault was uncovered by the four of them, Wang Chong couldn't simply claim possession of it all. He could donate his portion to the fallen soldiers, but he couldn't force Xu Gan, Huang Yongtu, Zhang Lin, and Bai Siling to do the same as well.

With a million gold taels donated to the fallen soldiers, each family should be able to claim around 27,000 gold taels. Considering how an ordinary family only spent around ten gold taels each year, that was a huge sum.

The families of the fallen soldiers need not worry about their livelihoods for the rest of their lives.

---

Soon, the items in the vault had been organized and recorded down. Adding up all of the money and artifacts, the combined estimated value was 13 million, or 8 million after excluding the paintings and antiques which would be more difficult to sell.

Huang Yongtu's estimation was pretty accurate.

As Wang Chong's contribution was the greatest, the group decided to give the largest portion, worth 2.4 million gold taels, to him.

On the other hand, Xu Gan, Huang Yongtu, Bai Siling, and Zhang Lin received 1.2 million each, and the remaining 1.2 million was divided among the surviving cavalrymen.

As for the remaining 5 million worth of jewelry, agate, painting, antiques, and that sort, Huang Yongtu offered to use the connections of the Huang Clan to sell all of them, and the sum would be split equally among Wang Chong, Xu Gan, Huang Yongtu, and Bai Siling.

Regarding this matter, there was no one who had any objections.

Everyone had their fair share of rewards from this operation.

------

"Wang Chong!"

Night finally set once more, revealing a sky twinkling with stars. While Wang Chong was seated on the slope of the mountain, gazing up at the night sky, a voice suddenly sounded from behind him.

"Siling?" Wang Chong glanced at the figure behind him in astonishment as he stood up. "Why are you here?"

"Why do you look so surprised? You don't welcome me here?" Bai Siling glared at him with a frown.

"How could I possibly dare to not welcome you!" Wang Chong quickly waved his hands. In the end, this was what familiarity brought about. When his identity was still a mystery to Bai Siling, the latter dared not do anything to him.

However, after the life-and-death battle they had together, such hesitation had disappeared. Perhaps it was due to the feeling that they had gotten closer, but the latter began to threaten him into giving in with force!

One must know that Bai Siling wielded strength on par with Marquess Yi, so how could Wang Chong be her match?

"Hmph, that's more like it." Bai Siling's frown broke into a smile as she passed a black object roughly the size of a fingernail to him. "Here!"

"What is that?" Wang Chong asked as he subconsciously took the item from her hands. It felt extremely light, as if devoid of weight at all.

"I found this on Iron Cloak Li, it was in a hidden slit in his clothes. I took a look at it, but it doesn't suit me. I wanted to pass it to you earlier in the day, but I couldn't find the opportunity to do so, especially since Xu Gan and the others were around." Bai Siling said nonchalantly.

Hearing those words, Wang Chong's heart skipped a beat. Under the dim illumination of the stars, he could see that the black object was an extremely thin layer of silk bundled together. Slightly translucent, Wang Chong could see some extremely small characters through it.

Unwrapping it, Wang Chong saw three words at the top of the piece of silk.

【Iron Cloak Technique】

Indeed! Wang Chong's skipped a beat as he saw those words. Raising his head, he saw Bai Siling adjusting her smooth hair with her slender fingers awkwardly as a slightly embarrassed expression crossed her face.

Perhaps it might just be an illusion of the night shadows, or maybe it was just an imagination on his part, but Wang Chong seemed to see a crimson tinge on Bai Siling's cheeks.

 Holding the silk record in his hands, Wang Chong asked, "Why? You know, even if you don't hand it over to me, I wouldn't have told anyone about it."

"You knew?" Bai Siling's heart skipped a beat as she abruptly turned her eyes back to him. Her expression revealed her incredulity at Wang Chong's words.

"Of course, I am not a fool. It's clear that Iron Cloak Li hadn't mastered his Iron Cloak Technique yet, so it would be bizarre for him not to bring his manual around to cultivate. Besides, I saw you searching through his body back then!" Wang Chong rolled his eyes, as if saying that anyone in his place would have known it.

"Bastard!" Provoked, Bai Siling glared at Wang Chong hatefully as she stomped away. "You ungrateful brat, I shouldn't have given it to you!" Bai Siling furious voice echoed from a distance away.

"Haha!" Wang Chong chuckled lightly in response. But as Bai Siling disappeared in the darkness, the chuckling gradually faded.

Staring in the direction Bai Siling had disappeared toward, Wang Chong's eyes rippled with complex emotions. Eventually, they converged into a long sigh before he retracted his gaze.

Bai Siling's intentions were as clear as day, how could Wang Chong remain oblivious to them? But with a heavy responsibility weighing down on his shoulders, he didn't know whether he could reciprocate her feelings.

------

Soon, the night dissipated in the face of the morning sun.

By the time dawn set in, the pigeon from the royal court finally arrived.

When the pigeon with the golden band on its claws didn't return, the royal court had already sensed that something was amiss. After all, the convention was for it to return to its post after delivering whatever message required of it. This anomaly had caught the attention of the royal court.

As such, instead of the usual golden band pigeon, the one arriving this time around had a silver band wrapped around its claws instead.

The golden band pigeon was usually used for relaying commands and was one-way in nature. On the other hand, the silver band pigeon was used by the royal court to signify the establishment of a two-way communication.

Just from this gesture, it meant that the royal court had turned their attention to this area.

Zhang Lin swiftly compiled a letter explaining the events that had occurred and sent the silver band pigeon back.

So far, the group had completed the first and second missions of the operation, but the royal court hadn't relayed any subsequent orders yet. As such, not even Zhang Lin knew what they had to do next.

The only thing they could do at the moment was to wait patiently for the royal court's response.



                                                                        Chapter 363: The Third Mission! 

                                                                                

This time, the response from the royal court came very quickly. Roughly six hours later, the group received a reply from the Bureau of Military Personnel.


The royal court was indeed unaware of the situation surrounding the Iron Cloak Highwaymen, and they were startled to hear that they had grown to a group seven hundred men strong.


The high death toll of thirty-six cavalrymen had also left them gravely concerned.


Under normal circumstances, putting a group of eighty cavalrymen against a seven hundred man-strong group filled with a significant number of True Martial realm highwaymen and bandits, as well as a powerful expert like Iron Cloak Li, the eighty cavalrymen would have been completely wiped out.


Without a doubt, this was a huge screw-up on the side of the Bureau of Military Personnel.


And yet, despite the Bureau’s intelligence failure, Wang Chong and the others managed to slay three hundred men, along with the chief, Iron Cloak Li, and the military strategist, Zhou An, with casualties of only thirty-six men. This feat had shocked even the Bureau of Military Personnel.


The prerequisite given by the Bureau of Military Personnel was that the loss for each platoon shouldn't exceed six, but the death toll of thirty-six had already far exceeded that number.


However, the deaths had only occurred in the second mission, and the root cause of the issue was the Bureau of Military Personnel's intelligence lapse. Taking into account the successful elimination of Iron Cloak Li and Zhou An despite the disadvantageous situation, the verdict from the Bureau of Military personnel was:


【The Bureau of Military Personnel will not pursue the breach of the prerequisite condition in the second mission. On top of that, the recruits who have participated in the mission will have their contributions in this operation marked in their records, and this will also serve as a foundation for their promotion in the military when they enlist in the army in the future.


On top of that, the Bureau of Military Personnel will also send some personnel over to collect the bodies of the fallen soldiers, and they shall be buried and compensated as per soldiers who have died on the front lines of a battlefield.】


"This is wonderful!" Reading the response from the royal court, Xu Gan, Huang Yongtu, and Zhang Lin were delighted.


In this operation, Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu were assaulted and encircled by the Iron Cloak Highwaymen, and that had resulted in nearly twenty casualties. Just by themselves, they had already severely breached the conditions imposed on the mission.


As such, from yesterday until now, their hearts had been floating in their chests, unable to settle down.


After receiving an affirmative response by the royal court that they would not pursue the matter, the duo finally heaved a long sigh of relief.


On top of that, the reward that the royal court offered regarding this contribution, to pave the way for their future promotions, had left even Xu Gan trembling in excitement.


How many of the scions their age had military contributions under their name?


At least ninety percent of the scions throughout the capital would end up without military contributions their entire lives, and yet, the two of them had such a contribution under their names despite having never been to the battlefield. This was indeed something to celebrate over!


Just with this, their starting point would be much higher than the other scions in the capital. It might just be a small headstart, but like a rolling snowball, the momentum would swiftly build up, resulting in a widening gap between them and the others.


To use a simple example, after an astounding victory in a major battle, if a Five-Man Squad Leader and Ten-Man Squad Leader had participated in the battle, and assuming that they had performed equally well on the battlefield, who do you think would be deemed to have contributed more to the victory?


It might just be a small advantage at this point, but the benefits would gradually add up.


There was no scions in the capital who were unaware of this aspect.


And as for Zhang Lin, he was simply glad that his brothers who had died in battle would be honored and compensated like soldiers who had died in the front lines.


On this aspect, he was rather different from Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu.


"With this, they should be able to rest in peace." Upon receiving this news, Wang Chong was gladdened.


He was still thinking that if the Bureau of Military Personnel refused to budge on this aspect, he would have to tap into his connections with King Song and his Big Uncle to make this matter happen, but it seemed like there was no need to do so.


Great Tang was in decline, but it had managed to uphold a decent level of fairness within the military.


"Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu, what do you intend to do next? Will you return to the capital, or will you push on?" At this moment, Wang Chong stepped forward and asked.


The area suddenly plunged into silence.


In the letter from the Bureau of Military Personnel, the group gathered here was offered two choices.


First, since two missions had been accomplished, and the four platoons had suffered a great deal of damage in the midst of eradicating Iron Cloak Li, the Bureau of Military Personnel had offered them the choice of returning to the capital and ending the mission now.


Second, due to urgent circumstances by the border, the Bureau of Military Personnel was tight on manpower at the moment. Thus, they needed every soldier they could get to support Longxi. If the group wished to, they could continue on and carry out the third mission to destroy the Tibetan troops which were gathered in the region.


As this would be a clash with an official army, danger was inevitable. If anything, it could even turn out to be more dangerous than the battle with Iron Cloak Li.


Thus, the suggestion by the Bureau of Military Personnel was for the four of them not to participate in the battle.


Nevertheless, if the four of them did choose to participate, the royal court would reward them by raising the cap on the number of soldiers they could have under their command by a grade after they graduated from the training camp and officially joined the military.


"Wang Chong, what about you? Will you return to the capital or push on with the third mission?" In response to Wang Chong's question, Xu Gan replied with another one of his own.


Huang Yongtu and Bai Siling also turned their gazes to Wang Chong as well, curious to see how he would respond.


After the incident with the Iron Cloak Highwaymen, while no one had said anything on the surface, unknowingly, they seemed to have come to a non-verbal consensus to regard Wang Chong as the leader of their group.


"Me?" Sensing everyone's gazes on him, Wang Chong chuckled and replied without any hesitation, "Do you even need to ask? Naturally, I will participate in the third mission as well."


Those words were decisive and imposing, filled with incredible confidence that one couldn't help but respect.


Even though the Bureau of Military Personnel had mentioned that the risk from the third mission was likely to be above the second, Wang Chong shared a very different opinion.


One must know that in the previous mission, it was eighty against seven hundred!


It was highly unlikely that they would face such a huge disparity in the forces in the third mission as well. Furthermore, there shouldn't be another expert like Iron Cloak Li who would be invulnerable to swords and spears, and could reverse the flow of battle single-handedly.


As long as neither of these two situations appeared once more, Wang Chong felt that there wasn't much to worry about.


Even if the Tibetans held a slight advantage in the battle, as long as the situation wasn't as extreme as before, Wang Chong was confident that he could dominate the battlefield through his strategies.


Thus, his view differed from the Bureau of Military Personnel.


Besides, the reward offered by the Bureau of Military Personnel had caught Wang Chong's interest.


As long as the third mission was successfully cleared, the four of them would be allowed to command a force one grade more than the allowed as per their current rank after officially joining the military.


Such rewards were unusual and not many people knew of them, but they were extremely familiar to Wang Chong.


In the near future, such rewards would be commonly offered to the scions of prestigious clans. This was a plausible method by which capable scions of prestigious clans could swiftly rise through the ranks.


However, the catch was that the additional force and the burdens from their associated cost would not be carried by the royal court. The scions would have to find some way to cover the gap themselves.


From the royal court's point of view, they could skimp on their limited military personnel and resources while tapping into the connections of the prestigious clans to attract top-notch experts into the military.


On the other hand, while the prestigious clans would have to supply the experts by themselves and take care of the rations, considering the influence that most prestigious clans wielded, that shouldn't pose a problem at all.


On top of that, by deploying the clan experts into the military as well, the security of the involved scion would be assured, and the contributions made through them would be attributed back to the scion and the clan as well.


This meant that the scion could stand to be promoted more quickly than ever.


In a sense, this could potentially work far better for them than if the royal court dispatched soldiers to them.


As such, this was a policy that satisfied both the aims of the scion and the prestigious clan behind them, as well as the royal court and the empire as a whole. However, grabbing hold of this opportunity wasn't easy.


As this policy would grant significant military power to the scions and the clans behind them, in order to minimize instability in the military, the scions who were offered this deal were carefully chosen, and their numbers were limited. As such, in the near future, there would be many clans fighting for this opportunity.


Most probably, Wang Chong was in the earliest batch of those offered this initiative.


With such a godsent opportunity, how could Wang Chong possibly allow it to slip past his fingers?


"Haha, this matter is simple then. Since you have decided to participate in the third mission, how could I possibly leave myself out?" Xu Gan laughed heartily as he made his decision.


"Hehe, this is a great opportunity. Count me in as well!" The chuckling Huang Yongtu expressed his stand too.


With this, Wang Chong, Xu Gan, and Huang Yongtu turned their eyes to Bai Siling.


"Hmph, of course I'll follow you all!" Bai Siling gracefully pushed her hair to the back of her ear as she spoke calmly. "Ever since following this fellow, I have not suffered. With the several million gold taels I have earned, probably even those uncles of mine in the clan will turn green in envy. Since you are so anxious to participate in the third mission, there must be some kind of crucial benefit that could be earned from it. Surely you won't be considering ditching me in the face of such a good deal?" Bai Siling said, as she turned a hostile gaze on Wang Chong.


"Of course not!" With a bitter smile, Wang Chong hurriedly shook his hands.


Bai Siling's words were simple, crude, and direct. However, there was indeed one thing that she was right about—rewards drive a person!


Wang Chong wouldn't have bothered participating in the third mission if there was nothing to be earned, so on this aspect... a woman's intuition was indeed fearsome!


"You need not look at me. We'll follow you whatever your decision is. For us soldiers, such a thing as rest doesn't exist until our retirement. Our only calling is to fulfill the commands relayed to us." Seeing everyone's eyes on him, Zhang Lin hurriedly shook his hands and reassured them.


There were many things that could be deduced from how the royal court didn't offer the choice to the soldiers in the first place.


Wang Chong remained impassive to Zhang Lin's response. From his point of view, such a thing was completely natural. He had already known how the latter would respond from the start, so he didn't bother asking at all.


A hint of sympathy flashed across Bai Siling's eyes.


As comrades who had braved through life-and-death, Bai Siling didn't want to force them into danger against their will. If any of them had displayed their reluctance to carry on, she would have wanted to send them back safely.


However, Zhang Lin's words were loud and clear. The soldiers weren't entitled to make such decisions, and in the worst case scenario, it could even be considered as insubordination.


Understanding this much, Bai Siling could only sigh deeply within.


Having made their decisions, Wang Chong, Xu Gan, Huang Yongtu, Bai Siling, Zhang Lin, and the forty-four remaining Great Tang cavalrymen started on their way to Longxi.


This time, they would be facing real war!


___________________


Translator’s Notes:


Found it hard to put it in words, but the reward is basically if you are a 5-Man Squad Leader, you will be allowed to command 10 men (because one grade higher is 10-Man Squad Leader). But, you must supply the additional soldiers, and pay all costs for them!



                                                                        Chapter 364: The Third Gathering Point! 

                                                                                
"The next gathering point is just ahead. It serves as a logistical stop as well, and we'll be able to get replacements for the steeds we have lost and repair our gear there," Lieutenant Zhang Lin said to Wang Chong, Xu Gan, and the others.They were treading along a main road surrounded by winding mountains.

The greatest concern they had at hand was regarding their steeds. When the group was surrounded by the Iron Cloak Highwaymen back then, most of their horses ended up being slaughtered.

For the time being, most of them were using substitutes from the highwaymen they had slaughtered in the battle after killing Zhou An.

However, there was still a huge difference between the war steeds from the military and the horses the highwaymen rode on. The former had undergone strict training, and they could comprehend the gestures and intentions of their riders. On top of that, through a unique circulation pathway through its meridians and veins, it could harness the power of a cavalryman's halo to augment its abilities.

Through this, the might of a cavalryman's charge could be maximized!

On the other hand, the horses of the highwaymen had never undergone such training, so that would be a huge handicap in itself.

It was fine to ride such horses for casual occasions, but in a battle against a formal Tibetan army, it simply would not do for them not to have war steeds.

As such, most of the cavalrymen who had lost their war steeds had been worrying over this issue.

---

"We're here!"

After galloping along a meandering path, the group finally arrived at the third gathering point of the mission.

This was a resting point constructed by the officials, so it was heavily guarded. Soldiers could be seen standing guard with stern expressions on their faces. The Haloes of Thorns that rippled beneath their feet indicated that they were all True Martial realm experts.

There was quite a large crowd moving around the perimeter of the resting point, but nearly all of them had a glum expression on their faces. Morale seemed to be low among them.

 Seeing the sight, Wang Chong remarked, "Looks like the four of us aren't the only ones who were sent here."

Xu Gan, Huang Yongtu, and Bai Siling looked at the sight before them with a bizarre expression on their faces. Scanning through the crowd before them, they could easily spot quite a few young men dressed in luxurious clothes. Chances were that they were also recruits from the training camps.

It seemed they weren't the only ones who received deployment instructions from the Bureau of Military Personnel. The recruits who had been conducting their missions in the region were summoned to this area too!

"Wait here for a moment!" Before anyone could react, Bai Siling abruptly squeezed her steed with her thighs and galloped forward.

"Hm?" Perplexed, Wang Chong frowned. But soon, he saw Bai Siling intercepting a red-robed lady who possessed an exceptional disposition comparable to hers.

"So she has found an acquaintance." As realization dawned on him, Wang Chong's frown loosened.

Bai Siling and that lady conversed for a moment before leading her over to the group.

"Yatong, this is Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu. The Xu Clan and Huang Clan are powerful clans in the capital, so you should have at least heard of them. As for this fellow... he is that Wang Chong," Bai Siling introduced him with a complex expression on her face.

Upon hearing the name "Wang Chong", astonishment flickered across the red-robed lady's eyes as she began looking him over from head to toe.

"As for you guys, be glad. This lady over here is Yatong from the Zhao Clan. Surely you should have heard of her?" Bai Siling turned to the guys and introduced her friend.

"I see. So it's Yatong-xiaojie!" Hearing the red-robed lady's name, Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu immediately bowed politely and greeted her. Only Wang Chong was left with a dazed expression.

Zhao Yatong... Alright, he knew the other party's name now, but was he supposed to know her?

He had never heard of the other party before!

"You don't know her? Then surely you should have heard of the Spear of Crimson Flames of the capital's Zhao Clan?" Noticing Wang Chong's confusion, Huang Yongtu leaned over slightly and whispered quietly.

"Spear of Crimson Flames?" Wang Chong repeated in confusion. That title did sound great, but he didn't recall hearing it before.

"Damn it, you really don't know her?" Upon realizing that Wang Chong was still clueless despite all he had said, Huang Yongtu stared at him in frustration.

The heck! Is she really that important that I have to know her?

"Even if you don't know the Spear of Crimson Flames, surely you should have heard of Yao Wenxiong from the Yao Clan?" Seeing how Wang Chong was completely baffled by the abrupt situation before him, Xu Gan couldn't help but intervene as well. Even though Wang Chong was indubitably one of the most esteemed scions in the capital at the moment, he seemed to be far lacking in connections and understanding of their social circle.

On the other hand, Wang Chong also felt slightly embarrassed by the situation before him.

He had spent the earlier days in his previous life hanging out with Wei Hao, Ma Zhou, and the other fellows in his previous life, while Xu Gan and the other scions were figures that were far beyond him. Since he didn't belong to that lofty world, how could he have known much about their circle?

"Yes, I have heard of him before," Wang Chong nodded.

Even though Old Master Yao only had a single son and grandson, who were Yao Guangyi and Yao Feng respectively, that didn't mean that the Yao Clan was lacking in descendants.

On the contrary, they were overflowing with offspring.

Most of the other branch families of the Yao Clan had flourished through tapping into their connections with Old Master Yao.

Yao Wenxiong's grandfather was one of them. He was a blood-related brother of Old Master Yao, and this had resulted in a very close relationship between the two families.

In the Yao Clan, Yao Wenxiong was known as a rare genius that was far more talented than Yao Feng, having reached the True Martial realm at a very young age.

Back then, when Wang Chong's second brother, Wang Bei, and Yao Feng had a conflict and his Berserker Syndrome suddenly acted up, had it not been for Yao Wenxiong appearing at a timely moment and fighting back desperately alongside Yao Feng, Yao Feng might have already been crippled or even dead by now.

While Yao Wenxiong was severely injured after the incident, just the fact that he could stand against Wang Bei in the berserk state that enhanced his fighting prowess immensely, spoke loudly of his strength.

"Back then, even Yao Wenxiong would make a detour whenever he saw the Zhao Clan's Spear of Crimson Flames. From this, you should be able to fathom how powerful she is!" Xu Gan added.

Currently, Yao Wenxiong had gone to Tianzhu Mountain to cultivate, and it was easy to imagine how powerful he would become under the training of the powerful Imperial Guard instructors there.

But nevertheless, it was a fact that Yao Wenxiong wasn't a match for the Spear of Crimson Blaze. It wasn't just because the lady before him was powerful, but that the Zhao Clan had a unique spear technique known as "Spear of Searing Flames" that was only passed down to the women in the clan. The technique was known to have a few powerful moves which allowed the practitioner to rival those who were several cultivation realms higher than her.

Considering that, it would be foolish for Yao Wenxiong to confront her.

Wang Chong had never heard of Zhao Yatong or her alias before, but the fact that she could suppress Yao Wenxiong came as a huge surprise to him. Judging from that, she was likely to be on par with Marquess Yi and Bai Siling.

"Are you done?" Zhao Yatong waited until the trio was done speaking before interjecting. There was a hint of a smile on her lips, and when she leaned forward slightly, one could see the stark contrast between her crimson lips and fair skin, creating a vivid image of blazing flames.

Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu were dazed for a moment before they put on awkward smiles and paid their apologies.

They were speaking in the presence of the other party, even if she couldn't hear their words, it wasn't too hard to guess what they were talking about.

"Hmph!" Seeing the trio's response, Bai Siling harrumphed coldly. Men were indeed creatures who couldn't avert their eyes in the face of beautiful women.

Fortunately, Wang Chong was a little more thick-skinned, so he recovered swiftly.

"What is going on?" he asked.

Seeing Wang Chong driving the conversation back to serious matters, Bai Siling's annoyance subsided slightly. She didn't bring her close friend from Longwei Training Camp over for these men to ravish her with their eyes.

Bai Siling turned to the red-robed lady and said, "Yatong, you came earlier than us. You should be more familiar with the affairs here, so I'll leave it to you to explain the situation." 

"Un," Yatong nodded before swiftly explaining the situation to the group.

It turned out that Wang Chong's group wasn't the only one from the Three Great Training Camps who were involved in this mission. In fact, some of the stronger recruits had been assigned this mission shortly after the inception of the training camps.

Zhao Yatong and her group had come from one of the earlier batches.

Even though the contents of their mission differed, the mission they undertook was equally dangerous. Of her group, two had returned to the training camps after losing too many men.

Due to Zhao Yatong's overwhelming strength, she was able to avoid suffering too many losses. Thus, she was ordered by the Bureau of Military Personnel to participate in the operation against the Tibetan army.

It was only after reaching here that she realized that there were many others who had received the same orders to destroy the Tibetan army loitering on Great Tang's territory.

Longxi was connected to the Tibetan's highlands. Due to the frequent battles they had, it wasn't too rare for some Tibetan soldiers separated from their group to end up in Longxi.

Due to their unfamiliarity with the local terrain, they would often end up coming deeper and deeper into Great Tang's territory. Nevertheless, it was unprecedented for a group to venture so deep into Great Tang's territory.

"The enemy's strength is only at three hundred or so, not too high, but their members are particularly strong. Despite the blocks set up and the pursuit by the regional forces, they still managed to reach this area. In truth, there was a point where we had around eight hundred members, and they were all veteran soldiers of our military. However, under an ambush charge by the other party's three hundred-man army, we ended up losing five hundred men.

"All in all, this is already my fourth time participating in this operation, and I have lost more than twenty men to this. Even so, my losses can be considered low compared to the others. There were quite a few training camp recruits who had their platoons wiped out, and even they themselves were killed in battle.

"Regardless of the success or failure of this operation, I am intending to return to the training camps after this," Zhao Yatong said gloomily. To render the proud Spear of Crimson Blaze so downbeat, her opponent must be a formidable figure.

Hearing those words, Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu glanced at one another.

They had known that the mission wouldn't be easy, but the intelligence they had just received from Zhao Yatong far exceeded their expectations. For eight hundred Great Tang military veterans to fall in defeat against three hundred Tibetan warriors, wasn't the enemy way too strong?

Staring at the group, Bai Siling spoke grimly, "Do you get why the atmosphere is so gloomy around here now? The royal court has decided to pay a heavy price to deal with this Tibetan army. Despite the tight manpower by the borders, they were preparing to deploy men to deal with these Tibetan soldiers. Thus, this will likely be the last chance we will get at them.

"Nevertheless, it'll take around ten days for the reinforcements to arrive, especially since they have to make preparations for others to cover for them. By then, the battle will already be long over." 



                                                                        Chapter 365: Analyzing the Circumstances! 

                                                                                

Most of those who were staying at this resting point were the defeated soldiers of the previous operations.


The third mission was far from being as simple as the others thought it would be. The enemy was much stronger than they had imagined.


"Also, the Tibetans are dressed in heavy armor that can withstand even the arrows of master archers. You should take note of that when clashing with them," Zhao Yatong added.


In truth, she wasn't too optimistic about this operation. In fact, she was already considering withdrawing from this mission, and she would have done so if she hadn't met Bai Siling.


It was only due to her worry for Bai Siling that she chose to stay and participate in one last attack.


"Heavy armor? That would indeed be troublesome to deal with." Xu Gan frowned in worry. He was starting to get a sense of how difficult their opponents would be.


"What is the background of those Tibetan soldiers? Aren't they a little too powerful and well-equipped for average soldiers?" Huang Yongtu asked in astonishment.


Great Tang's soldiers were known to be well-trained and well-equipped. As such, it was extremely hard to believe that an army of eight hundred could be defeated by three hundred Tibetans.


"They are elites from Ü-Tsang's Wuhai Army. Be it the cavalryman above or the highland steeds beneath, they were covered entirely with heavy armor. In terms of fighting prowess, probably only the Big Dipper Army could rival them. It would be hard for ordinary soldiers to stand up against them." At this point, Wang Chong, who had been silent all along, suddenly spoke up, and his words drew everyone's attention.


Zhao Yatong was bewildered. She had been battling with the Tibetan army for so long, but she was still unable to gather anything about their background. Yet, barely after Wang Chong's arrival, and this despite the fact that he hadn't even seen the enemy yet, he was already able to deduce their background.


"Let me ask you, is there a coarse red cloth sewn onto the gap on the left shoulder of their armor?" Wang Chong could easily guess what Zhao Yatong was thinking of.


"How did you know?" Zhao Yatong gasped in shock.


Wang Chong was right. There was indeed a red cloth sewn onto the left shoulder of the armor of those Tibetan soldiers. However, as the cloth was lodged deep in their armor, and it was rather small, it was easy to neglect it if one wasn't paying careful attention.


Perhaps due to her meticulous nature as a lady, Zhao Yatong had noticed this minor detail.


To be able to guess this much despite having just arrived, the young man before her was incredible.


Zhao Yatong was initially skeptical when Bai Siling was full of praise for this lad, but at this moment, she was starting to see some truth in the latter's words.


"That doesn't matter. The important thing is that I know." As the previous Grand Marshal of the Central Plains, it would be a huge failure on his part if he didn't know about the various armies, as well as their distinctive traits and functions.


However, he couldn't point this out to them.


"Lad, you are being a little too arrogant!" Zhao Yatong glared at Wang Chong. This was the first time someone dared to spout such haughty words in her presence.


Nevertheless, Zhao Yatong had to admit that the young man before her wasn't as simple as she thought he was.


"This matter isn't as simple as it seems. The Wuhai Army is under the command of Ü-Tsang Great General We Tadra Khonglo. In Ü-Tsang, We Tadra Khonglo can be considered an existence equivalent to Geshu Han, Go Seonji, and Zhang Shougui. The soldiers under his commands are known to be well-disciplined, and they serve as the main force guarding Ü-Tsang's Qinghai Lake. They wouldn't easily leave the Ü-Tsang highlands, needless to say, venture so deep into the Central Plains. Their presence here is unnerving." Wang Chong said contemplatively, frowning deeply.


On the other hand, Bai Siling, Zhao Yatong, Xu Gan, and Huang Yongtu were left stumped by the names that Wang Chong spewed out.


They were considered to be very knowledgeable for those living in this era, but the things that Wang Chong was talking about were far beyond them. Their widened eyes were glazed with confusion as Wang Chong's words washed through their ears.


"Hahaha!" Seeing their expressions, Wang Chong shook his head and chuckled as he cut his explanation short. Even though the Ü-Tsang highlands neighbored the Central Plains, there was minimal interaction between the two states. As such, even across the entire Great Tang, there were very few who knew anything about Ü-Tsang at all.


"To summarize, the presence of the Tibetan army here is unnatural." Chuckling, Wang Chong summarized the gist of his words.


Hu!


The group subconsciously heaved a sigh of relief. When Wang Chong was talking casually about Ü-Tsang, their ignorance on the topic made them feel as if they were dimwits for not understanding anything at all, and that was extremely stressful for them!


"Don't make it so complicated the next time." Bai Siling rolled her eyes. Even she had felt humbled by Wang Chong's long explanation.


Shrugging casually, Wang Chong replied, "Alright." 


On the other hand, unlike the others, Zhao Yatong assessed Wang Chong with interest as a peculiar gleam shone in her eyes. There was probably no one in the capital who hadn't heard of this talented son of the Wang Clan.


Before meeting Wang Chong in face, Zhao Yatong had heard many things about him. But more often than not, rumors were blown out of proportion as the stories were exaggerated as they went from person to person.


Thus, Zhao Yatong paid the rumors little heed at the start.


However, after meeting him in person, she realized that Wang Chong was far more interesting than she had thought. What Wuhai Army and We Tadra Khongluo; if it had been anyone else, she would have thought that the person was spouting nonsense.


But coming from Wang Chong... for some reason, she felt inclined to believe him.


Unaware of Zhao Yatong's thoughts, Wang Chong went on to ask about the details of the Tibetan army, and Zhao Yatong answered them patiently.


"Right, when I was clashing with those Tibetan soldiers, there was something peculiar that I noticed about them. In truth, there were many chances for them to break out of our encirclement, but they chose to limit their actions around a certain mountain. Or to be more exact, their actions have always been limited around that mountain, as if they were guarding it.


"If not for that, we wouldn't have been able to deploy so many men over a period of time and conduct operations against them again and again. Also, there were also several opportunities for them to wipe us out entirely after our forces were defeated. If they had pursued us after our loss, I doubt that even the guards stationed at this resting point would have been able to save us. But yet, they allowed such ideal opportunities to slip past their fingers. I feel that there's something very questionable about that.


"To choose neither to escape nor to attack, I really can't tell what they are up to," Zhao Yatong said with a deep frown.


The more she fought with those Tibetans, the more doubts she harbored about them. Even as a recruit who hadn't come into contact with deeper military strategies and secrets, she could also tell that there was something very queer about the situation.


Each army should have a purpose in their actions, but this one seemed to be only acting on their whims.


"You're thinking too far into it. It's not that they are unwilling to retreat or attack, but that they are incapable of doing either of them. You are overestimating them." Hearing Zhao Yatong's words, Wang Chong chuckled, thinking nothing of them.


Zhao Yatong might have perceived the Tibetan army to be an incredibly powerful existence that couldn't be defeated, but that was probably an illusion deriving from her lack of knowledge about them.


An army that had ventured deep into an enemy's territory was bound to be killed. All they could do was to struggle to their dying breath, but their chances of survival were practically nil.


Just as how Zhao Yatong had little understanding of them, the Tibetan soldiers also had little understanding of what they were facing, so it was inevitable that they would hesitate from leaving advantageous ground to pursue their enemies, especially since they were lacking vital intelligence to ensure that it wasn't a trap.


It wasn't that Wang Chong was underestimating the Tibetan army, but this was simply how things were.


"Ah!" Zhao Yatong stared at Wang Chong in astonishment. She had only raised those questions to voice the doubts she had been harboring about them, and she hadn't expected Wang Chong to have an answer to them.


"Wang Chong, is there something you know about this matter?" Bai Siling, Xu Gan, and Huang Yongtu were also surprised by those words.


Judging from Zhao Yatong's description, this seemed to be an extraordinarily powerful Tibetan army, but Wang Chong's response seemed to be telling a different story.


"You all were too reckless. Do you know the reason why you lost to 300 Tibetan soldiers despite having 800 Great Tang military veterans on your side? It's not because they are too strong or because we are too weak, but that you should have never allowed the battlefield to be near the mountains!"


"Ah?"


"There is a huge disparity in the geographical terrain of Ü-Tsang and Great Tang. Accustomed to clashing with the armies of Great Tang by the border of the highlands, their cavalrymen are skilled at maneuvering in the area. As a result, they have developed a formation that allows them to exploit the advantages of steep, mountainous terrain. Thus, as long as they are in mountainous terrain, they will be able to bring out 240% of their fighting prowess.


"Even when Geshu Han's famed Great Dipper Army went to encounter the Tibetans, they would try their best to avoid clashing with the Tibetans by mountainous terrain. They would either drag them down to Longxi or charge deep into the Ü-Tsang's highlands and cross hands with them up there.


"To attempt to fight against the Tibetans while they hold the upper ground is no different from handing our lives to them. That is suicide!" Wang Chong pointed out the reason for their group's crushing defeat.


It was foolish for them to think that they could defeat a group of cavalrymen while holding the lower ground. It was no wonder why they lost five hundred cavalrymen to the Tibetans.


In the history of Great Tang, despite the incredible generals who had emerged over the generations, none of them had fared well clashing against the Tibetans on steep terrain.


Even if they managed to subdue the Tibetans on such grounds, they would often have to pay a heavy price for their victory.


In Wang Chong's view, the commanding officer behind this operation was a complete fool. It was understandable that the person might not have a clear understanding of the proficiencies of the Tibetan soldiers, but nevertheless, placing one's troops in a disadvantageous position was definitely not the mark of a qualified commander.



                                                                        Chapter 366: Longxi's Big Dipper Army! 

                                                                                
Zhao Yatong was completely stumped.

Even without a mirror before her, she knew that her face must be ghastly pale at this moment. She was a proud and capable person, or else she wouldn't have been able to make a name for herself as the Spear of Crimson Blaze.

All along, she had thought that the failure against the Tibetans was due to their opponents being too strong. Never had she thought that it would be due to a grave mistake that they had committed.

Without a doubt, Wang Chong's words came as a huge blow to Zhao Yatong's pride.

She opened her mouth in an attempt to refute Wang Chong's words, but couldn't find a word to say.

"... Also, the reason why they chose to remain at the mountain instead of pursuing you down to the resting point isn't due to their compassion or that they didn't know how to make use of the opportunity to further their victory. It is because they can't and they dare not.

"It is not a coincidence that their army consisted of three hundred men. It is the minimum force they require to synchronize their halos together to form a primary form of the Halo of Fortress. Pair that with their heavy armor, and it would be difficult for any army to deal concrete damage to them.

"That's the reason why you have suffered such heavy losses, while the Tibetan army was able to remain whole, as well as why the Tibetan cavalrymen seem stronger than they are to you." Wang Chong's words were like daggers stabbing deep into Zhao Yatong's soul. By this point, her face was drained of color.

She could never have imagined that she had made such a fatal error.

Had it not been for Wang Chong, she would have returned to the training camp ignorant of the reasons behind her defeat.

And this wasn't just limited to Zhao Yatong. Bai Siling, Xu Gan, and Huang Yongtu were also shocked beyond words.

Despite having never seen the Tibetan cavalrymen personally, he was still able to analyze the truth behind the situation.

Such capability was unimaginable to them. This was far beyond the insight Wang Chong had shown back in the battle against the Iron Cloak Highwaymen.

Truly unbelievable. There are rumors in the capital that the regional commanders incident was initiated and driven by him singlehandedly. Back then, I thought that those rumors had been blown out of proportions. After all, how could a person who had never traveled beyond the capital possibly have the insight to analyze the current state of Great Tang? As such, I thought that this might have been an attempt by Duke Jiu to groom him. But from the looks of it now, it seems like I have been grossly underestimating him!

I am indeed no match for him at all! Looking at Wang Chong's profile, Xu Gan sighed deeply. To think that he had mocked the other party for being of humble birth when they had first met. Recalling the matter now, he only felt deeply ashamed of his actions.

The two incidents, one with the Iron Cloak Highwaymen, and the other being this, had unknowingly shaped Xu Gan's mindset, and he made an extremely important decision in his life.

Just that, at this instant, no one other than Xu Gan was aware of it.

On the other hand, Huang Yongtu was also staring at Wang Chong contemplatively. However, no one other than himself could tell what he was thinking of.

In contrast, Bai Siling's face was filled with delight and perhaps even pride as she watched Wang Chong analyze the situation easily.

"... Should the Tibetans choose to leave the mountain and venture into flatter grounds, they will suffer a huge reduction in their fighting prowess. At the same time, they can't discount the possibility of it being a trap. If their numbers were reduced below three hundred, they would be unable to form the Halo of Fortress. Without the protection from that halo, they would be as good as dead considering how deep they are in the territory of a hostile state. That is the main reason why they dared not make any rash movements. It's not that they don't know how to seize the opportunity, but that they didn't dare to seize it!" Wang Chong explained calmly, a confident gleam in his eyes.

By demystifying the seemingly infallible Tibetan army with his words, they became nothing more than ordinary soldiers.

Sometimes, it was the lack of understanding that led one blow something way out of proportion, leading to their irrational fear or respect of it.

But in Wang Chong's eyes, they were nothing more than a Tibetan army. They were indeed strong, but they were far from being qualified to be labeled with the word "infallible".

Hearing Wang Chong's words, like a proud phoenix being reduced to ashes, Zhao Yatong's heart fell to the bottom of the abyss, and she lost the usual confidence she commanded. At this point, even Bai Siling couldn't stand watching her anymore.

"Enough, what's the point of saying so much? This isn't Yatong's fault! After all, we are just recruits from the training camp, not the commanders of this operation. How could we have known so much? Yatong, you should just ignore him. That's just the way he is," Bai Siling berated Wang Chong as she swiftly consoled her good friend.

Even in Longwei Training Camp, Zhao Yatong could be considered the cream of the crop. After all, her title as the Spear of Crimson Flames didn't come from nowhere. But nevertheless, she had met her nemesis this time around.

The confidence and pride that she had built up over the years had been shattered into nothing.

"Well... Siling is right. This is a mistake from the commanding officer. As a recruit from the training camp taking part in the operation, you are not involved in the decision-making process of the operation, so you can't be blamed for the loss," Wang Chong conceded.

Even though Bai Siling was saying those words to comfort her good friend, there was indeed some truth in her words.

And the reason why he chose to speak of all of this wasn't to shatter Zhao Yatong's confidence, either. Rather, he intended to point out the reality of the situation they were in to everyone, so that they could understand what had to be done for the third mission.

It was never his intention to traumatize Zhao Yatong.

And even though Zhao Yatong knew that Wang Chong was mostly saying those words to console her, she still felt a little better after that, and a slight tinge of redness returned to her face.

"Alright, let's report to the commanding officer for now," Wang Chong said.

---

Walking into the resting point, Wang Chong and the others took out their tokens to verify their identities. Soon, a tall and massive military officer appeared before them.

This man was dressed in black armor, and he had a rough but authoritative disposition. The emblem of a huge silver star surrounded by seven smaller stars on his left chest revealed his identity.

He was an officer from the Big Dipper Army, and a commandant at that! Even though he wasn't a particularly high-ranking commandant, it was still a formidable position.

This was especially true given that the commandants of the Big Dipper Army were granted extraordinary privileges.

The Big Dipper Army commandant read through the letter from the Bureau of Military Personnel that Wang Chong submitted to him before glancing at the four men before him. It was a casual glance, but it seemed to peer deep into their souls. "Are you all the students who defeated the Iron Cloak Highwaymen?"

"Yes, lord!" Xu Gan responded.

The usually vocal Wang Chong seemed extraordinarily quiet at this moment. His lips were tightly pressed together, refusing to utter a single word.

"Not bad! The fact that you could defeat the Iron Cloak Highwaymen proves testimony to your prowess. However, the fact that you were surrounded by them in the first place goes to show that you are still lacking in your situational awareness. Keeping a lookout for enemies is one of the most basic functions of a platoon. This goes to show that you still have a long ways to go!" The Big Dipper Army commandant started out with praise, but his following words left Xu Gan's heart tightening in anxiety.

"You are right, we will take note of that in the future!" Xu Gan quickly responded.

The Big Dipper Army commandant continued assessing the four men before him nonchalantly. When his glance was sweeping across Wang Chong, it seemed to linger for an instant.

Gedeng, Wang Chong's heart skipped a beat. But soon, the Big Dipper Army commandant turned his gaze back to Xu Gan. He continued asking a few more questions related to the Iron Cloak Highwaymen, and Xu Gan answered them respectfully.

"That's all, you are dismissed. After leaving the resting point, you should see Lieutenant Zou at the left fence. You will be under his command for the operation." The Big Dipper Army commandant waved his hands, dismissing the group.

"Yes, lord!" Xu Gan replied, heaving a deep sigh of relief on the inside.

"The operation will start three days from now. Make sure to obey the commands you receive. Anyone who dares to defy commands or leave on their own accord will be dealt with according to the military law!" the Big Dipper Army commandant warned them sternly after passing the letter from the Bureau of Military Personnel back to them.

How could they dare to speak back to him? They hurriedly nodded and left the area swiftly.

After leaving the resting point, Bai Siling suddenly turned to Wang Chong and asked, "Hey, what's going on? Why were you so silent just now?" 

Wang Chong was oddly quiet and humble in this resting point, and this peculiarity left her perplexed.

"I have some history with the Big Dipper Army." Wang Chong said bitterly.

"You had a conflict with them?" Bai Siling asked in shock.

Eventually, it was Xu Gan who replied Bai Siling's query. "There's no need to ask any further. They did have some conflicts in the past, and it would only make things difficult for us if he had spoken up just now." 

He turned to her and whispered some things into her ear, and Bai Siling's eyes gradually widened as she came to a realization.

"Geshu Han!..." Wang Chong nodded to affirm their conjecture. The reason why he hadn't revealed his identity to Xu Gan, Huang Yongtu, and Bai Siling wasn't to make fun of them.

Rather, due to the regional commanders incident, Wang Chong had offended quite a lot of people, and one of them was the commander of Longxi's Big Dipper Army, Geshu Han.

Geshu Han was one of the great generals who had supported beheading Wang Chong, and Longxi, one of the regions the Silk Road was on, was Geshu Han's territory.

It was in view of this grudge that Wang Chong chose to conceal his identity. Otherwise, given Geshu Han's identity, he could have easily tampered with the mission and caused it to end in failure.

It was one thing if this had been just an average mission, but the Halo of Dusk Stallion was at stake here. Wang Chong could not afford to fail!

Thus, before successfully completing this mission, he wished to minimize any risk that could compromise his mission.

"I see!" After learning of the truth behind the matter, Bai Siling fell silent.

As the saying went, "When under the roof of another, one has little choice but to lower one's head." As influential as the Wang Clan was, its influence couldn't possibly exceed Geshu Han's in Longxi.

---

After leaving the resting point, the group reported to Lieutenant Zou. After which, Bai Siling volunteered to take over the responsibility of resupplying the group.

After receiving another forty cavalrymen from Lieutenant Zou, the group finally returned to its original formation of eighty. Following which, the resting point fell silent.

Everyone was preparing for the great battle three days later!



                                                                        Chapter 367: The Tibetan Cavalrymen at the Top of the Mountain 

                                                                                
From a tall mountain peak, an ocean of mist could be seen cascading down from the top, growing fainter and fainter until they dissipate entirely.

At this moment, two armored military officers with sabers slotted by their waists were gazing upon this majestic sight. Their arms were bare, and their faces were strikingly red, indicating their ethnicity.

They were Tibetan soldiers.

It was a chilly dawn paired with a light breeze, and the tree leaves seemed to pale slightly in the face of the cold. The duo was standing against the wind at such a high altitude, but they seemed to be unfazed by the cold.

"... This should be the twenty-seventh day, right?" a Tibetan military officer with thick eyebrows and sharp eyes reminiscent of an eagle stared at the ground beneath the mountain as he asked this question.

"Un. Great Tang has truly grown weak," the second military officer replied. His voice carried a slightly disdainful and aggressive edge.

Despite the shorter stature of the Tibetans, they were known to be particularly ferocious.

It was not without reason that Great Tang had been unable to conquer Ü-Tsang despite years of war. Their territory being located at a higher attitude did play a significant role in that, but so did the Tibetans' aggressiveness and valor.

"... On our way here, there was nothing that could really stand in our path or threaten us. The great general ordered us to infiltrate the depths of the Central Plains to test out Great Tang, but from the looks of it, other than Geshu Han's Big Dipper Army, there's nothing for us to fear,” the second military officer added contemptuously.

For so many years, the Tibetans had viewed Great Tang as their mortal enemy, and the greatest threat to them. Who knew that while Ü-Tsang had been experimenting with new things and progressing ahead, Great Tang had been celebrating their peace and slowly degenerating into decadence, losing the strength they had once possessed.

Despite being merely three hundred strong, they were able to infiltrate so far into the other party's nation. Given such, how could they feel the slightest respect for the enemy?

"Un. In order to test out Great Tang, the Great Minister has sent out two teams. One of them is us, while the other one consists of our First Prince and Lord Dusong Mangpoje. Our mission is to gauge the strength of Great Tang, while the First Prince is tasked with infiltrating the depths of the capital. We should be roughly done with our mission by now, so we should be able to return soon. I wonder how things are going on the First Prince's side," the first officer remarked.

"Heh, with Lord Dusong Mangpoje by his side, what could possibly go wrong?" the second officer replied.

"That's true," the first officer chuckled. Dusong Mangpoje was one of "eagles" of the highlands, a great general of the empire. While his standing was still beneath Great General We Tadra Khonglo, there was little doubt that he was a pillar of the capital.

With him there, there was no problem they couldn't surmount.

"Our scouts have just returned, and it seems like yet another army has gathered at Great Tang's resting point. After we slaughter this bunch, we'll depart for the highlands immediately!" the second military officer said, and the duo gazed at the bottom of the mountain with savagery and excitement reflected in their eyes.

Hu!

A wind blew, and the trees behind the duo shook. For a moment, amidst the lush forest, many pairs of callous eyes and towering highlands steeds could be vaguely seen.

But as the wind passed, everything disappeared into the shadows. Even the two Tibetan officers had disappeared from sight.

All traces of the Tibetans had disappeared. Except for a handful of soldiers, no one in the Central Plains could have ever imagined that there would be a Tibetan army camping on a mountain deep within its territories.

------

Inside the resting point, Wang Chong asked, "How was it? Did you get any news?" 

He had been trying to remain inconspicuous as far as he could within this period of time, so he allocated the job of gathering intelligence to the others.

"Yes, I managed to get something out from the others. There are around twenty recruits in this resting point, and the Big Dipper Army's commandant has come with an army of four hundred on top of that. Also, it seems like the military logistics team has brought in a bunch of heavy tower shields that are roughly seven chi long. I managed to find an opportunity to break one of the crates, and I found the mark of the Big Dipper Seven Stars on them.

"These are probably supplies belonging to the Big Dipper Army, and the commandant brought them here for the purpose of dealing with the Tibetan cavalrymen," Zhao Yatong reported with a serious expression.

As one of the earlier arrivals at this resting point, she was a familiar face, allowing her to move around without incurring anyone's suspicion. Thus, the job of gathering intelligence fell on her shoulders.

"Four hundred tower shields... They are probably going to adopt the formation which the Big Dipper Army usually uses to deal with the Tibetans. To think of this move, the commandant isn't too bad himself. At the very least, he's smarter than the previous commander who died in battle. But even though using tower shields to deal with the Tibetans is a good idea, it's a pity that he isn't Geshu Han!" Wang Chong muttered to himself as he shook his head.

Geshu Han was a highly respected general whose name had traveled far beyond Longxi to reach even the capital. As the famous saying went, "In the night beneath the Big Dipper Stars, Geshu Han visits with his saber". This saying originated not from the Big Dipper Army, but the civilians of Longxi. From this, it was apparent how popular Geshu Han was within Longxi.

As such, the soldiers in Longxi were deeply influenced by him.

This was also the reason why Wang Chong chose to maintain a low profile here.

Without a doubt, the Big Dipper Army commandant within the resting point was also one of those who respected Geshu Han deeply. The formation which the commandant would likely use, erecting tower shields at the bottom of the slope and making use of them to block the charging cavalrymen, was a tactic which Geshu Han had adopted in his earlier years to deal with the Tibetans.

However, Geshu Han would only use this tactic if he encountered the Tibetans in an unfavorable steep terrain, but found himself with no choice but to engage them. Otherwise, under normal circumstances, he would avoid fighting with the Tibetans under such terrain.

The Big Dipper Army commandant had tried to adopt Geshu Han's military stratagem, but it was a pity that he had barely scraped the surface.

Seeing this, Wang Chong couldn't help but sigh deeply.

Staring at Wang Chong and noticing his peculiar expression, Zhao Yatong asked anxiously, "What do we do now?" 

As the famous Spear of Crimson Blaze in the capital, she did have the rights to be proud, and very few people could catch her eye. But this time, she was truly traumatized by Wang Chong's words, losing the usual confidence she commanded.

On the matter regarding the Tibetans, she felt inclined to believe Wang Chong, especially after listening to his insights on the matter. Her instincts told her that Wang Chong was likely to be right on this matter.

"There's no need to worry about this, even mistakes have their own merits. Even though those tower shields are unlikely to stop the Tibetan cavalrymen, it does offer favorable conditions for me to better carry out my plan. Have you found those men that I asked you to yet?" Wang Chong asked.

Adding up the troops of Bai Siling, Xu Gan, Huang Yongtu, Zhao Yatong, and him, they only had a hundred cavalrymen on their side. With this number, it was impossible for to deal with three hundred Tibetan cavalrymen. If Wang Chong wanted to carry out his plan, he would need more people.

Only with more manpower could he ensure a lower death toll at the end of the battle.

After all, the Tibetan cavalrymen were nothing like the Iron Cloak Highwaymen. Their charge would be far more fearsome than what they had faced earlier.

That was why Wang Chong could chose to engage the Iron Cloak Highwaymen despite being heavily outnumbered. But this time, his side had far more soldiers than his enemies.

With such a clear advantage, he would have to be a fool not to exploit it!

"I do know quite a few people at this gathering point, so I should be able to get their assistance on this matter. However, unlike the previous commanders, the current one is from the Big Dipper Army. He has already sent out a clear warning that everyone has to follow their deployment clearly, and anyone who fails to do so will be dealt with by military law.

"The Big Dipper Army is well-known for their strictness, so it is inevitable the other recruits would be hesitant on this issue," Zhao Yatong sighed.

With her reputation in the capital, it shouldn't be too hard for her to rally the other recruits together on this matter. However, Longxi was the home base of the Big Dipper Army, and the consequences of disobeying military commands here could prove to be severe.

"You don't need to worry about that. If that commandant really wishes to pursue that matter, I'll take responsibility," Wang Chong chuckled lightly, thinking little of the matter.

"But..." Zhao Yatong frowned as she protested against Wang Chong's plan. However, in the next instant, her eyes narrowed and she fell silent.

That was because Wang Chong had taken out a heavy, golden token from his waist.

"You have that in your possession?!" Zhao Yatong stared at Wang Chong in disbelief. "But since you have that, this wouldn't be a problem. Even that commandant would have nothing to say about it. Alright then, you need not worry about the issue of manpower. They will surely not hesitate to offer their help knowing that you have such an item on you."

"That's good," Wang Chong chuckled as he latched the token back to his waist.

King Song's token wasn't just for show. Putting aside a mere commandant, even the generals of the Big Dipper Army would have to defer to it.

After all, on top of serving as a qinwang of Great Tang, he was the chief of Great Tang's Bureau of Military Personnel as well!

Over the years, he had been the one authorizing and pushing forward operations and deployment in Great Tang.

Furthermore, as the head of the eagle faction, he possessed incredible prestige in the military as well.

Even for Go Seonji's Western Protectorate Manor, the rations of his army were mainly processed by King Song's men. Under King Song's leadership, the Protector-Generals and generals of Great Tang never had to worry about supplies and such miscellaneous matters.

On the other hand, this meant that they were dependent on King Song, and this granted him great power.

If not for fear of alarming Geshu Han and bringing about unnecessary conflict, Wang Chong might have just wrestled away the commanding rights and attacked the Tibetan army based on his own plans.

___________________

Translator’s Notes:

Dusong means "great eagle" in Tibetan, and it is a title given to the best warrior of a clan.

Qinwang could be considered as a nobility standing that is above a duke, exclusive to only those who share the royal bloodline.



                                                                        Chapter 368: Capturing the Scouts! 

                                                                                
Zhao Yatong was indeed efficient. Through her striking reputation and the incredible authority of King Song's token, it didn't take long for her to rally five recruits from Longwei and Shenwei to their side.

Just like Huang Yongtu and Xu Gan, those recruits were formidable figures in their own rights, and they also came from prestigious backgrounds. Had it not been for Geshu Han's prominent reputation and astounding influence as the great general of Big Dipper Army, it would have been difficult to keep them in check.

With the five men joining the group, the total number of Great Tang cavalrymen on Wang Chong's side increased to two hundred.

This force couldn't be considered as large, but when paired with the four hundred other warriors under the Big Dipper Army's commandant, as well as the three hundred other cavalrymen, it should suffice for carrying out Wang Chong's plan.

And Wang Chong was confident in tearing apart the Tibetan army camping at the top of the mountain with this group of two hundred as well.

------

A great mountain rose from the ground, and layers of clouds veiled its peak. At the foot of the mountain, ten good-looking young men and ladies were on horseback, assessing the mountain before them.

The mountain was truly a scenic sight. It was filled with lush trees and extended all the way to the horizon, a picture that seemed to have come out from a painting. However, just knowing that three hundred hostile Tibetan soldiers were hidden at the mountain peak, there was not a single person who could find the mood to admire the natural beauty before them.

"The terrain is extremely steep, making it an advantageous battlefield to the defending side. They could send a wave of troops out at any moment, and we would suffer heavy casualties. Furthermore, after several days of camping on the mountain, they have a thorough understanding of the terrain on it as well. That plays against our favor as well!" The one who spoke was a young man in his early twenties from a prestigious family. He had a long and slender body, and pairing that with his poise gestures, he was exceptionally graceful.

That person's name was Fang Xuanying, one of the recruits who Zhao Yatong had rallied to her side. Unlike Zhao Yatong, he came from Shenwei Training Camp, so he didn't really know her well before this mission. It was only after participating alongside her in this mission several times, and a single occasion where Zhao Yatong saved his life after their troops were defeated, that they slowly became familiar with one another.

He was initially planning to leave, but after hearing that it was an invitation from Wang Chong of the Wang Clan, and that he had King Song's token in his hand, that he eventually chose to stay on.

He was older than Wang Chong, but that he didn't look down on the latter just because of his young age. On the contrary, he treated him with great respect.

The Fang Clan was another powerful clan in the capital, but it was far from comparing to the Wang Clan.

And in the social circles of scions, age would never be an issue.

In the current times, there was no one in the capital who hadn't heard Wang Chong's name. Young as he was, he had Duke Jiu and the Sage Emperor's favor, and he was the anticipated successor to the Wang Clan's influence and heritage in the future.

Before the future successor of the Wang Clan, how could one possibly boast of his age?

"This can't be helped. There is nothing we can do if the Tibetans choose to coop themselves up in the mountains. If we were to dispatch a small group to scout the location, they would just get wiped out easily. On the other hand, if we were to send out a larger group, the Tibetans would charge down in their formation and slaughter them," another recruit nodded helplessly in agreement.

The Tibetans on the mountain were a difficult boulder standing in their path. They couldn't destroy it nor move it, and yet it was standing it their way, making it impossible for them to ignore it.

As the Big Dipper Army was tight on manpower at the moment, the pressure ended up weighing on them.

From the first encounter they had with the Tibetans until now, Great Tang had already suffered huge casualties among the recruits and the cavalrymen.

Seated on the back of his horse, Wang Chong gazed at the mountain calmly as he spoke, "There's no need for us to charge up there, we just have to make them come down to us." 

Even though he was the youngest of the group, his expressions and gestures somehow induced the trust of others, convincing them to put their confidence in him.

As the saying went, "Know your enemies and know yourself, and in a hundred battles a hundred times you will emerge victorious!"

The first thing one had to do before any battle was to understand one's opponent and the geography where the battlefield would be. As such, this was the purpose behind Wang Chong's visit as well.

Only by grasping a tight understanding of the terrain would he be able to make apt preparations for battle.

As his gaze slowly scanned across the majestic mountain, as well as the rises and falls in the terrain, he nodded inconspicuously.

"Alright, that's enough. I know what we must do for tomorrow's battle!" Wang Chong said.

"So fast?" Hearing Wang Chong's words, everyone was stunned. Wang Chong had brought them here, saying that he wanted to scout out the ground for the battle tomorrow. But just moments after their arrival, he was saying that he was already done?

Fang Xuanying and the others, who had just met Wang Chong a while ago, couldn't help but be startled by his actions.

At this point, Bai Siling spoke up, "Alright. Since Wang Chong said he's done, that must be the case. Let's just do as he says!" 

Of the group here, she was the one who had been with Wang Chong for the longest time, and they had gone through many things together. As such, she possessed the deepest understanding of him as well.

She knew that he wouldn't do anything meaningless, so all they had to do was to place their trust in his judgement.

"Since Siling has said so, it should be fine," Zhao Yatong spoke up in support as well.

The Bai Clan's reputation in the capital was resounding, and the Spear of Crimson Blaze was also a famed figure. Since both of them had chosen to speak up on behalf of Wang Chong, there should be no need to worry.

"Gongzi is indeed extraordinary. It's no wonder why you are able to win the favor of the Sage Emperor. We'll be heeding gongzi's commands in the battle tomorrow," Fang Xuanying said.

"Yes, I am grateful for your support. However, there is still one more thing that we willhave to deal with before the battle tomorrow, and if this matter isn't settled, I would be unable to execute my plan," Wang Chong told them.

These words caught everyone off-guard.

"Gongzi, feel free to speak. We'll do our best to coordinate with you!" Fang Xuanying replied.

Zhao Yatong and the others nodded in agreement as well. The battle tomorrow concerned their survival as well, so they had no choice but to view it with grave importance.

Chuckling, Wang Chong issued them an instruction.

"That can't be true!" Hearing Wang Chong's words, Zhao Yatong's face flushed in astonishment.

"We have crossed hands with the Tibetans so many times, but we have never seen anything of that sort. If that's really the case, we would have definitely noticed something!" Fang Xuanying and the others frowned as well. Just like Zhao Yatong, they had never observed anything of the sort that Wang Chong spoke of as well.

"Don't worry, the Tibetans are no fools. Considering how they aren't familiar with Longxi's terrain, they would surely do so. It's just that you have never noticed it before," Wang Chong replied with a confident smile.

"Since you have said so, we'll keep a close eye on it then. Hopefully, we will be able to find them," Zhao Yatong replied with a sigh.

If it had been before, she might have just shrugged Wang Chong's words away in disdain. But after the happenings two days ago, she dared not to underestimate the sixteen-year-old youth before her anymore.

"Siling, Xu Gan, and Huang Yongtu, you all will be coordinating with them," Wang Chong turned to Bai Siling and the others and issued his orders.

"Un," the trio nodded.

As they had only arrived recently, they possessed little understanding of the terrain in the area. Thus, they could only play an auxiliary role in the battle.

After which, arrangements were made according to Wang Cong's instructions. The two hundred Great Tang cavalrymen were spread across the region, forming a huge net surrounding the resting point.

------

Time passed swiftly, and before long, morning had turned into noon. A few moments later, the sun gradually showed signs of setting in the west. The two hundred cavalrymen continued patrolling around the resting point, but they were unable to find anything at all.

Just outside of the resting point, several steeds were gathered together. Eventually, Bai Siling could no longer hold herself back, and she asked, "Wang Chong, aren't you making a big deal out of nothing? The Tibetans' fighting prowess far surpasses ours, and they had managed to crush us utterly in the four previous battles. Is there really a need for them to dispatch scouts to survey us, given such?"

It was not that she was unwilling to believe Wang Chong, but more than half a day had passed, and they hadn't noticed a single Tibetan scout yet.

There were distinctive differences between the Tibetans and the civilians of the Central Plains, so it would be impossible not to notice them if they were to appear in the vicinity.

"Or perhaps, the Tibetan scouts might only appear at night? Like you have said, they dare not leave the mountain easily, so they should be waiting for conditions that are to their advantage?" Zhao Yatong tried asking.

In truth, the only reason why they were willing to plant sentries in the area was because the one raising it was Wang Chong. If it had been anyone else, they would have just sneered it off and regard it as nonsensical talk.

"Don't worry, they will definitely come! I have checked the area, and the region seems to be slightly more humid, resulting in a thick mist forming in the early morning. With it blocking their view, it would be impossible for them to see you coming at all. Furthermore, considering the huge wind at the top of the mountain, it would be difficult for them to hear the clopping of horse hooves, too.

"According to what you have said, of the four attacks conducted, despite the varying timings of the assault, the Tibetans were able to time their attack accurately at the moment which you had just started to gather at the bottom of the mountain. Without scouts to keep tabs on our army, it would be impossible for them to make such precise judgement.

"Like I have told you earlier, the Tibetans might be unfamiliar with Great Tang's geographical terrain, but they are no fools. Before the arrival of the soldiers comes the rations, and even before the rations are the scouts! Regardless of whether it's Great Tang or the other nations, it's impossible and utterly foolish for them not to dispatch scouts ahead of the battle to gather intelligence. This is common sense!" Wang Chong spoke nonchalantly, but his voice carried heavy authority.

Intelligence was the crux of warfare. If those Tibetan scouts weren't cleared beforehand, the movements of their army would be as clear as day to the Tibetans.

This was also the reason why Wang Chong said that this step was imperative to the execution of his plan.

The crowd widened their mouths in shock, unable to utter a word at all.

This was especially so for Zhao Yatong. She was completely dumbfounded by the situation before her.

When Wang Chong questioned her on the details two days ago, Zhao Yatong spoke of everything that she knew. But even so, she didn't think that those seemingly trivial details she had spoken of would be so important.

Just by a casual glance at the battlefield, Wang Chong was able to deduce so much of the situation.
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At this point, Bai Siling was starting to pity Zhao Yatong.

She understood vividly what Zhao Yatong was feeling at this moment, the helplessness and frustration of ignorance. That was because she had just undergone that phase herself just a few days ago.

Even when Wang Chong was placed in a desperate situation, being forced to fight to the bitter end for his life, he was still able to factor the escaping Iron Cloak Highwaymen into his plans.

Back then, Bai Siling thought that Wang Chong had forgotten about their existence, but who could have known that he was actually making use of them to open up Iron Cloak Li's treasure vault!

Even though it had been some time since that incident, she still remembered it as clear as though it had happened yesterday.

However, the one thing fortunate about it was that she had at least gone through a life-and-death situation with Wang Chong, and the intense experience then had allowed her to see past all of this.

However, such wasn't the case for Zhao Yatong.

Patting Zhao Yatong's back, Bai Siling said, "Yatong, there's no need for you to think too much into it. You just have to recall how Longxi's Geshu Han, Western Protectorate Manor's Go Seonji, and Western Region Protectorate Manor's Fumeng Lingcha were left shaking in fury due to what he did, going to the extent of causing a huge storm in the royal court, rallying everyone in their connections to have him executed, and you should be able to get used to it."

To think that even the great Spear of Crimson Blaze, whose gaze was so high that few in the capital could catch her eye, would end up being embarrassed by Wang Chong twice!

Bai Siling was starting to wonder whether it was the correct decision for her to drag Zhao Yatong into this matter.

"Alright. Since Wang gongzi has said so, let's just do as he said." Perhaps Bai Siling's words had worked its wonders, Zhao Yatong didn't seem to be as stifled as she was a moment ago.

After those words were spoken, everyone immediately scattered to do their work.

And just as the group was scattering, no one noticed a pair of callous eyes filled with killing intent was currently looking upon everything, and was slowly approaching this crucial resting point.

There were many cavalrymen and soldiers moving to and fro in the perimeter of the resting point, making it difficult for any invaders to approach.

However, no one noticed this figure.

His movements were slow but composed. This was because this wasn't the first time he had been here.

The entire layout of the resting point, the deployment of each sentry, the timing which they would change shifts, the areas where the experts were stationed, the location of the ration warehouse... All of these, he had them in his grasp.

Perhaps, he might even be more familiar with this area than the recruits who had been here for a very long time. In fact, there was once that he had a meal with the cavalrymen here.

Yet, no one had doubted his identity.

"Hah, these fools! By tomorrow, you all will be reduced to a pile of corpses. No one can stand against the cavalry of our great empire! To even dream of fighting of us on mountainous terrain, what utter foolishness!" that fellow muttered under his breath as he advanced.

He had come here a few days ago as well, but there was nothing noteworthy—just another bunch of fools charging to their deaths.

He even knew when they would attack and the strength of their forces, and yet, these soldiers never suspected a thing. They thought that the Tibetans were waiting obediently at the mountain peak for their attack.

"Just wait and see, this is just the beginning, the current Great Tang isn't how it used to be. When the Great Minister finishes his final wave of summons, that will be the day that we trample across Longxi and dominate the Central Plains! It's laughable how you can remain ignorant before such a huge threat!" that figure sneered disdainfully.

Once, the Great Tang military was known for its astounding strength. Even with just an army of ten thousand, they could conquer a battlefield against foes that outnumbered them severalfold.

But the current generation of Great Tang was no longer as driven and valiant as their predecessors were.

While the strong winds of the highlands had brought out the strongest of warriors in Ü-Tsang, peace had worn down Great Tang's edge. Before long, their noble eagle flags would be flown up high across the Central Plains.

The sons of Heaven would dominate the Central Plains!

With such thoughts in mind, the figure slowly approached the resting point, listening to every conversation and complaint that reached his ear. He didn't even allow a single yawn to slip by his attention.

Here, he was able to travel freely and unhindered.

Weng!

But just as he was immersed in his glee, his heart suddenly pounded in alarm. Out of the blue, he felt a sharp gaze on him, and his heart leaped in alarm.

He subconsciously glanced to where the sharp gaze was coming from, and he saw a sixteen-year-old youth staring fixedly at him.

A simple gaze it was, but inconceivably sharp that it spent chills down his spine.

Just as he was worrying whether he had accidentally shown anything that would have given him away, that youth diverted his gaze elsewhere.

It was as if that gaze had just fallen on him out of coincidence. Considering how the young man was already walking toward a beautiful red-robed lady, that should be the case.

---

"Zhao Yatong, wait a moment!" Wang Chong yelled.

"What's wrong?" Zhao Yatong turned around in astonishment, unable to understand why Wang Chong would suddenly call for her.

"I suddenly realized that I have neglected to inform you of something!" Wang Chong yelled as he galloped over on his steed.

"What's wrong?" Zhao Yatong asked in curiosity.

"I forgot to tell you that it would be impossible for you to catch their scouts like that. We have to tweak our measures slightly..." Wang Chong said with a bitter smile.

It was just a moment ago that he realized that he had failed to consider a very important aspect. From the very start, they had been looking in the wrong places, and if they were to go down this path, their search would just end in a failure.

There were many men walking to and fro on the perimeter of the gathering point. Just as Wang Chong was heading toward Zhao Yatong, he passed by a fence, and he noticed a heavily wounded cavalryman with his armor cloaked with blood, and he seemed to be having difficulty moving about.

Weng!

Wang Chong's eyes narrowed as sharp killing intent flashed across his eyes.

"How brazen of you to dare to come here!"

It was like thunder had shaken the entire resting point. That heavily wounded cavalryman's body jolted in shock.

Boom!

At that moment, Wang Chong suddenly launched his attack.

"Eight Steps of the Furious Flood Dragon!"

Without any hesitation, Wang Chong resorted to his ultimate technique. Pushing his body to his limit, eight dragons appeared from eight different directions, encircling the cavalryman tightly.

Moo!

At that moment, the deafening call reminiscent of that of a bull sounded, and the image of a sturdy white yak appeared above the cavalrymen. A white halo rippled beneath his feet, and it surged furiously along with his billowing Stellar Energy.

Boom!

Wang Chong's Wootz steel sword sliced through the cavalryman's Stellar Energy and stabbed right through the right side of his chest. But at the same time, despite suffering a heavy blow, that figure also managed to knock Wang Chong back.

Neighhhh!

At the moment Wang Chong was knocked back, the white halo immediately extended down to his steed, and the rider and steed immediately fled as fast as they could.

"Stop him!" Pressing his hand against the ground at the moment of his landing, he pushed himself up and leapt onto the back of the White-hoofed Shadow once more.

That man's fighting prowess was far more formidable than he had imagined, and his reaction and decisiveness were top-notch as well.

Wang Chong's sword was aimed right at his heart, but that figure managed to dodge at the last moment, resulting in his blade striking the other party's right lung instead. By sustaining this blow, he gained an opportunity to push Wang Chong away, earning him some time to escape.

It was just an instant between that figure jolting Wang Chong away and fleeing, but he had already managed to accelerate his steed to a fair speed.

It seemed like his horsemanship had reached an incredible mastery as well.

Boom!

Chaos broke out in the region. No one could understand why a recruit would suddenly attack their own cavalryman, and before they could process what was happening, the cavalryman was already fleeing in fear.

Some men instinctively obeyed Wang Chong's command to intercept the cavalryman while others were rooted to the spot, dumbfounded by the situation before them.

This gathering point had been peaceful for too long, such a situation had never happened before.

Di da da!

While most people were still stupefied by the turn of events, the attacked cavalryman had already escaped to the outer perimeters of the resting point.

There were quite a few people who tried to attack him, but they were shaken off by his astounding speed.

A gleam of light appeared before that figure; he was already nearing the outer defense circle of the resting point, and a hint of smile crept onto his lips.

Even though he had no idea how he was discovered, he still managed to escape with his life.

As numerous as his enemies were, in the end, there was nothing they could do about him.

"Hmph!"

Just as that figure was just moments away from victory, a cold harrumph suddenly reached his ears. Proud, disdainful, and graceful, just like a phoenix gazing down on mortal ants from the clouds.

"Did you think that you will be able to escape? Let me tell you, there won't be a single person who can step out of this encirclement without my permission!" That cold voice echoed amidst the forest. It was neither loud nor soft, but he heard every word clearly.

A jolt ran through that figure's body, as an overwhelming sense of danger clutched at him.

He immediately tried to pull on his reins to flee in the opposite direction from the voice, but he realized that he couldn't move his fingers.

The world abruptly spun around him, and it took a moment before he realized that it was his head that was spinning in the air.

Neighhh!

A war steed neighed as it galloped away into the distance. Watching the blood spurt from the headless corpse on the steed's back, reality suddenly dawned on that figure. He was dead.

Fast...

This was the final thought flashing through his mind as his head flew higher and higher in the air. The final thing he saw was a crimson steed and a valiant red-robed lady on its back.

In her hands was the long Scarlet Tassel Spear, emanating brilliant crimson flames.

And in the next moment, everything blacked out...
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This was the first time Wang Chong had seen Zhao Yatong make a move. With a swing of her spear, crimson clouds reminiscent of flames shot forth, reaching out to a distance of seven zhang.

With a swift sweep of the crimson cloud, the man's head was already rolling in the air. Everything happened at an inconceivable pace.

That man was an expert himself, capable of avoiding being struck in his vitals even under the abrupt assault of the Eight Steps of the Furious Flood Dragon from Wang Chong. Yet, he wasn't able to dodge Zhao Yatong's spear at all.

Under that crimson spear, the thick layer of Stellar Energy shrouding him was decisively torn through in an instant.

Swift!, Wang Chong exclaimed inside.

It wasn't that the figure's reaction speed was lacking, but Zhao Yatong's spear was simply too fast. Even Wang Chong couldn't confidently say that he could stand against the spear given his current strength.

"The Zhao Clan's spearmanship is indeed incredible!" This was the first time Wang Chong had witnessed the true might of the Zhao Clan's Spear of Crimson Blaze.

When Bai Siling had said earlier that Zhao Yatong had a technique which allowed her to draw out strength beyond her current cultivation realm, Wang Chong had chuckled it off. However, it seemed that was no lie at the moment.

Peng!

When the head finally landed on the ground, it was as if a massive boulder had fallen into a calm lake. The crowd around the resting point finally woke up at this point.

"What is going on?"

"Why are they killing our own men?!"

"Are those fellows insane?"

"Capture them! Let's have them placed on a military trial!"

"Bastards, does the law mean nothing to them?"...

A huge commotion broke out amidst the crowd. Nearly every single soldier in the area flew into a rage. Before all of their eyes, these men actually murdered a cavalryman of their own! That was deranged!

The crowd slowly closed in on the area while some ran straight into the resting point to report the matter.

Staring at the corpse and fresh blood on the ground, they froze in shock.

Murder among fellow soldiers was a severe crime that warranted capital punishment!

With this turn of affairs, Zhao Yatong's complexion didn't look too good. Nevertheless, she still maintained her calm as she turned to Wang Chong with a questioning gaze.

It was under Wang Chong's prompt that she had made a move, but even at this point, she still wasn't too sure what was going on. Even so, she did reserve some trust for him.

Despite the furious bellows in the area, Zhao Yatong believed that there was a good reason behind Wang Chong's actions.

"Protect Wang gongzi!" Seeing that the circumstance was against them, Xu Gan, Bai Siling, and the others reacted immediately and rushed over to Wang Chong's side.

They, too, had no idea what had just happened, and they couldn't comprehend why Wang Chong would suddenly make a move on their own men. However, they had already established a circle of common interests with him, so their first reaction was to protect him.

After all, while the others might be oblivious to it, Wang Chong was the grandson of Duke Jiu, as well as the potential successor of the Wang Clan. Even among the scions in the capital, he was one of the most respected figures.

"Wang Chong, you are insane!" Bai Siling rode her horse over as she exclaimed anxiously. Her eyes had reddened in panic.

She wasn't afraid of trouble, but she was worried for Wang Chong.

She couldn't understand why Wang Chong would make such an irrational move, killing one of their own men.

"There's no need to panic!" Seeing Bai Siling's worried state, Wang Chong couldn't help but feel touched, yet find the situation hilarious at the same time. Did this silly lass think that he had lost his mind?

"Before you panic, take a good look at whom that fellow is first!" Wang Chong spoke confidently as he galloped over to the fallen head of the figure. With a slight flick of his right forefinger, a sword qi shot out and accurately struck the helmet of the cavalryman.

Dang!

The helmet split apart, and the face which was originally facing the ground rolled a few rounds under Wang Chong's flick, revealing a coarse scarlet face marked with savagery.

Weng!

In just the blink of an eye, a wave of silence swiftly diffused through the inner circle surrounding the decapitated head to the rest of the resting point.

Even Zhao Yatong, who had beheaded the figure herself was startled by the turn of events, let alone the others!

Tibetan!

No one could have imagined that the Great Tang cavalryman who was just murdered would actually be a Tibetan! But looking at the distinctive scarlet skin tone, there was no doubt about it.

Zhao Yatong didn't expect the man who Wang Chong had her kill would turn out to be a Tibetan!

"What's going on?"

Taken by surprise as well, Bai Siling rode her steed over and leaped down right beside the bottom half of the figure's decapitated body. Kicking on it lightly with her right foot, the armor wrapped around the body came apart.

Beneath the Great Tang armor was a coarse merlot shirt typically worn by Tibetan cavalrymen.

Everything couldn't be any clearer than it was.

This figure was clearly a Tibetan scout disguised as one of their own, dressed in the armor, steed, and helmet of Great Tang cavalrymen.

To think that a Tibetan soldier would strut into the vicinity of their gathering point so openly!

Had it not been for Wang Chong, he might have already been in the gathering point by now, and no one actually noticed it!

In that instant, Bai Siling turned her head around to stare at Wang Chong with astonishment in her eyes. Even though she was already accustomed to Wang Chong's extraordinary means, she still couldn't help but find the situation before her incredulous.

It clearly wasn't the first time the Tibetan had done this. Dressed in the wear of a typical Great Tang soldier, he donned on his helmet and feigned injury, which gave him a reason to lower his head, thus allowing him to conceal his identity.

With this disguise, he managed to infiltrate the camp without incurring anyone's notice, until he met Wang Chong.

Bai Siling never could have imagined how Wang Chong could have discovered that. From his position, it should have been impossible for him to see the Tibetan soldier's face.

On the other hand, Zhao Yatong was even more surprised by Bai Siling. That was because she was the one who killed the Tibetan soldier!

She never thought that the reason why Wang Chong stopped her was to kill a Tibetan scout.

"What happened?" A forceful voice sounded out suddenly. Following which, heavy footsteps accompanied with a powerful aura emerged in the crowd's senses.

A few powerfully-built guards along with an authoritative figure walked up from the resting point. That authoritative figure glanced at the surroundings with a sharp gaze, and the atmosphere in the surroundings abruptly changed.

The cavalrymen and recruits couldn't help but lower their heads in fear.

At the same time, Wang Chong hid his aura, lowered his head, and headed to Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu's side.

"Is there not a single person here who knows what has happened?" The Big Dipper Army commandant's voice was hiked up several notches, and there were hints that he was on the verge of flying into a rage.

Zhao Yatong took a glance at Wang Chong before galloping forward.

"Reporting to lord, I found a Tibetan cavalryman disguised as one of our own sneaking around our camp. Thus, I had him killed!" Zhao Yatong reported loudly before the Big Dipper Army commandant.

"A Tibetan scout?" The Big Dipper Army commandant's face warped in astonishment. His gaze swiftly swept across the area before heading toward the corpse of the Tibetan scout.

At this moment, Wang Chong backed into the crowd and inconspicuously blended into the outer perimeter.

With Zhao Yatong to deal with the Big Dipper Army commandant, there should be no problem here.

"How did you notice him?" Just as Wang Chong was tearing himself away from the crowd, Bai Siling rushed up to him. By her side were Fang Xuanying and the others, who were staring intently at him in admiration as well.

The truth was that they still didn't know Wang Chong well, and the only reason why they chose to agree to Wang Chong's deployment was due to Duke Jiu's prestige, as well as Bai Siling and Zhao Yatong speaking up on his behalf.

However, the slaughter of the Tibetan cavalryman had truly shocked them this time around.

"This is inconceivable! Gongzi, how were you able to identify him?" the others asked curiously as well.

They had been prowling around the camp for an entire day now, but they weren't able to find the slightest trace of a Tibetan soldier at all. However, with just a casual glance, Wang Chong was able to recognize a Tibetan soldier. To them, this was an unbelievable feat.

"It's actually nothing much," Wang Chong said nonchalantly.

"There is no doubt that the Tibetans would send in scouts to check in on the situation. It doesn't make sense for all of you to be unable to find any trace of them after so long. Considering how we were unable to find them through conventional means, and yet they were still able to obtain intelligence from our side without any problem, this could only mean one thing. They were resorting to other means to gather intelligence.

"And naturally, the easiest way is to..."

"... infiltrate our camp as one of our own!" The one who completed the sentence was one of the recruits.

"That's right!" Wang Chong glanced at the recruit. He had a vague impression of the latter. Based on Zhao Yatong's words, that person seemed to go by the name of Sun Bailu, and he was an heir of the capital's Sun Clan. Unlike Zhao Yatong and the others, he was a recruit from Shenwei Training Camp.

"In the first few battles, you have lost too many men and steeds. Considering how the steeds and armor are readily available, there's little doubt that we would do the same if put into their position. That's the simplest method after all," Wang Chong continued as wisdom gleamed in his eyes.

"Scouts are elites trained to conduct such missions. As long as they don our gear and proceed carefully so as to not attract any suspicion, it would be difficult to notice them. I was just about to remind Zhao Yatong of that matter when I saw that person."

"But considering how you couldn't see his face, how could you accurately determine that he was a Tibetan among the other soldiers here? If your deduction turned out to be wrong, wouldn't you have ended up killing one of our own instead?" Xu Gan said with a frown.

He did have similar guesses as well, but there was just one thing he couldn't understand.

Wang Chong might have guessed that the Tibetan scouts were disguised as one of their own, but finding a few specific people among all of the cavalrymen was no easy feat.

Furthermore, Wang Chong had struck abruptly, killing that Tibetan scout with Zhao Yatong even before getting a chance to verify his identity. If he had made an error in his judgement, the consequences would have been severe.
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"You're thinking too much into it!" Wang Chong said calmly. "The Tibetans tend to have a shorter stature than us Han. As long as you pay attention to those with smaller frames who are acting suspiciously, it shouldn't be too difficult to spot them."

"Acting suspiciously?" Xu Gan frowned.

"That's right" Wang Chong replied calmly. "The scouts might do all they can to impersonate our men, but in the end, there's still a fundamental difference between us and them. In order to conceal their differences, their gestures will be slightly different from those of our men. For one, most of our men here have their heads held up high, while the Tibetan scout had his head lowered all this time. Furthermore, coming from different cultures, it is inevitable they would have some habits that are foreign to us. As long as you pay careful attention to it, it wouldn't be too hard to notice them."

"But even if that's the case, we can't discount the fact that he could just be a slightly shorter, injured cavalryman with weird quirks?" another recruit who was together with Fang Xuanying's group asked.

He still felt that Wang Chong's actions were too risky. After all, as confident as he was, it was nothing more than a conjecture at that point. It would be fine if everything went as he said, but if he turned out to be mistaken, that could lead to a disastrous outcome.

After all, killing a fellow soldier in public wasn't something that could be passed off as a mistake!

"That's why, didn't I test him?" Wang Chong chuckled.

Hearing those words, everyone was stunned for a moment. They suddenly recalled Wang Chong's bellow before he had made a move, and realization struck them.

"I see!"

"Gongzi is indeed wise and meticulous. I am impressed!"

"We have been searching for those Tibetan scouts for the entire day, but to no avail. I thought that gongzi was mistaken on this matter. Had it not for gongzi revealing their disguise, I would have never imagined that they would be so brazen!"

"Indeed! How dare they infiltrate our camp so openly! But thinking about it now, it was indeed scary how negligent we were!"...

Thinking about the consequences had these Tibetan scouts been allowed to act as they pleased, the recruits couldn't help but feel a chill run down their spine.

The resting point was tightly guarded, and there were even two hundred of them patrolling the external perimeter to search for them. Yet, those Tibetan scouts were still able to get past their encirclement right beneath their eyelids. Just the thought of it was scary in itself.

If not for Wang Chong, they would have never known that the Tibetan scouts were roaming in their midst, gathering everything to be known about them.

At this point, the crowd couldn't help but feel a deeper respect for Wang Chong. They suddenly felt that the rumors that had been spreading like wildfire across the capital might have some truth to them.

In terms of insight and discernment, Wang Chong's capability seemed to far surpass theirs.

"You can't be blamed for this either. After all, no one would have thought that the Tibetan soldiers would don the armor and ride the steeds of the deceased Great Tang soldiers," Wang Chong said.

The greatest mistake one could ever make on the battlefield was to belittle one's opponent.

While it was true that Ü-Tsang wasn't as wealthy, prosperous, or cultured as Great Tang, their soldiers were indubitably powerful adversaries.

In terms of astuteness and cunning, they weren't lesser opponents at all. In his previous life, they were many famed great generals who were defeated in the war between Great Tang and Ü-Tsang.

With such prior knowledge, it was common sense to Wang Chong to never underestimate the Ü-Tsang just because their civilization wasn't as developed as Great Tang's. But the same couldn't be said for the others.

Most of the scions in the Central Plains didn't think highly of other countries. Wang Chong also shared such a mentality in his previous life, so it didn't come as a surprise to him.

With Wang Chong's precedent setting the direction to how the search should be conducted, the patrols became much more effective. Furthermore, the entire resting point joined in on the hunt this time.

Soon, the second and the third Tibetan scout was unearthed... Within a short period of time, five men were captured.

It also became impossible for anyone to approach the camp easily. All of the soldiers wanting to enter the resting point would have to take off their helmet and have their identities verified.

Under such circumstances, there was no way that the Tibetans with their distinctive red skin tone could approach the resting point anymore!

------

"What's going on? Why aren't the scouts back yet?"

On the lush mountain which the Tibetan soldiers had occupied, a broad-backed, bearded Tibetan commander was glaring furiously at a Tibetan Ten-Man Squad Leader.

"Reporting to lord, the scouts aren't back yet. We have sent three groups of men to check on the situation, and judging by the timing, they should have been back by now. I fear that they might be..." the Tibetan Ten-Man Squad Leader reported fearfully with a lowered head.

He was the leader of the scouting unit, responsible for gathering crucial military intelligence for the army. This was the first time he had encountered such a problem over the past half a month.

Hearing the report, the enraged bearded commander was tempted to lash out at the other party. However, upon recalling something, he took in a deep breath and calmed himself down.

Staring intently at the Ten-Man Squad Leader, the commander questioned, "Is it possible that they saw through our disguises?" 

"That's impossible! After so long a time, they have never seen through our disguise before!" the Ten-Man Squad Leader replied without any hesitation.

"Just because it has never happened before doesn't mean that it wouldn't!" the bearded commander replied with a clenched jaw.

"Regardless, it is certain that our previous measures aren't working anymore. We can't send any more scouts in to lose their lives. Call off the operation. We have already received the intelligence we were seeking anyway.

"Great Tang has become complacent after all the years of peace, they think of us as fools. Even if they realized that the secrecy behind their operation is compromised, they will never change their plans. Since that's the case, we shall move according to our original plan. Tomorrow, we shall destroy them utterly!" the Tibetan commander said with a callous gleam in his eyes.

"Yes, lord!" The Ten-Man Squad Leader hurriedly lowered his head and fell silent.

In a place where no eyes could reach, the gears of war were starting to move.

------

Dong dong dong dong!

Dawn, the loud beating of a war drum dispersed the mist lingering the area, resounding through the entire resting point. Flurried footsteps and horses hooves sounded ceaselessly in the area.

Compared to three days ago, the atmosphere here was as tense as a bowstring. The smell of war was apparent in the air.

The usually rowdy recruits and cavalrymen had grim expressions on their faces, and they were more solemn than ever. To those who had undergone the fight with the Tibetan soldiers in the past, they understood the significance of this battle.

"Hurry up, grab your shields! Those will be your life amulets!"

"Axe soldiers! As long as the shield bearers manage to stave off their charge, make a move immediately. Slice through their steeds before their men! Don't allow those Tibetan soldiers to get past you!"

"Master archers, make sure to aim for the slit in their armor. Heavy armor isn't omnipotent. As long as your aim is accurate, you can still kill them!"

"Everyone, make sure to obey orders strictly. Anyone who messes up the formation will be beheaded!"...

Early in the morning, the Big Dipper Army commandant walked among the preparing troops and exhorted them. His voice was sharp, and his expression was austere, reminiscent of a raging lion.

Even though the Big Dipper Army's top commander was currently Geshu Han, its founder was the Great War God, as well as the current Imperial Tutor of the crown prince, Wang Zhongsi.

In Great Tang, Wang Zhongsi could be considered as a true pillar of the empire, the number one Han general. His standing and influence were even above that of the Eastern Protector-General, Zhang Shougui.

Wang Zhongsi had maintained a strict military regiment under his command, and the current order that was in the Big Dipper Army originated from him. Even Geshu Han had only inherited his legacy.

Such a style was adopted from the very top to the bottom of the Big Dipper Army, and this commandant was no exception.

This style was highly effective in maintaining discipline within the army, as well. Through this strict military regiment, there were no soldiers in the Big Dipper Army who disdained authority.

Upon seeing this sight, a bizarrely familiar sensation gripped Wang Chong.

The only major battle he had participated in ever since his reincarnation was the battle against the Goguryeons, but everything felt extremely familiar and nostalgic to him.

Perhaps it was a calling buried deep within his blood and soul, summoning him to the battlefield.

After watching the war preparations conducted in the gathering point for a moment, Wang Chong turned to Xu Gan, Bai Siling, Fang Xuanying, Zhao Yatong, and the others and asked, "How is it? Are the preparations ready?" 

"Yes!" the group nodded grimly.

Xu Gan and Huang Yongtu had never fought against the Tibetan army before and were not familiar with their prowess, so they weren't as affected. But tension could be seen clearly on the faces of Fang Xuanying and the others.

Even Zhao Yatong couldn't help but feel nervous at this point.

After the numerous defeats they’d had, it was inevitable that they would feel apprehensive about facing the Tibetan army once more.

Wang Chong had noticed this, but he chose to let it be.

No amount of words could assuage their worries at this point. Once they were in battle, they would naturally understand everything.

"Let's go according to plan. The first wave shall scatter before the second, and the third, so on and so forth... We have too many men at the moment, so it'll be too conspicuous if our numbers thin abruptly," Wang Chong instructed as he re-emphasized the final arrangements to the group. It won't be an easy task to carry out his plan as the Big Dipper Army commandant wouldn't watch silently as his soldiers defied his orders.

However, Wang Chong wasn't worried.

"Later on, there will be a roll call, so make sure to be present then. The moment that we leave the resting point will be the moment that we'll move. Our commander is a conceited man, his attention will be focused on the Big Dipper Army's four hundred shield bearers and axe soldiers instead of us. After the roll call, his attention will be off us. That will be our chance to make a move."

"Understood!" everyone replied deeply.

"Alright, move!" Hearing everyone's responses, Wang Chong nodded and gestured to dismiss them.

------

Hong long long!

Soon, amid rumbling earth and swirling dust, under the command of the Big Dipper Army commandant, the footsoldiers and cavalrymen began marching to the foot of the mountain occupied by the Tibetans.

However, no one noticed that at the very end of the formation, Wang Chong's group of two hundred was leaving in wave after wave.

With this, the final step to executing Wang Chong's plan was completed!



                                                                        Chapter 372: Start of Battle! 

                                                                                
Gong ha! Gong ha! Gong ha!

As Great Tang's army marched to the foot of the massive mountain, the two hundred shield bearers raised their tower shields high and slammed them on the ground continuously, seemingly provoking the group at the mountain peak.

Through this, the army created an incredible momentum reminiscent of an army of thousands. The domineering clamor echoed resoundingly throughout the mountain range.

The deafening waves of sound whipped up a powerful gale that raged through the mountain forests.

While the four hundred footsoldiers couldn't be considered as elites, they had undergone the Big Dipper Army's rigorous training, and they were carefully picked from the various platoons in Longxi. Some of them were even handpicked by the commandant himself.

This was the reason why the commandant carried absolute trust in his foot soldiers.

"Stick to the formation strictly. Anyone who dares to leave the group of their own accord will be beheaded!" a powerful voice boomed in the air. The Big Dipper Army commandant raised his sword high in the air, and the cold gleam of his blade shimmered in the air.

A distance behind him, a huge group of cavalry were ordered in a neat formation.

This positioning was tactical, as well. The footsoldiers were positioned at the forefront to cushion the enemy's charge, as well as to slow their momentum so that the cavalrymen could cut into the enemy's formation, scattering their troops.

For this purpose, the cavalrymen were intentionally left trailing behind the group to create sufficient space for them to generate momentum for a charge.

This was an example of one of the more popular infantry-cavalry tactics, one that was frequently used by the Big Dipper Army in Longxi to deal with the Tibetans.

Often, warfare is about how meticulous one is.

Regardless of whether it was the massive tower shields or the positioning of the troops, these showed that the Big Dipper Army commandant wasn't an amateur to warfare.

With these measures in place, the Big Dipper Army commandant was confident of winning the battle.

Dong dong!

With the loud beating of war drums, just as the Big Dipper Army commandant was staring at the opposite end, waiting for the Tibetan army on the opposite mountain to appear, he suddenly heard the flurried clopping of hooves.

A military inspector was rushing toward him at full speed.

"Lord, bad news!"

"What's wrong?" The Big Dipper Army commandant frowned in displeasure.

"Reporting to lord, two hundred men are missing from our formation!"

"What?!" The Big Dipper Army command's face turned livid in rage. "You bastard, are you kidding me?"

For two hundred men to be missing from the formation at such a time was no joking affair!

Cold sweat seeped down the military inspector's forehead. He swiftly explained the matter, saying that he had only just noticed the disappearance of the riders.

Considering the strict discipline that the Big Dipper Army imposed on their troops, this was a serious matter.

"Do you know who the ones that fled are?" The Big Dipper Army commandant questioned sternly.

"Yes, we have already confirmed the missing personnel!" The military inspector swiftly reported the names of the missing personnel. The troops who were missing were all under the leadership of the scions of the capital.

The scions of the capital were all spoiled brats who were fearful of death. Clearly, they felt apprehensive about this battle, so they chose to flee before the start of the battle.

This was deserting the army!

"Those bastards!" The Big Dipper Army commandant's face was darker than ever.

Fleeing before battle warranted a death penalty. It was one thing for those scions to flee, but to think those veteran cavalrymen under them would do the same as well. This was unpardonable!

Did they think that their Big Dipper Army dared not execute scions like them?

But at that instant, a powerful aura suddenly swept down from the top of the mountain.

Hu!

A powerful gale blew in the air. Atop the horseback, the Big Dipper Army commandant felt his heart skip a beat. Lifting his head, he saw many war steeds appearing amidst the dense forests.

Highland steeds!

The Big Dipper Army commandant instantaneously recognized those greenish-black war steeds at the peak of the mountain. The highland steeds were the most outstanding breed of horses in the Ü-Tsang highlands. Despite their shorter limbs and smaller stature compared to the Central Plains steeds, they possessed extraordinary lung capacity and powerful bodies.

This meant that they could sprint at an alarming speed, thus creating great force in their charges.

In the past clashes between Great Tang and Ü-Tsang, these war steeds had displayed tremendous fighting prowess.

Like sculpted statues, the hundreds of highland steeds stood motionlessly in a neat formation as they gazed down at the troops on the foot of the mountain.

The imposing aura from their presence created a heavy pressure on those standing beneath them.

"Return to your position for now. We shall deal with those deserters later on!" The Big Dipper Army commandant immediately dismissed the military inspector as he raised the sword in his right arm high and issued a heavy and authoritative command, "Everyone, prepare yourselves!"

With this, the atmosphere suddenly felt so tense that it felt as if the air was laced with lead. Everyone's eyes were fixed on the mountain before them.

At this moment, no one had the spare attention to care about the deserters anymore.

Even though two hundred deserters would result in a significantly weaker fighting prowess, there were still eight hundred remaining soldiers in the army. With this number, they still outnumbered the Tibetan soldiers by more than twofold!

Hong long!

On the peak of the mountain, three hundred Tibetan soldiers slowly emerged from the forest like demons emerging from the gates of hell, coming into everyone's view.

These cavalrymen, along with their steeds, were equipped with heavy armor from head to toe. They carried a particularly heavy disposition, reminiscent of immovable mountains.

Even from afar, the Great Tang soldiers could clearly perceive the aura, and they couldn't help but feel a heavy pressure weighing down on them. The Big Dipper Army commandant's face warped slightly in astonishment.

Without a doubt, these fellows were elite troops!

"Plant your shields on the ground diagonally!"

"Archers, draw your arrows!"

"Cavalrymen, prepare yourselves. Move at my command!"

Klang! Yiii!

The Big Dipper Army commandant issued a series of commands. Following his orders, the sound of heavy shields being planted in the ground and arrows being drawn on bowstrings echoed.

"It's about to begin!" At the same time, at the top of the mountain, the commander of the Tibetan army glanced at the ant-like formation of the army beneath, and a savage smile surfaced on his face.

Their final fight was just about to begin.

After defeating this final wave of Great Tang soldiers and destroying the resting point, they would have accomplished their mission. They would be able to depart from here and return to Ü-Tsang.

Without a doubt, the current Great Tang was nowhere near comparable to Ü-Tsang.

Sou!

The Tibetan commander drew the scimitar on his waist and raised it high above his head.

This uniquely forged Tibetan scimitar reflected a bone-chilling gleam from its blade.

"Soldiers, heed my orders. Destroy these fools, and we'll be able to return to our homeland!"

Hong!!

The eyes of the three hundred cavalrymen gleamed excitedly as they cheered loudly. Killing intent began gushing from their bodies like a flood tide.

"Hehehe, good!" Feeling the surge of killing intent behind him, a cruel smile crept onto the lips of the Tibetan commander in the front. The scimitar he had raised up high cut down abruptly as he bellowed, "Charge!"

Weng!

With a loud rumble, the three hundred Tibetan soldiers charged down the mountain on their highland steeds.

Their initial speed wasn't too fast, but gradually, they became faster and faster, and eventually, even the ground seemed to tremble beneath them.

The heavy mountainlike aura that they emanated swiftly intensified along with their charge, growing several times more powerful.

Their initial formation was also swiftly changing amidst their charge. One echelon, two echelons... Before long, the army of three hundred had been divided to around a dozen echelons as they charged to the bottom of the hill like a tsunami.

Flying Wedge Charging Formation!

This was the most effective and powerful charging formation that the Tibetan had developed and refined over a long period of time.

In this formation, ranks of cavalry would swipe away at the enemy's defense line in wave after wave, swiftly wearing them down.

A powerful group of shield bearers might be able to withstand the first charge, but could they withstand, the second, third, fourth... tenth, twentieth?

After a certain point, they would be able to tear through the opponent's front line and destroy their formation.

As long as they could breach the defense line, chaos would swiftly spread within the army!

This was a fact that the Tibetans had discovered after innumerable clashes in the Central Plains.

The Flying Wedge Charging Formation they adopted allowed for some space between the cavalrymen echelons so that they could adjust their positioning if required. This way, even if the cavalrymen in an earlier echelon were to fail, it wouldn't affect the subsequent charging echelons.

Compared to a compact formation, such a design better ensured the continuity of the charge, thus enhancing the might and lengthening the duration of the attack.

Of the cavalrymen in the world, the only ones who had succeeded in drawing out the full potential of a Flying Wedge Formation were the Tibetans.

Hong long long!

Amid the loud rumbling of horse hooves and furious war cries, the charge of the Tibetan cavalrymen grew faster and faster, reaching an inconceivable speed.

From afar, it looked like greenish-black streaks of destructive lightning were surging down the mountain, heading towards them.

The incredible momentum they harnessed was reminiscent of an avalanche, seemingly unstoppable by human force.

A grim expression appeared on the face of the Big Dipper Army commandant as he watched the sight before him.

He suddenly realized that he might have been underestimating the Tibetan army all along!



                                                                        Chapter 373: Clash of Troops! 

                                                                                
"It has finally begun!"

At the same time, the "deserters" whom the military inspector had spoken about were surveying the situation from another hill.

From afar, they could see that the three hundred Tibetan armies had divided themselves into around a dozen echelons. Kicking up a huge cloud of dust, they charged down the mountain with alarming momentum.

It wasn't the first time Zhao Yatong, Fang Xuanying, and the others had witnessed this, so they were still able to keep their cool. However, the newcomers, Bai Siling, Xu Gan, and Huang Yongtu, were startled by the sight before them.

The charge of the three hundred soldiers felt like a force far beyond their grasp.

The Iron Cloak Highwaymen seemed nothing at all in comparison to them.

"How can they be so powerful?" Stunned by the sight before him, Huang Yongtu muttered under his breath.

This was the first time he had stepped onto a battlefield against the soldiers of a hostile nation. Even though the enemy was only three hundred strong, it had overturned the overly simplistic preconceptions he had held about war.

Xu Gan was a little calmer than him, but his complexion still showed that he was stunned by the sight before him.

Wang Chong was the only one who could retain his calm in the face of everything. He had none of Bai Siling's shock nor Zhao Yatong's apprehension.

To him, war was nothing more than a daily routine.

The three hundred Tibetan soldiers before him were just a walk in the park. He knew that the sight before him was just the appetizer.

The true might of the Tibetan cavalry was yet to be shown.

Weng!

As expected, from afar, as the three hundred Tibetan soldiers reached the halfway mark of the mountain, something suddenly lit up. It started with just a single glow, but before long, the second, third, and fourth one appeared...

Eventually, the entire Tibetan cavalrymen formation was shrouded in a white glow.

"What's that?" With twitching eyelids, Huang Yongtu asked worriedly.

"Halo of White Yak, the war halo of Tibetan soldiers!" Wang Chong replied.

The Tibetans had always revered the white yak, viewing it as a sacred beast. The Halo of White Yak was also one of the most famous war halos of the Tibetans.

The pair of white horns it had on its head were incomparably powerful and sharp in a charge, allowing them to overwhelm any opponent.

Weng!

As soon as Wang Chong said those words, an illusory image of innumerable massive white yaks appeared in the air, rushing toward the formation of the Great Tang soldiers at the bottom of the mountain.

With widened mouths, they roared furiously with a resounding MOOOOOOO!

Along with that earth-shattering roar, the cloud of dust kicked up by the cavalrymen suddenly grew tenfold larger. At the same time, the white halos beneath their feet resonated with one another, eventually forming a massive white formation.

In just an instant, the aura of the three hundred Tibetan cavalrymen surged to an astounding level.

In that instant, the group above the mountain paled in shock.

As the saying went, it is always the bystanders who has the clearest view of the situation.

This was the first time Zhao Yatong and the others were seeing a charge of the three hundred Tibetan soldiers from afar, and it looked completely different from how it looked like when they were on the opposite end of the charge.

"This isn't the end yet!" Looking at this sight, Wang Chong sighed deeply.

The greatest mistake of that Big Dipper Army commandant was to arrogantly choose to engage the Tibetans in such terrain.

He might have moved the defense line three hundred meters behind the foot of the slope, but how much difference could that make?

Under the continuous impact of the Tibetan cavalrymen's echelons, Wang Chong could already see the Great Tang soldiers' formation being dissipated, and the entire army falling into ruins.

"Prepare yourselves, we'll be setting off soon!" Just as everyone was stunned by the Tibetan cavalrymen's charge, Wang Chong raised his right hand and gave the signal for them to set off.

With the uproar the Tibetan cavalrymen had caused, as well as the deafening reverberation from the Halo of White Yak, it would conceal any noise regardless of what Wang Chong's group was going to do, making it hard to notice them.

In other words, this was the perfect timing to strike them!

Weng!

Leaping onto the back of his steed, Wang Chong took the lead and charged off the slope of the mountain. The others quickly followed suit.

Bai Siling, Zhao Yatong, Xu Gan, Huang Yongtu, and Fang Xuanying, along with the other two hundred Great Tang cavalrymen hidden amid the lush trees charged down the slope.

And at this moment, not a single person from either side had noticed them yet.

------

Hong long long!

By the time the imposing charge of the three hundred Tibetan cavalrymen was just about to reach their frontlines, the Big Dipper Army commandant's face had already turned incredibly grave.

He finally noticed the crucial error he had made.

He might have borrowed tower shields from the Big Dipper Army in order to deal with the Tibetan cavalrymen's charge, but he had taken it for granted that the tower shields would simply stop them one way or another.

The confidence he had gained after borrowing those two hundred tower shields had eroded in the face of the astounding impetus of the charge of the Tibetan cavalrymen.

But at this point, it was already too late for regrets.

"Prepare yourselves!!" His voice resounded clearly amongst the Great Tang soldiers as he uttered his final command.

The battle was about to begin!

It felt like a storm would soon fall upon this area, and the aura of war was swiftly reaching its peak.

All of the shield bearers, axe soldiers, archers, and cavalrymen held their weapons tightly in their grip with tensed bodies. Their eyes were fixated on the charging Tibetan cavalrymen, waiting for the moment to strike.

Hong long long!

The sound of clopping hooves crested as the steeds positioned in the Flying Wedge Formation swiftly closed the distance to them.

Just when the Tibetan cavalrymen were only three hundred zhang away, the Big Dipper Army commandant cut down his sword diagonally.

Hong long!

The two hundred tower shields fell heavily on the ground., and as if struck by a massive hammer, the ground rumbled violently.

The two hundred tower shields formed a long wall which served as the primary defense line of the army.

At the same time, pitch-black war halos materialized beneath the feet of the shield bearers. As the two hundred halos resonated as one, a loud metallic reverberation echoed in the air.

In an instant, the aura shrouding the two hundred shield bearers surged twofold. As if a link between them and the earth had been established, they stood firmly on the ground.

An aura of invulnerability burst from the shield bearers in the frontline.

ROARRRRRRR!

The two hundred shield bearers roared ferociously. Under the provocation of the Tibetan soldiers, they too emanated an aura of fearlessness and ferocity.

It was not without reason that Great Tang had been dubbed the number one military force in the world, instilling deep fear and apprehension in its enemies.

The two hundred Great Tang shield bearers had undergone strict training from the Big Dipper Army, and they were all qualified warriors.

Even if the Tibetan cavalry were twice as strong as they were, the men would still stand their ground fearlessly.

Looking at the determined shield bearers, some spirit finally returned to the eyes of the Big Dipper Army commandant. Indeed, so what if the Tibetans were formidable!

With these shield bearers, there was no need for him to fear the Tibetan cavalrymen. As long as he could stop their very first charge, he would be able to turn the tides of the battle to his side!

"Archers, ready!" the Big Dipper Army commandant roared.

At this point, the army of eight hundred was beginning to show its prowess. It was filled with troops of diverse specialties, and each men had their own role to play.

Unleashing their True Martial halos, brilliant light emerged throughout the formation. Following which, the innumerable halos interwove with one another to form a powerful war formation!

"Release the arrows!"

Innumerable arrows carrying formidable might that could shatter even boulders fell like rain upon the formation of the Tibetan cavalrymen. Surprisingly, the first side to launch an offense wasn't the Tibetan soldiers, but the army of Great Tang.

Regardless of which battle one was in, the archers were always the first to engage the enemy.

Hong hong hong!

As countless arrows fell upon the Tibetan cavalrymen, they lowered their heads and took the arrows head-on with their heavy armor.

Those arrows ended up being easily deflected by the Tibetan cavalrymen, and even the most powerful of them only ended up denting the cavalrymen's armor.

"Hahaha..." Frenzied laughter filled the battlefield as the Tibetan cavalrymen overcame the rain of arrows.

"Let's teach those Great Tang soldiers what a true warrior is. We shall show them what true despair looks like!" The Tibetan commander charging at the forefront suddenly uttered as few words in Tibetan, and the Tibetan cavalrymen suddenly began moving about.

Hong long!

A different energy suddenly burst forth from the three hundred Tibetan cavalrymen. They had originally brought their speed to their maximum, but all of the sudden, their aura suddenly grew as heavy as mountains, and even the ground seemed to depress beneath them.

Shadows gathered around them, and vaguely, one could see an arch-like fortress. As it was only at its primary level, it was unable to display its complete form, resulting in an indistinct appearance.

But nevertheless, the pressure emanated by them increased by almost tenfold.

Weng!

Upon seeing this sight, the Big Dipper Army commandant suddenly trembled uncontrollably, and his face turned ashen-gray.

"Halo of Fortress!"

At this instant, he finally understood where the feeling of incongruity and nervousness came from. He had committed a fatal error.

Hong long!

In the next instant, the first echelon of the three hundred Tibetan cavalrymen crashed heavily onto the shield bearers on the frontline...



                                                                        Chapter 374: Ambush! 

                                                                                
If a cavalryman were to start accelerating from the peak of the mountain, how fast would they be by the time they reached the bottom?

At this moment, the Tibetan cavalry were clearly displaying this to the army before them. With their astonishing swiftness and the incredible robustness of their highlands steeds, the might from their charge was nearly unbelievable.

Hong long!

Like a comet had fallen from outer space, the first echelon of ten cavalry collided heavily against the giant tower shields. Hong long, a deafening explosion sounded, reaching up to over a hundred li away!

Steel against steel, halo against halo, Stellar Energy against Stellar Energy... All kinds of different powers were clashing violently with one another at this instant.

At the point where the cavalry collided with the tower shields, there were even bright sparks.

Neighhhh!

The loud collision and the ferocity from the encounter left the steeds behind neighing in agitation.

Weng, the tower shields reverberated intensely. Under this kind of powerful attack, even a piece of metal could be ground into pieces, let alone a human body.

Behind the tower shields, the shield bearers' faces paled, and their bodies jolted under the impact. Some of them even had the areas between their thumb and forefinger splitting under the fearsome pressure, and fresh blood trickled down their hands.

But eventually, they still managed to stand their ground.

Holding back a Tibetan cavalrymen who had charged down at full speed from the top of a mountain; only a shield bearer could achieve such a feat.

Their powerful and sturdy bodies allowed them to achieve what would have been impossible for other soldiers.

But even so, the commandant of the army couldn't find the slightest comfort in it. This was because the second, third, fourth, and fifth waves were about to arrive as well...

Hong hong hong!

One after another, the Tibetan cavalrymen collided heavily against those tower shields with incredible speed, and the deafening explosions sounded ceaselessly, with minimal intervals in between.

The shield bearers had barely withstood the first charge when the subsequent ones arrived right after. Under the continuous impact, their shields reverberated with great intensity, their knees trembled uncontrollably, the capillaries in their arms ripped open, and the halos beneath their feet shook weakly...

Pressure and injury was gradually heaping up on them. In just a short moment, they had already sustained fearsome injuries.

How many times could even a qualified shield bearer withstand the full power charge of elite cavalry?

The answer was seven times on average!

To be able to do so, every shield bearer would have to push their physical resilience to the very limit.

But even so, this was far from enough for them to fend off the Tibetan cavalry!

This was because their charge didn't stop with just one wave of attack. No matter how powerful a shield bearer might be, how could he withstand relentless waves of impact by the cavalry?

Hong long!

It was just a few moments, but it felt as if it had been stretched beyond several eons. By the time the eighth echelon of Tibetan cavalrymen struck the tower shields, hong long! The seemingly invulnerable tall wall was finally torn through.

Hong long long, in that instant which the Tibetan cavalrymen charged into the opening torn through the shield bearers, everyone's faces paled.

The formation consisting of two hundred shield bearers at the frontline was their greatest protective amulet. Their role was to slow down the speed of the Tibetans so that the other troops could better engage them.

After all, with the incredible momentum the Tibetan cavalrymen wielded when charging at full speed, other than the shield bearers, nobody behind them could possibly withstand their might!

The endless bloody history of war had already shown that once an army's defense line was breached, it would be a calamity for the vulnerable troops hiding behind their cover.

"Everyone, calm down! Cavalry, prepare your charge!" Amidst the chaos, the commandant bellowed. However, it was already too late. With minimal space to start a charge, the cavalrymen couldn't possibly build up sufficient momentum to match the Tibetan soldiers.

Given the current circumstances, the cavalry were completely helpless.

The entire plan banked on the shield bearers successfully keeping the Tibetan cavalry at bay. From the instant that a hole was torn through the front line, everyone's fate was already sealed. What would be awaiting them was defeat and death.

The furiously charging three hundred Tibetan cavalrymen buffed by the Halo of White Yak and Halo of Fortress were a catastrophe to the Great Tang soldiers behind.

"Hahaha, kill those fools! This time, we shall wipe them out cleanly!" the Tibetan commander at the forefront roared in laughter as he led a group of cavalry through the breach.

By this point, he could already see the defeat of the Great Tang army. This time, no one would be able to escape from them, and there would be no more subsequent battles. After killing these men here and destroying the resting point, they would flee back to Ü-Tsang and await their next orders.

Weng!

Just as the eight hundred Great Tang soldiers were about to face their ultimate doom, at this crucial moment, the loud neighing of steeds suddenly intruded into the battle, messing up the tides of battle.

From the right end of the Tibetan army, another group of two hundred suddenly charged out, and from the moment of their appearance, they were already charging at maximum speed. The imposing momentum their charge harnessed was surprisingly on par with the Tibetan cavalrymen!

"How could there be another Great Tang army there?!" Seeing the sudden appearance of the cavalry formation, the Tibetan commander's face warped in astonishment. He had never anticipated this!

In the previous battles, such a scenario had never happened before.

What was even more unacceptable to him was that he was actually oblivious to the presence of this cavalry formation until they were already in proximity to him. This should have been impossible!

"Those cunning bastards!" Clenching his fists tightly, the Tibetan commander swiftly came to a realization. Without a doubt, those fellows had concealed their presence by using the commotion caused by the Tibetans own charge.

Considering how they were surrounded by the loud din generated by their own charge, how could they possibly hear any other noise?

Or rather, even if they had heard the commotion from the Great Tang cavalrymen, they would have just thought it came from one of their own.

That was indeed an intelligent move to make. Their opponent was truly cunning.

And what left him even more apprehensive was that the enemy had come from a faraway location, timing themselves to arrive at this crucial moment. Through this, not only would they be able to avoid detection, they would also be able to build up the momentum of their cavalry to the limit.

With their speed at the limit as well, the two hundred cavalrymen posed a fatal threat to their army, one that was even greater than the eight hundred men before them.

"Retreat! Turn to the left! Luosang, you shall lead your group to engage that army! You must intercept them at all cost!" Instinctively sensing the danger that lay within the charging cavalry formation, the Tibetan commander immediately roared a command anxiously.

The enemy was swiftly approaching their flank, their weakest point at the moment. If no countermeasures were made, they would certainly suffer heavy damages.

"Not bad, you reacted quite fast. However, it's a pity that you're too late!" Seeing the Tibetan cavalry before him making instantaneous adjustments to their formation to cope with the attack, Wang Chong sneered coldly in disdain.

The enemy commander was indeed formidable to be able to overcome the Big Dipper Army's formation of tower shields. However, it was a pity that that was all he could do. He was still far from a match for Wang Chong.

In fact, upon seeing Wang Chong, the enemy commander had made a fatal mistake similar to the one committed by the Big Dipper Army commandant.

The greatest mistake the Big Dipper Army commandant committed was to engage the Tibetans at the bottom of the mountain, whereas the mistake the Tibetan commander committed was changing their formation at the last moment in order to deal with him.

A cavalry formation charging at full speed mustn't change its direction easily, as doing so would result in significant deceleration.

The greater the change in the direction, the more severe the deceleration would be. Generally speaking, if the change in direction was be ninety degrees or more, the momentum that had been built up earlier would be dissipated into nothing.

If the enemy commander had chosen to persist with his strategy and charge straight ahead, he might have been able to deal fatal damage to the eight hundred Great Tang soldiers.

But now...

To put it simply, they were goners.

While the mistake the enemy commander had made did play a part in worsening the plight they were in, the moment that they had allowed Wang Chong's group to get so close to them had already sealed their fate.

Raising his right hand, Wang Chong commanded, "Arrow Formation, charge!" 

The two hundred cavalrymen immediately moved from their original positions to form a large Arrow Formation.

Hong long!

In just an instant, Wang Chong, Zhao Yatong, Bai Siling, Xu Gan, Huang Yongtu, Fang Xuanying, and the others had already stabbed viciously into the formation of the Tibetan cavlarymen.

The Flying Wedge Charging Formation against the Arrow Formation!

Two entirely different cavalry formations clashed for the very first time by the border of Longxi's territory.

These two completely different cavalry formations were rarely seen even in modern day warfare.

Hong long!

As the two hundred men strong Arrow Formation stabbed deep into the Tibetan Army's formation, Wang Chong also activated his war halo simultaneously.

An intangible ripple swiftly diffused from Wang Chong to cover the entire battlefield. The Halo of Fortress formed by the three hundred Tibetan cavalrymen immediately flickered before shattering entirely, while the tier of the Halo of White Yak fell instantaneously.

Bane of the Battlefield!

For the first time in several months, Wang Chong activated his war halo. With this, he nullified the crucial advantages that the three hundred Tibetan soldiers wielded, thus putting the Great Tang army in a decisive advantage.

Sensing the changes, the faces of the three hundred Tibetan cavalrymen turned livid.

Without the Halo of Fortress, they were no different from ordinary cavalrymen.

Hong long!

With a resounding war cry, the two hundred men strong Arrow Formation tore the Tibetan cavalry apart from within, utterly destroying their formation...



                                                                        Chapter 375: Victorious! 

                                                                                
【Congratulations to user for accomplishing a first kill of a Tibetan cavalryman. Additional reward: 1 Destiny Energy!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 2 Tibetan cavalryman!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 3 Tibetan cavalryman!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 4 Tibetan cavalryman!】

...

【Congratulations to user for killing 7 Tibetan cavalryman!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 8 Tibetan cavalryman!】

【Congratulations to user for killing 9 Tibetan cavalryman!】...

A series of notifications popped up in Wang Chong's head. In just a few short moments after the Arrow Formation plunged deeply into the Tibetan cavalrymen's flank, aand  huge number of casualties emerged in their ranks.

The Tibetan cavalrymen were too focused on the eight hundred Great Tang soldiers before them, Wang Chong and his group's appearance came as a complete surprise. Unprepared, they were unable to make any effective countermoves on the spot.

Besides, Wang Chong's charge was designed to not grant them any time to think. From the moment that the Tibetan army spotted Wang Chong's group until the moment the Arrow Formation pierced deep into their echelons, there was only an interval of six seconds.

Six seconds was completely insufficient for the three hundred Tibetan cavalrymen to make any effective maneuvers against them. On the contrary, any attempt to do so only resulted in further chaos.

Under the furious charge of the Great Tang cavalrymen, soldiers and steeds were knocked into the air.

Watching as the Tibetan cavalrymen fell one after another, Zhao Yatong couldn't help but feel that she was in a dream. After the previous few encounters, the Tibetan army had already engraved an infallible image deep in her mind. She never could have imagined that a day would come that they would topple like dominos.

She could hardly believe what that was happening before her would actually be true!

"Kill them!" With a furious roar, Zhao Yatong swiftly put her Scarlet Tassel Spear together, forming a two-meter long spear.

Hu! A surge of flames shot forth from the spear as the Zhao Clan's famed spear technique, Spear of Searing Flames, appeared once again. With just a flash, the heads of three Tibetan soldiers were severed from their heads.

The appearance of Wang Chong's Bane of the Battlefield had reduced the effect of all war halo by a tier. As such, the Halo of Yak formed by the Tibetan cavalrymen was nerfed by a tier. Even worse, the primary Halo of Fortress which they had formed with great difficulty became unstable, and was dissipated forcefully.

It was on this kind of battlefield that the war halo granted to him by the Stone of Destiny displayed its true prowess.

It wasn't born for the sake of dueling with others, but for the purpose of turning the tides of a battle.

This was also one of the main reasons why Wang Chong chose to participate in the third mission without any hesitation, as well as the true basis behind his confidence.

Under the effects of the level one Bane of the Battlefield, the three hundred Tibetan soldiers were no threat at all.

"The hell! What is going on?"

"Where's the halo?"

"Damn it! We still have three hundred men, so how in the world did our Fortress of Halo vanish?"

"Why did my cultivation suddenly fall so sharply?!"

"What is going on?"...

The sudden appearance of Wang Chong's cavalry had caused the Tibetan horsemen to descend into chaos, but what left them truly panicked and frightened was the sudden disappearance of the Halo of Fortress, as well as the sudden nerf of their strength.

The former was their strongest weapon, while the latter was their self-protection tool. It was based on those two that they were able to emerge triumphant on the many battlefields they had fought on.

Thus, having their cultivation abruptly falling was extremely fearsome to them. It felt like the work of black magic, as if they had been cursed!

But before they could contemplate what was happening, the matter which the Tibetans had been the most worried about occurred.

ROARRR!

A furious bellow echoed from the foot of the mountain. The arrival of Wang Chong's two hundred cavalrymen was like a sudden ray of hope to the eight hundred Great Tang soldiers who had already resigned themselves to fate.

What left them even more agitated was that the seemingly infallible Tibetan soldiers actually turned out to be no match for the two hundred Great Tang cavalry at all.

"Charge!"

Such a sight had roused their spirits, and making use of the Tibetan cavalry's moment of weakness, the army of eight hundred immediately charged forth to coordinate with Wang Chong's group.

"Shield bearers, axe soldiers, archers, and cavalrymen... Charge!"

The Big Dipper Army commandant was also stunned by the sudden turn of events. He could hardly believe his eyes. He didn't expect the "deserters" to appear at this crucial moment.

Nevertheless, he didn't hesitate in grasping this opportunity to crush the Tibetan cavalrymen altogether.

The matter regarding why the two hundred cavalrymen had disobeyed orders, disappeared, and appeared abruptly could come later.

The important matter at hand was to capitalize on the current opportunity to swiftly destroy the three hundred Tibetan cavalrymen. If they were allowed to get away, who knows whether they might venture even deeper into Great Tang and wreak havoc wherever they passed.

Hong long!

The two hundred shield bearers raised their tower shields up and charged at the Tibetan cavalrymen. Boom! The heavy tower shields collided forcefully against the highland steeds.

Neighhhh! Despite the physical resilience of these highland steeds, their bones and tendons still snapped under the incredible force behind the tower shields.

To be able to withstand a full charge of mounted soldiers, the strength of these shield bearers was prodigious. If one were to assume that the sole purpose of these tower shields was to fend off enemies, they couldn't be any more mistaken. They were a powerful tool of offense as well!

Amidst agonized neighings, highland steeds collapsed to the ground. At the same time, the several hundred Great Tang cavalry behind also began their charge.

In just an instant, the Tibetans were pincered both from the back and the front. Their formations flew into chaos, and their echelon formation finally collapsed.

After the innumerable battles Great Tang had with Ü-Tsang, the consequences of the Tibetan cavalry having their formation scattered was apparent.

Hong long long!

In just an instant, the three hundred Tibetan cavalrymen found themselves plunged into a dire state.

War steeds collided with war steeds, swords clashing with swords, halos wrestling against halos, Stellar Energy vied against Stellar Energy, roars of aggression, cries of agony... All of these converged together to form a chaotic scene.

【Congratulations to user for killing 23 Tibetan cavalryman】

【Congratulations to user for killing 24 Tibetan cavalryman】

【Congratulations to user for killing 25 Tibetan cavalryman】

...

【Congratulations to user for killing 37 Tibetan cavalryman】

【Congratulations to user for killing 38 Tibetan cavalryman】

【Congratulations to user for killing 39 Tibetan cavalryman】

【Congratulations to user for killing 40 Tibetan cavalryman】...

As the Tibetan cavalrymen fell, notifications sounded ceaselessly in Wang Chong's head. Hong long, a seemingly endless source of energy gushed into Wang Chong's body.

At the same time, the Bane of the Battlefield halo also began expanding once more. Wang Chong could see the beautiful but imposing white ripples pushing their boundaries further...

"Incredible!" Wang Chong closed his eyes as he indulged himself in the marvellous sensation of having his strength growing rapidly. It was as if every single cell in his body was moaning in pleasure.

Since the three hundred Tibetan cavalrymen were goners, there was no need for him to interfere in the battle anymore.

In truth, it wasn't a necessity for a commander to step on the battlefield personally, either. From the moment that Wang Chong had succeeded in executing his plan, he already knew that he had won.

As the saying went, "the one who analyzes deeper wins the battle". That is the true role that a commander should assume.

Compared to the strategies that Wang Chong grasped, the warfare in this era was still far too lacking.

They were still stuck with the notion that warfare was only about organizing an army in a formation and making use of everything at their disposal to win the battle.

When Wang Chong first arrived in this world in his previous life, he had already realized that despite the advanced martial arts existent in this world, warfare was still very underdeveloped.

Strategies used tended to be too simplistic. For example, the Tibetans relied too heavily on the advantages they acquired from charging from a higher position.

On the other hand, Great Tang was smart to utilize the tower shields to stop them, but they failed to prepare any follow-up plan should it fail.

Military strategies were divided into two main types, convention and novel. Through conventional strategies, one could organize their army to prepare an offense or defense, but it was through novel maneuvers that one would be able to outdo their opponent and claim victory!

The military in this world had done well on the "convention" aspect, but they lacked the "novel" maneuvers in their strategy. It was based on this that Wang Chong was able to outdo most generals, be it the Great Generals, Conferred Generals, or Protector-Generals, and win the support of the elders of the empire!

Of all the formidable generals in the world, he was the only one who rose to the very top and won himself the title of "War Saint"!

This war might be a life-and-death battle to the others, but it was nothing more than a walk in the park for Wang Chong.

Hong long long, horse after horse, the highlands steeds fell, and soldier after soldier of the Tibetan cavalry was killed.

【Congratulations to user for accumulating 1718 kills of foreign soldiers.】

【Congratulations to user for accumulating 1719 kills of foreign soldiers.】

【Congratulations to user for accumulating 1720 kills of foreign soldiers.】...

【Congratulations to user for accumulating 1834 kills of foreign soldiers.】

【Congratulations to user for accumulating 1835 kills of foreign soldiers.】

【Congratulations to user for accumulating 1836 kills of foreign soldiers.】...

By the time the death toll of Tibetan cavalrymen reached a hundred, a different notification appeared in Wang Chong's head. It displayed the sum of foreign soldiers killed that Wang Chong had accumulated over time.

Looking at it, he wasn't too far from reaching level two for Bane of the Battlefield.

"AHHH!" a loud bellow sounded out. The Tibetan commander was finally beheaded by the Big Dipper Army commandant.

With the death of their leader, the remaining Tibetan cavalry finally fled in fear.

At the same time as they did, a mechanical voice sounded out, signaling the end of the war.

【Congratulations to user for killing the three hundred roaming Tibetan cavalrymen and changing destiny. Reward: 3 Destiny Energy】.



                                                                        Chapter 376: Interrogation! 

                                                                                
It was extremely difficult to earn Destiny Energy, Wang Chong had personal experience with this.

He had to change the flow of destiny for a major event to earn Destiny Energy.

He didn't expect that by joining the third mission, not only would he be able to earn the reward from the Bureau of Military Personnel and upgrade his Bane of the Battlefield, he would even obtain a total of four Destiny Energy!

With this, he had a current combined total of 79 Destiny Energy.

More importantly, he noted that the death of first Tibetan cavalryman had earned him a bonus of 1 Destiny Energy.

"... In other words, I will be able to earn Destiny Energy for the first kill of the soldiers of other nations as well!" Wang Chong's eyes lit up as he realized a new way he could earn additional Destiny Energy. If he were to find himself in dire need of Destiny Energy someday, this could possibly save his life.

The fight swiftly came to an end, after which came the looting of the battlefield. The foot of the mountain was littered with corpses and carcasses.

Dressed in heavy armor and devoid of any geographical terrain they could exploit in the region, it was impossible for the Tibetan highland steeds to outrun the Great Tang war steeds. As such, not a single one of the three hundred or so Tibetan cavalrymen managed to get away.

However, it was a pity that Wang Chong's Bane of the Battlefield had only two hundred or so Tibetan cavalrymen added to his kills. This was due to a portion of the enemy forces being killed by the other army of eight hundred, which Wang Chong wasn't the commander of. This was something that couldn't be helped.

Eventually, the total number of kills came to a halt at 1861, leaving him around a hundred kills off from reaching 2000, where his halo could be upgraded to level two.

"Such a pity. It seems like I can only wait for the next opportunity to level up my halo!" Wang Chong sighed in pity.

Once the Bane of the Battlefield reached level two, it would gain the ability to dispel the halo of a True Martial realm 2-dan martial artist. But until then, Wang Chong was stuck with what he had at the moment.

------

After the end of the battle, a bizarre atmosphere began to envelop the battlefield.

Eyes were slowly gathering on Wang Chong and the other "deserters", and admiration could be seen reflected in their gazes. This was especially so for the recruits who had participated in this battle multiple times.

They understood clearly that had it not been for Wang Chong's sudden appearance, they would have definitely fallen in defeat.

Without the protection of the tower shields, there was no way anyone could stand against those furiously charging Tibetan cavalrymen.

"Incredible! When did they lie in ambush there?"

"What a bizarre maneuver! Over the years that I have been in the army, I have never seen a thing like this before!"

"Was this arranged by our commander?"

"Impossible! At that moment the Tibetan cavalrymen breached our frontlines, I could see that even our commander had panicked!"

"I heard that they are deserters!"

"Are you insane? If they are deserters, what would they be doing here now?"

"Are you saying that they had disobeyed commands and moved on their own accord?"...

Many of the troops whispered curiously amidst themselves.

"Hahaha, it seems like we have made a name for ourselves this time around!" Seeing the gazes of admiration centered on them, Huang Yongtu laughed heartily in delight.

This was the first time he had been on a battlefield, as well as the first time he had crushed his enemies so utterly. Thus, he couldn't help but feel a surge of exhilaration.

"Wang Chong, you have my deepest respect. I never thought that we would be able to crush them so easily."

"Indeed, this is inconceivable!" Xu Gan chirped in by the side as he gazed somberly upon the corpses of the Tibetan cavalrymen around him.

When the Tibetans had charged down from the peak of the mountain, the momentum they had built up was so overwhelming that it felt like an avalanche.

Even from afar, they couldn't help but feel apprehensive of the other party's force.

Yet, they succeeded in crushing that powerful force with minimal casualties!

All of this was thanks to Wang Chong's wise commanding!

With such thoughts in mind, the awe in Xu Gan's eyes deepened. As the saying went, "the best way to know someone is through a fight". Even though they had started off on the wrong foot, all of the grudges and hostility were eventually resolved, leaving behind only respect and admiration.

On the other hand, Bai Siling and Zhao Yatong were shooting glances at Wang Chong from time to time as they conversed privately with one another. It was impossible to tell what they were talking about, but at a certain point, they suddenly chuckled lightly, and those momentary smiles on their beautiful faces left the crowd bewitched.

Di da da!

At this moment, the flurried clopping of horse hooves suddenly rose.

"Gongzi, the commander invites you over!" Pulling on the reins of his steed, a soldier stopped before Wang Chong and relayed the commands nonchalantly.

In that instant, the loud commotion in the area suddenly silenced as everyone turned their sights over.

Wang Chong had openly defied deployment orders and moved on his accord, even taking two hundred men away from him. According to military law, this warranted the death sentence.

"Will gongzi be fine?" a recruit from Shenwei Training Camp asked.

The recruit had also come from a prestigious clan, and he possessed a resounding reputation in his camp. The fact that he had been chosen to participate in this mission also proved testimony to his capability.

But even so, he still chose to address Wang Chong respectfully. Subconsciously, he had already viewed the latter as their leader.

"You must be joking! If not for us, this entire army would have been wiped out clean. Does the commander still intend to blame us for that despite everything?" Zhao Yatong spat out coldly in displeasure.

The events over the past three days, especially with this successful ambush, had left Zhao Yatong with no choice but to acknowledge Wang Chong. Despite his young age, she could tell that he was a person with overflowing talent. She had no doubt that he would eventually become a valuable asset to Great Tang.

Such a person shouldn't be punished, especially given that it was his wits that had saved everyone here.

"Yatong, calm down. Perhaps the commander might be inviting him over to offer him compliments. After all, we did play a crucial role in defeating the enemy and achieving victory," Bai Siling consoled her close friend.

Compared to Zhao Yatong, she was much more rational in her judgement. At this point, before anything was clear yet, there was nothing they could do but wait for the verdict. Acting recklessly would just worsen their position.

"Indeed! We have contributed greatly to the battle. How could the commander possibly still blame us given this?"

"If he were to do so, that would only make the hearts of the men turn cold," the others added in agreement.

Were it not for Wang Chong's sharp insight in bringing them to lay in ambush in the vicinity and charge out at the crucial moment, reversing the dire situation that the Great Tang army was in, there was no doubt that they would have been utterly destroyed.

It would be unbelievable if the commander chose to blame him despite the situation.

Seeing this sight, Wang Chong shook his head silently.

He knew that everyone was underestimating the severity of this matter. They were being far too optimistic. The Big Dipper Army was famed for its strict military discipline, and all soldiers were expected to obey orders strictly.

It was impossible for the Big Dipper Army commandant to let him off the hook so easily.

After all, if the commandant had intended to offer him compliments, he would have appeared before him personally instead of sending a messenger over.

"Don't worry, I can deal with whatever that comes my way. Yatong and Siling, take charge here while I'm gone." Wang Chong instructed. After which, he turned to the messenger and said, "Lead the way."

------

At the far west end of the battlefield, Wang Chong saw the austere-looking Big Dipper Army commandant with his hands placed behind his back.

He was gazing impassively upon a group of Great Tang soldiers, who were busy digging a ditch to dispose of the corpses.

"Paying respect to lord!" Wang Chong got off his White-hoofed Shadow and bowed deeply to the commandant.

In the military, background and the sort had no significance whatsoever. The only factor that granted one authority was one's rank. There were many scions who had broken military laws, thinking that they would be able to get away scot-free with their background, only to be caned harshly.

Naturally, Wang Chong would never make such an ignorant mistake.

"Un." Upon seeing Wang Chong, the complexion of the Big Dipper Army commandant softened.

"Good job, you have done well in this battle. How are the casualties?"

"Not too bad, we are able to eradicate the Tibetan army with minimal casualties," Wang Chong reported with his head lowered.

It was extremely hard to attack a cavalry unit, especially when they were charging at full speed. If you were to raise your sword at the moment which the first horseman approached you, it might already be the seventh one by the time your sword cut down.

As such, the casualties suffered by a group of charging cavalry tended to be minimal.

Furthermore, Wang Chong's Bane of the Battlefield had been active during the battle, resulting in a significant weakening in the prowess of those Tibetan soldiers.

"Un, good!" The Big Dipper Army commandant nodded in delight.

"I have already ordered my men to have your contributions jotted down, and it will be submitted to the Bureau of Military Personnel very soon. All of you will be handsomely rewarded for your accomplishments."

"Lord, you're being too polite. This is the least that I can do," Wang Chong replied humbly.

"Not bad. To be able to remain humble in the face of victory, this is indeed the attitude that a soldier should have," the Big Dipper Army commandant nodded in approval.

However, in the next instant, his gentle face suddenly turned cold, and he stared down at Wang Chong with a sharp gaze, "However, you left the formation on your own accord, deserting the group, and deployed the soldiers privately. What do you have to say about that? Do you know that such actions warrant death?"

As he spoke those words, his voice grew sharp and forceful. In an instant, the calm atmosphere between the two grew incredibly tense and heavy.

Hearing those stern and cold words, even the soldiers in the ditch beneath couldn't help but shudder in fear.

Deeply influenced by Wang Zhongsi and Geshu Han, the commanders of Big Dipper Army believed deeply in upholding discipline and military regimentation.

At the very inception of the Big Dipper Army, there were countless soldiers who were beheaded for failing to obey orders, and many of them had originated from noble backgrounds. The Big Dipper Army commandant's words weren't just an empty threat!



                                                                        Chapter 377: Geshu Han's Threat! 

                                                                                
In an instant, the atmosphere plunged to the freezing point.

Wang Chong could distinctly feel the pair of cold eyes above him. There was little doubt that the other party wasn't just leaving him with an empty threat.

As I expected, here it comes, Wang Chong breathed out a long, helpless sigh. He had known that this would happen.

"Extreme situations call for extreme measures. If I had told lord about the matter in advance, would you have allowed us to leave?" Wang Chong had been speaking with a lowered head all along, but at this moment, he abruptly raised his head to face the commandant.

"Audacious! There is a reason why discipline is upheld with grave importance in our military. If everyone were to behave like you did, what would become of our army? Without discipline, what difference would we be from bandits and highwaymen?"

"So, does lord intend to punish us? After all that has happened?" In face of the furious commandant, Wang Chong suddenly chuckled.

"Hmph! Are you trying to hold me hostage with your contributions? Do you think that I dare not lay my hands on you?!" Fury flickered in the eyes of the commandant. "Those who have accomplishments shall be rewarded, and those who have erred shall be punished. I have already recorded down your accomplishments, and I will submit them to the Bureau of Military Personnel! But at the same time, you have chosen to act on your own accord, defying the deployment commanded of you, and leaving the formation on your own whim. If I were to let you off without any penalty, wouldn't our military laws be viewed a joke? Men, take him down!"

The Big Dipper Army commandant pointed at Wang Chong and commanded authoritatively.

Weng!

Six brawny soldiers in the ditch immediately rushed forward with military canes in their hands and encircled Wang Chong.

In order to inflict grave pain on the True Martial realm soldiers, the military canes were crafted not of wood, but steel.

"Wait a moment!" Seeing the vicious glint in the eyes of the six military enforcers, Wang Chong immediately realized that the Big Dipper Army commandant was already prepared for this situation. From the very start, the other party had intended to punish him heavily.

"Hmph! Those who disobey military orders must be dealt with according to the military laws. It makes no difference regardless of how great a contribution you have made. Take him down!" With a cold expression, the Big Dipper Army commandant pointed at Wang Chong and roared.

"Don't err any further and surrender! If you fight back, you will only add to your crimes!" Of the six, a man who seemed to be the chief enforcer bellowed ferociously as he walked up to Wang Chong with shackles in his hands.

It was normal for the targets of the military enforcers to fight back as they were being apprehended, so they would commonly prepare shackles similar to those used by the Bureau of Punishments.

But unlike those used in the Bureau of Punishments, these shackles were forged from the Xuan metal found only in the deep oceans. Furthermore, they had been enchanted, granting them extraordinary durability.

ROARRR!

As the chief enforcer stepped forward, the others also rushed forward to restrain Wang Chong's movements.

At this crucial time, they couldn't allow Wang Chong to break free.

"Presumptuous! Who dares to touch me!" Seeing that the soldiers were really going to apprehend him, Wang Chong immediately whipped out King Song's golden token and flashed it up high.

"I have King Song's token in my hands. Let's see who still dares to make a move!"

A majestic dragon was inscribed onto the golden token. Upon seeing the dragon on the token, the six military enforcers felt as if their eyes had been pierced by a needle, and their hearts suddenly skipped a beat. As if they had encountered an intangible wall, their feet came to a halt.

No matter how ignorant they were, they knew that it was a grievous crime to dare to use the form of a dragon privately. It was the symbol of the royal family, and any unauthorized use of it would be dealt with through the death penalty.

With just a glance, it was clear that Wang Chong's token was anything but ordinary. In the face of such unparalleled authority, they knew that they couldn't afford to offend the other party.

Weng!

On the other hand, the Big Dipper Army commandant froze upon catching sight of the token. He hadn't expected Wang Chong to carry such an item with him.

"Hmph, what token is that? I don't recognize it!" The Big Dipper Army commandant roared. "You bastards, don't be deceived by him. Take him down and deal with him according to the military law!"

"Even if you don't recognize King Song's token, surely you will recognize the Bureau of Military Personnel's edict?" But, as if having expected such a sight, Wang Chong flicked his wrist and took out another piece of paper. After waving it before the commandant, he swiftly stowed it again.

"Under this edict, I am authorized by the Bureau of Military Personnel to make deployments on my own accord. There is the Minister of War's stamp on it, as well as the signature of many lords. With just one word from me, I can have you exiled to the remote borders, where you will start from a footsoldier once more. Or do you think that Geshu Han has the influence to protect you from that?" In the final sentence, Wang Chong abruptly raised his tone by a notch as he uttered sharply.

Boom!

Even King Song's token and the edict from the Bureau of Military Personnel didn't come as a huge blow as Wang Chong's final words. As if struck by a bolt of lightning, the Big Dipper Army commandant widened his eyes in shock, unable to believe what Wang Chong had just said.

"Hmph! Did you think I wouldn't know that you are acting on Geshu Han's behalf? Think carefully! Even if you wish to please that Big Dipper Great General of yours, are you certain that you can survive the wrath of both the Wang Clan and King Song? In fact, is your Lord Geshu even able to bear the consequences himself?" With an incomparably sharp glint in his eyes, Wang Chong seemed to peer into the depths into the Big Dipper Army commandant's soul, uncovering every secret he had been concealing.

Hong long long!

It was like a storm had started within the Big Dipper Army commandant's heart. He stared at Wang Chong as if he was looking at a spectre. Shock, with a trace of fear, now held the entirety of his being.

The young man before him was far more difficult to deal with than he had thought. He had made sure to conduct everything discreetly, and he had ensured that his plan was flawless before confronting him, so he couldn't understand where he had failed.

The huge pressure from the other party's words weighed down heavily on him, and cold sweat trickled profusely down his back.

Had Wang Chong not said anything at all, he would have pushed on with the matter. However, with the revelations, there was no way he had the guts to continue on with it.

If Wang Chong was only an ordinary recruit before, at this very moment, he resembled a demon from hell. Just a gaze from him could leave his soul trembling in fear.

The Bureau of Military Personnel, King Song, and the Wang Clan; with these behemoths behind him, this young man wielded immense authority that could easily dictate his fate.

The commandant suddenly realized that he couldn't afford to offend the young man before him.

More importantly, the young man had already seen through his secrets.

"Gongzi, I don't know what you're talking about!" Even though his intentions were already revealed, the commandant had little choice but to refute it. The deep fear he felt left his clothes soaked in sweat.

"You know better than anyone else what I am talking about. Tell Geshu Han that he's free to come at me with whatever he has, but spare me from this kind of pathetic scheme!" Wang Chong sneered.

With those words, Wang Chong leapt back onto his steed and galloped away without bothering to spare a single glance at the commandant.

"Know your own place. This conflict isn't something that a measly commandant like you can interfere in. I'll let this slide this time, but in the future... You better count your blessings!" Wang Chong's sharp voice drifted back along the wind as his figure disappeared from view.

With Wang Chong's disappearance, the Big Dipper Army commandant fell weakly to the ground. To think that just a short encounter with the other party would leave him feeling drained of his strength. It felt even more treacherous than the battle he had fought just a moment ago.

But nevertheless, he was glad that he had managed to escape a calamity.

"I was intending to exact vengeance for the great general, but it seems like my thoughts were too immature. This young man isn't a figure who someone of my level can deal with!" the Big Dipper Army commandant sighed deeply.

Just as Wang Chong said, the Big Dipper Army commandant knew his true identity. In fact, when Wang Chong first reported to him at the resting point, he had already recognized him and sent a report to Great General Geshu Han.

Within Longxi's territory, there was probably no commander of the Big Dipper Army who wouldn't recognize Wang Chong.

Regarding the regional commanders incident, perhaps most of the Han generals might be standing on Wang Chong's side, but nearly all of the Big Dipper Army commanders had sided with Geshu Han.

Geshu Han had managed Longxi for many years, guarding the borders and protecting Longxi's populace from the Tibetans. Over the years, he had built up a resounding reputation in the military. He might be a Hu, but he was deeply respected in the region.

Thus, most of them were aggrieved to see Geshu Han humiliated by Wang Chong in the regional commanders incident, and they were eager to get back at Wang Chong for him. The event that had just occurred a moment ago was a result of that event.

This wasn't a sudden whim on his part, but something he had decided upon long ago.

Just that, he never thought that Wang Chong would be sharp enough to see through his intentions.

"The only thing I can do now is to report the situation here to the Great General and have him decide the next course of action." Sighing deeply once more, the commandant took out a piece of paper and brush, and began writing a letter.

Hualala!

With an agitated flapping of wings, a white pigeon soared into the sky to deliver the letter to the frontlines of Longxi.

------

"I fear that I must leave now!" Wang Chong's first words after returning to the group startled everyone.

"What happened?"

"Does the commander intend to punish you?"...

The group of men asked anxiously. Wang Chong's declaration of departure had come too abruptly.

It was clear that something must have happened in the encounter with the commandant.

"The Big Dipper Army commandant has recognized me, and Geshu Han already knows that I am here. I can't remain in Longxi any longer. Since the third mission has been cleared, I should return to the training camp," Wang Chong replied.

Longxi was Geshu Han's territory, and in the regional commanders incident, an irreconcilable grudge had been created between the two. No matter how naive Wang Chong might be, he didn't think that Geshu Han would stop at this.

If that was the extent of his grudge, he wouldn't have submitted a memorandum to the Sage Emperor imploring for Wang Chong's death. A day that he remained at Longxi would spell another inch deeper he was in danger.

Wang Chong was certain that Geshu Han wouldn't allow him to leave easily. Thus, it was imperative that he make his departure before Geshu Han could make any preparations.

As long as he was out of Longxi's territory, Geshu Han's claws would be unable to reach him.
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Wang Chong was far from the "War Saint" that he was in his previous life. Even if he had won this battle, he was still nothing more than a small recruit from the training camps.

On the other hand, Geshu Han was at the prime of his power.

His position as a Great General wasn't just for show. He wielded immense power, far beyond Wang Chong's means.

"Wang Chong, we'll leave with you!" Huang Yongtu suddenly said as he prepared to leap onto his steed to leave with Wang Chong. Hearing those words, the others hurriedly rushed off to bring their steeds over as well.

After the battle they had just fought, they were more united than ever. Standing on the same boat, the first reaction they had after hearing about Wang Chong's departure was to follow him.

"There's no need for that!" Wang Chong waved his hands. "Geshu Han and the Big Dipper Army commandant are only coming for me, so nothing will happen to you all even after I leave. Even if they were to pursue the matter, you just have to say that I have commanded you all with King Song's token in my hands, and you should be able to absolve yourself from blame. After all, there are so many of you. If Geshu Han is a smart man, he will know better than to offend so many prestigious clans over such a minor matter.

"Furthermore, if you move before the Bureau of Military Personnel issues the return command, you will be only giving him a reason to send his soldiers after us instead. I have King Song and the Wang Clan behind my back, so I should be able to get off the hook without trouble, but the same can't be said for the rest of you. Moreover, this could potentially leave a stain on your records, hindering your promotions in the future.

"Besides, staying in the resting point is beneficial to you as well. Given that so many of us have participated, and the huge contribution we have made through our actions, he would risk incurring the anger of the troops should he choose to punish you," Wang Chong said nonchalantly.

It wasn't a mistake that Wang Chong said "I fear that I must leave now" instead of "I fear that we must leave now". It was a decision he had made after careful consideration.

If he remained here, Geshu Han's wrath might end up spilling over onto them as well. On the other hand, if he were to leave, Geshu Han would have no reason to do anything, and they would be safe.

"Wang Chong is right. The reason why Geshu Han and the commandant are doing this is so that they could deal with him. So as long as he leaves, we will be safe. If we remain with him, we might end up dragging him down instead!" At this point, the silent Bai Siling suddenly spoke up. Her eyes reflected composure and wisdom. Of everyone gathered here, she was the only one who was able to rationally analyze the current situation they were in.

Hualala!

Just as everyone was speaking, a pigeon suddenly swooped down from the sky, headed for Lieutenant Zhang Lin.

This abrupt sight had startled everyone.

Upon seeing the pigeon, Wang Chong's face froze for a moment, and his eyebrows rose inconspicuously.

"Lord, the Bureau of Military Personnel has sent a message requesting everyone to report back to the capital after the third mission is completed!" Zhang Lin rushed over to report to Wang Chong after swiftly reading through the letter.

"Wang Chong, let's go together then! There's no point remaining here anyway!" Huang Yongtu replied immediately after hearing Zhang Lin's words.

With this letter, there wouldn't be any issues if they were to leave now.

"Un, it'd be good if we can leave as a group. This way, we can cover for one another if anything were to happen," Xu Gan agreed.

Just like what Huang Yongtu said, since the mission had already concluded and they had received orders to return, there was no meaning in remaining here.

Besides, if they were to return as a group, Geshu Han shouldn't be so brazen as to ambush them on the way back.

With this, the only one who had yet to make a stand was Bai Siling.

"Sigh, forget it. Count me in, then! Since we came together, it's only right that we leave together!" Seeing everyone's eyes on her, Bai Siling sighed and went along with them.

After a moment of contemplation, Wang Chong nodded in agreement as well, "Alright then." 

"Make some preparations, we'll set off as soon as everyone is ready.

"Ma Song!" Wang Chong called out as he turned to the Ten-Man Squad Leader who had accompanied him for this entire journey.

He had a very good impression of the latter, and he intended to rally him to his side. After all, talents were often the greatest asset of all.

"If you meet with any difficulties or retire, feel free to find me in the capital."

"Yes, gongzi!" Ma Song nodded. Looking at the dignified young man before him, he suddenly couldn't help but feel a little nostalgic. After all that had happened, they were going to part very soon.

"Lieutenant Zhang, farewell!"

"Lord, I'll look forward to seeing you again. It's our honor to have fought alongside you!" Placing his right fist on his chest, Zhang Lin did a deep military bow.

At the same time, the Great Tang military veterans, including Ma Song, also placed their right fists on their chests and bowed deeply as well, expressing their deepest respect for Wang Chong.

Had it not for Wang Chong, everyone here might have been cold corpses at this instant. For this, they were extremely grateful.

At the same time, the other party had also displayed incredible capabilities as a commander, so this bow also represented the admiration they harbored toward his abilities.

In an instant, the surroundings fell silent.

Zhao Yatong, Fang Xuanying, and the other recruits and soldiers couldn't help but feel moved upon seeing this sight.

This gesture had touched Wang Chong as well. To a true soldier, there is nothing more moving and prideful than to be acknowledged by the comrades you have fought alongside.

"Comrades, it's my honor to have fought alongside you too!" Saying so, Wang Chong stepped back, placed his right fist on his chest, and did a solemn military bow as well.

Their time of parting had finally come!

Wang Chong knew that this was likely to be his last time working together with these respectable soldiers, and the thought of it had left him complex emotions inside. Nevertheless, such was the part and parcel of life. More of such similar partings would only await him in the future ahead.

Jya!

Leaping onto his steed, Wang Chong galloped onto the eastern path along with Bai Siling, Xu Gan, and Huang Yongtu, leaving a cloud of dust in their wake.

With this mission coming to an end, they could finally return to the training camp!

------

After leaving the third gathering point, Wang Chong and his group spent most of their time traveling, be it day or night, taking only minimal breaks in between. Around three days later, they finally reached Longxi's boundary.

Upon stepping out of Longxi, Wang Chong heaved a long sigh of relief.

Longxi was under the Big Dipper Army's control, and as the Big Dipper Army's highest commander, Geshu Han possessed nigh-absolute authority there. But beyond Longxi, he wouldn't dare to act recklessly no matter how brazen he might be.

After all, if he were to be caught by the Bureau of Military Personnel or Bureau of Punishments privately deploying his troops beyond Longxi's borders, he would be in a lot of trouble.

"We're finally safe now!" Looking at the towering trees around him, Wang Chong gazed into the sky and released a long breath of relief.

Weng!

But just as the tension had barely left Wang Chong's body, he abruptly felt an acute sensation that something was headed for his temple.

It was a very vague sensation, and only one with instincts as sharp as Wang Chong would have felt it.

"Shit!" With the intense feeling of danger clutching at his heart, Wang Chong immediately lowered his posture, leaning nearly parallel to the back of the White-hoofed Shadow.

Boom!

A deafening explosion reverberated resoundingly in the area. As swift as lightning, a massive black steel arrow carrying unimaginable destructive might suddenly appear from the woods.

It brushed past Wang Chong's body just a few millimeters off, and the overwhelming shockwave and destructive Stellar Energy harnessed behind it seared Wang Chong's skin.

Hong long long!

The arrow whizzed past to the other end of the forest, making in continuous explosions, felling dozens of trees in its trajectory.

A huge gale blew forth from the incredible impact, raking up a huge cloud of dust in the air.

Neighhhh!

Alarmed, the steeds immediately neighed fearfully. The riders on their back swiftly straightened their backs in shock as well.

"Be careful!" Wang Chong's voice echoed in the air.

It was an ambush!

Even at this point, Wang Chong's heart was still beating frenziedly. Had he reacted even an instant slower just now, he would have been crushed to smithereens!

Judging from the means, the assailant was unlikely to be a soldier. In fact, the entire matter didn't seem like something Geshu Han would do.

When the arrow had brushed across Wang Chong earlier, he had sensed a dark and destructive power imbued in the arrow. That was a trait of an assassin!

Countless thoughts flashed across Wang Chong's mind, and it suddenly dawned on him what he was facing. In that instant, his goosebumps suddenly stood on ends, and he could suddenly smell the strong scent of death lingering in the air.

Without a doubt, his identity and trail had been exposed.

These assassins were here for him.

"Siling and Xu Gan... run!" Wang Chong shouted as he pulled on his reins and dashed forward. His direction wasn't down the main road, in the direction of the capital, but to the dense forest to the right of the road.

Master archers possessed superior vision that allowed them to even see a fly from afar, let alone a man. If Wang Chong were to remain in full sight on the main road, it would just be a matter of time before he was shot.

The only way he would have a chance at a survival was to use the dense forest to conceal himself.

But at this moment, the ones who Wang Chong was worried about weren't himself.

He didn't think that the assassins would be so strong, and he felt guilty for involving Bai Siling and Xu Gan in this matter.

At this point, he could only hope that he would be able to lure all of the assassins away with him as he fled into the forest. This way, Bai Siling and Xu Gan would be able to get away safely.

"Wang Chong!" A horrified shout sounded from behind, but Wang Chong didn't have the spare time to turn around anymore. He mustn't, or else all of them might just end up dead!

Boom!

At this crucial moment, the speed of the White-hoofed Shadow played a vital role. Just as Wang Chong dashed into the forest, the second steel arrow struck the location Wang Chong was at just a moment ago.

That incredible destructive force caused a huge explosion, creating a large depression in the main road. A huge shockwave burst forth from the impact, jolting Wang Chong and the White-hoofed Shadow away several chi.

Kachacha, a large group of trees fell before the powerful shockwave.

Di da da!

At the same time, five masked mounted assassins dressed in black coverings galloped forth from the left end of the forest, charging in the direction Wang Chong had disappeared in.

Their cold eyes were filled with killing intent as they rushed after Wang Chong with sharp blades in their hands.
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Weng!

A metallic reverberation sounded in the air. Wang Chong couldn't see the assassins behind him, but he could feel an icy-cold killing intent pursuing him relentlessly, like a sharp blade pressed against his neck.

He couldn't turn to look back.

He mustn't!

As much as he was worried about Bai Siling and Xu Gan, he knew that if he were to show the slightest hesitation, that would be an opportunity for the assassins to strike. This unprecedented fear that seemed as if his life was just hanging on a thin thread made Wang Chong's blood run wild as he galloped frenziedly ahead.

He knew for every additional zhang that he advanced, Bai Siling and Xu Gan would be put in a safer position, and there would be higher chance that he could survive this ordeal as well.

Siling and Xu Gan, nothing must happen to you both!, Wang Chong prayed worriedly.

If it wasn't for him, they wouldn't have found themselves plunged into this dire situation. At this point, he could only hope the both of them left the area as fast as possible.

Otherwise, none of them would live.

Seven zhang, eight zhang...

Seemingly sensing the will of his owner, the White-hoofed Shadow also gathered all of his strength to display an unprecedented level of swiftness. His figure blurred like a phantom as he charged furiously ahead.

Klang!

Suddenly, the shrill whiz of a sword sounded right above Wang Chong. Alarmed, he immediately pulled on the reins and leaped to the side.

Hong! A masked assassin had leaped from his steed, and his sword fell just a few inches away from Wang Chong.

The other assassins followed suit one after another as well. They nimbly leaped from the back of their steeds to attempt a strike on Wang Chong.

The current speed they were moving at on horseback was already frightening, but pairing it with their movement technique as they leaped forward pushed their speed to higher realms. Reminiscent of the echoes of death, those sharp blades shrilled across the air as they pierced towards Wang Chong.

Peng peng peng!

Tree after tree was destroyed under their might. Even though the attacks came ceaselessly like the endless waves in the ocean, Wang Chong still managed to dodge all of them by a hair's breadth.

"Damn it!"

"That steed is too agile!"

"Chase him! Don't let him get away!"...

Deep, frustrated voices sounded from behind. Even though the attacks of the six masked assassins had fallen empty, this failure didn't make them give up.

Shua!

At the instant their attacks fell empty, the assassins threw their whips out, wrapping them around their steeds. Pulling on their whips, they leaped forward and landed back onto their horses.

Di da da, the six assassins continued to pursue Wang Chong!

Boom!

Seeing as Wang Chong was about to cross the peak of the mountain, an abrupt change occurred. A third steel arrow suddenly flew out from nowhere, tearing apart space, clawing its way toward him.

This attack had come so abruptly that Wang Chong couldn't evade it.

Boom! With a deafening blast, it struck Wang Chong's back. Vaguely, the sound of a metal object being crushed into countless fragments sounded.

Puuuu, a large mouthful of fresh blood spilled from his mouth.

The force behind the arrow was so great that not only did the Stellar Energy tear through his organs, even the White-hoofed Steed beneath him suffered severe injuries as well.

Neighhh!

Amidst a desolate cry, Wang Chong with his steed was jolted flying by that rampaging might, and Wang Chong even flew off the back of his steed in the midst of the flight.

Neighhh! But at the crucial moment, the White-hoofed Steed bit tightly at the snaffle bit connected to his reins and jerked his head. Through this motion, he managed to latch the reins around Wang Chong and forcefully pulled him back onto his back.

"Little Shadow!"

Seeing blood oozing from the White-hoofed Shadow's mouth, and his eyes which had dimmed from exhaustion and severe injuries, Wang Chong's eyes reddened.

Even though he had allowed Little Shadow to roam free all along, he could sense that Little Shadow did possess a sharp intelligence. Not only did the latter regard him as his master, he also viewed him as his closest kin.

At the same time, Wang Chong was extremely fond of Little Shadow.

This was the first time Little Shadow had suffered such grievous injuries because of him.

Neighhhh!

Even though Little Shadow had sustained heavy injuries, perhaps due to the burning desire for survival, it also triggered the hidden potential within him. Gathering the final bits of his strength, he sped up instead. Making use of the impact from the arrow, he actually leapt across the other end of the mountain and disappeared on the other side.

"Damn it, don't let them escape!"

"What the heck is with that steed? How can it still run so swiftly despite suffering such heavy injuries?"

"That bastard had a Heart Fortification Mirror on him! That arrow struck the mirror!"...

Watching as Wang Chong disappeared across the mountain, pulling apart the distance from them, the six masked assassins finally lost their composure.

"Chase him! We mustn't allow him to escape regardless of the cost!"

The six assassins stabbed their blades into the steeds beneath them, forcing their steeds to rush forward as fast as they could.

This mission was vital to the six of them. Their superior had emphasized gravely that they had to eliminate their target by hook or by crook, and failure wasn't an option.

Di da da!

Trees, shrubs, and thorns retreated by the sides as swift as shadows. On the back of his steed, Wang Chong felt a sweet sensation on the back of his throat as the world spun around him.

That immense force on the arrow was still making its rounds in his body. Had Wang Chong not used the Golden Organs to strengthen his innards, and taken in the energy which he had absorbed before using the Little Yinyang Art, he might have already lost consciousness.

That intense feeling of danger that caused a pang on his temples had disappeared. He knew that after passing the peak of the mountain, the archer had already lost sight of him and no longer posed a threat.

Even though the six masked assassins were still pursuing him relentlessly, their speed couldn't match up to his. With the White-hoofed Shadow galloping at its limits, it was impossible for them to catch up.

Hua la!

After an unknown period of time, Wang Chong suddenly released his grip and flew from the White-hoofed Shadow. Huala! He fell into a lake in the midst of the mountain.

"Little Shadow, I'll be leaving the rest to you!"

In the last moment before submerging into the water, Wang Chong gazed deeply at Little Shadow before activating his Tortoise Breathing Art as he sank into the depths of the water.

Both Little Shadow and he had suffered grievous injuries. While Little Shadow's primal instincts propelled him to gallop at an unprecedented speed under his injuries, such a state was not sustainable in the long run.

The only way they could survive was to separate from one another. Wang Chong would hide somewhere the others wouldn't be able to find him, and without him weighing Little Shadow down, Little Shadow would be able to easily flee from the pursuers as well.

Like a crab, Wang Chong lay unmoving at the bottom of the lake. At this point, the Sindhi Saddhu's Tortoise Breathing Art played a crucial role.

An ordinary man might only be able to sustain himself for two minutes or so at the bottom of the water, but through the Tortoise Breathing Art, even in his injured state, he could sustain himself for around twenty minutes.

At the same time, by lowering his bodily functions to the minimum, he could minimize the spread of his internal injuries as well.

"Quick, chase him! We mustn't let him run away!"

"He's injured, so he can't have gotten far. Search the vicinity!"...

Not too long after Wang Chong sank to the bottom of the lake, the ground trembled as the six masked assassins finally arrived on the shore. However, they left a short moment later, headed in the direction they thought the White-hoofed Shadow had disappeared in.

Huala!

Right after the clopping sounds produced by the six masked assassins disappeared, Wang Chong immediately swam up from the bottom of the lake, checking the surface warily before rushing up to shore.

I can't remain here for too long. I have to leave as soon as possible, Wang Chong thought.

Indubitably, the lake was an extremely conspicuous geographical terrain on the mountain. The assassins had only overlooked it due to their anxiety.

When they finally realized that there was no one on top of Little Shadow, they would definitely return to check this area.

The keen senses of a top-notch assassin should never be underestimated. Every last one of them had gone through long years of training, allowing them to swiftly find even the slightest of a trace their target had left behind.

Playing down the abilities of a professional assassin was no different from playing with one's life.

Puu!

Not too long after stepping onto the shore, Wang Chong coughed violently into his hands. His body wobbled unsteadily, and his reflection in the water revealed a face devoid of any color.

Opening his hands, he saw crimson blood flowing through his fingers, and his face turned grim.

His injuries were far more severe than he had thought. In his current state, he wouldn't be able to get far.

It seems like I can only do that!

Wang Chong swiftly scanned the surroundings before walking over to a shrub. Whipping out his Wootz steel sword, he swiftly cut the upper layer of grass before digging out a four chi deep ditch.

Lying in the ditch, Wang Chong swiftly placed the layer of grass above him, followed by withered leaves and shrubs.

Boom!

Using the final sliver of Stellar Energy within him, he compressed the three chi deep layer of soil above him tightly together. This way, it would be difficult for anyone to notice the anomaly from the surface.

After which, with a hollow tree branch inserted in his mouth, Wang Chong activated the Tortoise Breathing Art as he lay there unmoving. Gradually, his consciousness blurred, and his body turned cold.

Under the effects of the Tortoise Breathing Art, the only thing remaining of him was his basic senses.

Hong long long!

Not long after doing everything, the ground shook as the six masked assassins returned. Hua! One of them leapt into the lake without any hesitation.

Not too long later, the splashing of water sounded once more. It seemed like the person who had dived into the lake had returned.

"How is it?" Wang Chong heard a person asking.

There was no response, but the vague splashing sound seemed to suggest that the assassin in the water had shaken his head. Hua! In the next instant, it seemed like another assassin had jumped into the water.

After that came a long moment of silence, interrupted only by the disturbances in the lake.

Holding his breath, Wang Chong suppressed his bodily functions to the bare minimum.

Hualala!

After a period of time, Wang Chong could barely make out the sound of two men coming up to shore.

"We have taken a look, but there's no one at the bottom of the lake!" one of the assassins said.

"That's impossible. We have pursued him tightly along the way, there's no way he had the time to escape from us. Furthermore, considering his lack of a mount and his grievous injuries, it's impossible for him to get far. Of everything we have seen, this lake holds the greatest suspicion of all," a cold and authoritative voice replied.

It seemed the owner of this voice held a position higher than the other assassins.
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"What the heck is with this mission! There are so many of us, but we can't even catch a brat!"

"Who knows? But still, to think that that brat would have a Heart Fortification Mirror on him, causing even that fellow to fail. Could he have known that there would be assassins going after him right from the start?"

"That's impossible! How could he have known that? Don't spout nonsense! If such words reach that person's ears, we might be killed!"

Beneath the ground, Wang Chong's heart jolted upon hearing those words. However, in the time to come, there was not a single sound to be heard.

The area by the lake had plunged into silence.

Wang Chong couldn't help but sigh deeply within. These assassins were indeed professional. Even in a remote forest, they knew better than to reveal crucial intelligence.

"At this point, the only thing I want to know is what is with the steed of that brat," a voice suddenly broke the silence. "There are so many of us, and the steeds we are riding on are top-grade breeds carefully selected for this mission. Yet, they can't even compare to that colt, resulting in that brat escaping right beneath our eyelids. This is a huge humiliation!"

This mission was by no means difficult, The six of them were top-notch veteran assassins, and they had even prepared themselves thoroughly for the operation.

Yet, due to that colt, they actually screwed this up.

Despite their efforts, they weren't able to catch up to that horse. As powerful as they were, how could they kill a target who they couldn't even catch up with?

In fact, at the very start, when the six of them first rushed out from the forest, had Wang Chong's reaction been an instant slower, he would have already died. However, that colt reacted far swifter than any other steeds would have in the face of danger. It was that split second of a difference that turned a certain kill into a pursuit.

To see their prey slip right through their fingers was extremely frustrating.

"That colt... It looks very familiar. Hooves as white as snow... Could it be the royal breed, White-hoofed Shadow? If that's the case, it's impossible for our steeds to match up to it!" a hesitant voice sounded after a moment of silence.

Even though they were a little doubtful, that did seem to be the case, especially considering the incredible speed of that colt.

"Damn it! That wasn't in the intelligence we received!"

"If I ever get my hands on that beast, I'll surely skin it alive!" a voice overflowing with killing intent spoke up.

Beneath the ground, Wang Chong heaved a long sigh of relief after hearing those words.

It seems like they didn't manage to catch up to Little Shadow, so he's still fine for now!, Wang Chong thought.

The one he was the most worried about at the moment was Little Shadow. From the looks of it, even though they did notice that there was no one on Little Shadow's back, they weren't able to keep up with him.

As soon as they realized that Wang Chong wasn't on his steed, they immediately rushed back to comb through the area.

At least Little Shadow got away safely, Wang Chong thought.

This was the best piece of news Wang Chong had received ever since the assassination began.

"I found traces of blood! With this, we can confirm that he did hide in this lake at one point!" Suddenly, an excited voice carrying a hint of savagery shouted out by the shore of the lake.

Weng!

Wang Chong's heart suddenly froze.

Fresh blood!

He instantly recalled the blood he had coughed when he first stepped out of the lake.

Huahuahua!

The masked assassins immediately rushed over to where the voice had come from.

"These are indeed blood traces! Judging from its color, the brat should still be in the vicinity!" a voice sounded as a tense atmosphere lingered in the area.

"Not bad, he's indeed smart to know how to lure us away. However, it's useless! He can't possibly get far. Even with the Heart Fortification Mirror taking the brunt of the impact, that fellow's arrow isn't something that one can take that easily.

"With this kind of injury, he couldn't possibly have gotten far!"

"Everyone, comb the area thoroughly. He must be in the vicinity!"...

The masked assassins immediately scattered to search the area, and a strong scent of danger lingered in the air.

Beneath the ground, Wang Chong's face turned grave.

Those assassins were more formidable than he thought.

He had already cleaned up the bloodstains by the lake, but those assassins were still able to find a trace and deduce the rough area he was in through it. This put him in an extremely disadvantageous situation.

Weng!

Wang Chong immediately shut all of the pores throughout his body and even halted his breathing. He pushed all of his bodily functions to the minimum, to the point where even his senses became dulled.

In the time to come, Wang Chong would be at risk of being found at any moment.

"Search every nook and cranny, don't overlook anywhere at all. There is a high chance that he's still around here!" A vicious voice sounded.

The six masked assassins immediately combed through every bush, tree, and shrubs in the region. Even the crevices in boulders, they would check thoroughly without fail.

Weng!

Suddenly, the ground shook as a large foot fell not too far from where Wang Chong was hidden.

Wang Chong could feel his heart pausing for an instant.

He had tried his best to conceal himself, but his technique wasn't foolproof. Assassins possessed far sharper instincts than an ordinary man, so there was still a possibility that he might be found should they come into proximity with him.

Weng!

Another foot fell at a distance even closer to him. He could feel the light trembling of the ground above him.

As if having noticed something, the assassin carefully searched through the bushes in the area.

Weng! The ground trembled once more.

Yet another step closer to him.

Wang Chong could feel goosebumps rising all over his skin. Just another step forward, and the assassin would be stepping on the ditch he had dug.

At such a distance, the chances that Wang Chong would be found was extremely high.

"Number Two, have you found anything there?" a voice in the distance asked at this moment. Instead of addressing one another by their real name, assassins tended to use numbers and nicknames.

Upon hearing that voice, the footstep above him halted just a chi away from where Wang Chong was hidden.

"Nothing at all!" At an area where Wang Chong's eye couldn't see, a slender masked assassin gazed upon the ground above Wang Chong and poked at it casually with his sword before replying.

From his perspective, there was indeed nothing doubtful to be found in this area.

"Damn it! Search through the vicinity once more! He can't have gotten far with his injuries!" the man who seemed to be the leader of the assassin band howled. His voice seemed to have come from a high altitude. Perhaps, he might be standing on top of a tall tree.

The footstep just an inch away from Wang Chong paused for a moment before walking in another direction. Beneath the ground, Wang Chong heaved a very long, very slow sigh of relief.

------

In the days to come, the assassins relentlessly combed through the area, seemingly intent on overturning the entire place until Wang Chong was found.

In the first day, it was just the group of six. However, the situation afterward developed far beyond his expectations.

Based on what he heard, it seemed like four more batches of men had arrived over the next few days. These men had distinctly different footsteps from the assassins, as Wang Chong could perceive from the shaking of the ground above him.

Several times, Wang Chong even seemed to sense war steeds stepping over the ground above him. However, the senses of a horse were far duller than a martial artist's, and Wang Chong was concealed under four chi of dirt on top of that, so his hiding location wasn't compromised.

What is going on?, Wang Chong thought in astonishment. The arrival of the six assassins on the first day was understandable to him, but to send four batches of men after that to look for him... What did that mean, exactly?

Was the person who wanted to deal with him sent four different batches for fear that the first might fail? Or could this mean that there were several powers who wanted him dead?

But he shouldn't have so many enemies in the capital! Did Geshu Han join in the hunt as well? But would he dare to make such a brazen move?

Wang Chong suddenly found himself confused by the situation before him. What had baffled him further was that two groups above him even came to blows with one another.

Just what is going on?, Wang Chong pondered, but his head seemed to be growing heavier and heavier. His already severe injuries had worsened over the last few days, leaving him in an extremely weakened state.

Slowly, he fell into a deep sleep…

------

Perhaps it might be a day, two, or three, but by the time Wang Chong woke up, the ground above him was completely devoid of movement. Or perhaps, it might be more accurate to say that it was the bizarre silence which had woken him up.

Are they all gone?, Wang Chong thought.

Even so, he dared not to make any large movements. It was impossible to tell whether his enemies were hiding in the region, waiting for him to reveal himself. As impossible as it might sound, assassins tended to behave unpredictably, relying more deeply on their instincts than common sense, so it was better to be safe than sorry.

After a long moment of silence, Wang Chong finally confirmed that there was no one around. Thus, he carefully emerged from the ground.

The forest was perfectly tranquil. The ground was slightly damp. It seemed like a rain had just passed.

Wang Chong focused the entirety of his attention to his ears, trying to perceive every single sound that reached him. However, he couldn't discern any possible anomaly. Nevertheless, he didn't put his guard down.

After all, the ones who were after his life were no ordinary men.

As long as he remained in this forest, he would be surrounded by danger. There might be no one around him at the moment, but the plight he was in hadn't changed by much.

Sometimes, it is the danger beyond one's eyes that was more frightening.

While gazing at his surroundings warily, his mind scrambled to find a way he could escape from this area with his life.

Without the White-hoofed Shadow, it would be difficult for him to get to the capital on his own two feet. Putting aside whether he would be caught by the assassins before then, just given the severity of his injuries, he would fall before he could make it to the city gates. That wasn't a feasible solution.

Ka!

At that moment, an incongruous sound echoed by Wang Chong's ear. Something seemed to have fallen from his sleeves.

He instinctively lowered his head to take a look.

It was a normal-looking bamboo tube that was around a thumb thick. Taking a slight shade of gray, it looked inconspicuous on the ground.

Staring at the bamboo tube, Wang Chong couldn't help but fall into deep thoughts.

He recognized the bamboo tube.

Before leaving the training camp, Zhao Qianqiu had given this to him with these words, "Brat, if you find yourself facing some kind of difficult problem, open it and take a look. It might just prove to be of some help to you."

A complex expression slowly emerged on Wang Chong's face.
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Kacha!

Without any hesitation, Wang Chong crushed the bamboo tube between his fingers, and a powdery substance reminiscent of wooden shavings poured out from within.

"This is..." Staring at the powdery substance, Wang Chong narrowed his eyes. Suddenly, a thought flashed through his mind.

He grabbed the broken bamboo tube and placed it to his nose, and only then could he catch a whiff of an extremely faint odor. It had a sickly sweet smell mixed with a slightly bitter tang reminiscent of an apricot.

Were it not for the huge amount of powder in proximity to his nose, he would have never been able to perceive the scent.

Thousand Li Fragrance!

Wang Chong finally understood what it was that Zhao Qianqiu had given him. This was a powder created through a unique recipe. Due to the rare ingredients required in its creation, it was extremely difficult to procure it.

The Thousand Li Fragrance was often used for tracking purposes.

It released a lasting fragrance which was unfazed by the wind direction, allowing it to easily reach a thousand li away.

While it might not be perceivable to the human nose, specially-trained bees could detect it clearly and accurately trace the source of the fragrance.

This was often used in the military to mark scouts and spies.

More importantly, due to the intensity of the fragrance, it could be diffused even from within the bamboo tube.

This meant to say that...

"... Zhao Qianqiu can track my whereabouts!" With this thought in mind, Wang Chong's eyes lit up.

He finally understood what it was that Zhao Qianqiu gave him to save his life.

It had been days since the assault, so news of it should have already spread. By now, Zhao Qianqiu should have known that he had encountered an ambush.

In other words, Zhao Qianqiu was likely to be on his way here at the moment.

With this, Wang Chong knew what he had to do.

He immediately scattered the Thousand Li Fragrance around the ditch. Through this, he could make intensify the fragrance in the air, thus pointing out the direction even more clearly to the bees.

After doing this, carrying the remaining half a tube of Thousand Li Fragrance with him, he returned back to the ditch, covered himself, and executed the Tortoise Breathing Art once more.

But at this time, he was in a much more feeble state from before, and his consciousness was slowly fading.

------

After an unknown period of time, Wang Chong awoke to a familiar voice.

"Lad, I have finally found you!" It was a deep and warm voice. The top layer of dirt above him was swiped away with immense force, and a powerful arm pulled him up from the ditch.

Wang Chong struggled to open his eyes as blinding sunlight pierced his eyes. Vaguely, he could see a familiar brawny figure built like a mountain standing before him. There seemed to be a relieved smile on his face.

"Instructor!" Wang Chong muttered weakly with a faint smile.

At the moment that he saw Zhao Qianqiu, he knew that he was finally out of danger.

"You sure are lucky. I thought that you had died. That would be such a huge waste of the Thousand Li Fragrance that I had given you," Zhao Qianqiu chuckled. Unlike his usual composed demeanor, Wang Chong could feel his body trembling slightly in agitation.

Of all the students he had taught Wang Chong was indubitably the most outstanding of them all, as well as the one he was the proudest of. When the news of the ambush first reached him, he was truly worried that the latter might have died.

But fortunately, Wang Chong didn't disappoint him.

Though his sharp wits, Wang Chong had successfully overcome this ordeal.

"Don't worry, I have left half a tube to you!" With a difficult smile on his pale face, Wang Chong reached out into his sleeves and took out the remaining half of the Thousand Li Fragrance.

"You lad!" Seeing this, Zhao Qianqiu couldn't help but laugh.

"Instructor, how is my White-hoofed Shadow? Have you found him?"

"Don't worry, we found him at the foot of a neighboring mountain to the east. He is heavily injured, but our men have already fed him a recovery pill. On top of that, he seems to have found some herbs in the midst of his escape to alleviate his injuries, so his condition isn't too bad," Zhao Qianqiu reassured him.

Upon hearing those words, Wang Chong's heart finally settled. The fatigue and exhaustion that he had accumulated over all this time struck him all at once, and his body abruptly slackened.

"Wang Chong, Wang Chong, Wang Chong..." An anxious voice sounded by his ear, but it gradually grew fainter and fainter, and eventually, silent.

------

This time, Wang Chong slept for a very long time. He woke up groggily from time to time, but he would fall back to sleep soon enough. By the time he was finally completely awake, he was already back in the Wang Family Residence in the capital.

This time, he had rested for a very long time.

His mother, little sister, second sister, and big uncle had visited him several times, but they dared not to disturb him for too long in fear of hindering his recuperation. After saying a few words, they would hurriedly leave so as to allow him to rest.

The residence was extremely silent, but while Wang Chong was resting, he would hear some whisperings outside. His mother, big uncle, little sister, and cousins would loiter outside his room, discussing some matters.

In the time to come, more people came to visit. King Song, the old butler, Lu Ting, as well as the officials of the royal court, but most of them stopped before Wang Chong's door.

Extremely feeble, Wang Chong was unable to leave his room. Nevertheless, he could clearly sense the storm brewing outside.

Big uncle's visits became less frequent over the days, but in times that he did, Wang Chong could feel wrath boiling beneath his calm exterior.

But despite all that had happened, there was not a single person in the residence who spoke about this matter to him.

While he was recuperating, Wang Chong received a letter from his eldest brother, Wang Fu. The letter was short and concise, the content focused on how his physical condition was.

Wang Chong replied with a letter saying that he was fine before asking about how his eldest brother had been faring in the army.

It felt as if the Wang Clan had built a huge dome around Wang Chong, attempting to protect him from whatever was out there.

This was the first time since his reincarnation that he had suffered such grievous injuries. That arrow was more formidable than he had thought, causing immense damage to his body.

Thus, Wang Chong chose to rest silently in the residence without asking anything.

---

This continued until the eighth day.

By then, Wang Chong had already nearly recovered from his wounds, so he stood up and walked out of his room for the first time in a very long period.

"Young master!"

"Gongzi!"...

At the door, a large group of maids and guards hurriedly bowed to Wang Chong as they gazed at him in concern. In the last few days, everyone had been talking about how gongzi had met with an ambush, and it had caused a huge storm outside.

They had been worried about his physical condition over the past few days, but he had been cooped up in his room, and very few people were allowed to be around him. Thus, this was the first time they had seen him since his return.

"Un!" Wang Chong nodded. "You have worked hard. Do you know where Little Shadow is?"

"Gongzi, Little Shadow is in the stables. There are many people taking care of him," a green-robed servant replied humbly.

Wang Chong nodded before walking down the stairs from his room. He turned around and headed for the stables. This would be the first time he meeting Little Shadow ever since they parted half a month ago.

The green-robed servant was right, Little Shadow was indeed being taken care of well. At the stables, Wang Chong saw six stablemen tending to his needs.

Little Shadow was lying in the center of the stable with his legs and body wrapped in a thick layer of cloth. An overwhelming medicinal scent drifted in the room.

Right in front of him was a huge stack of soybeans and forage, allowing him to feed without even standing up.

As if that wasn't enough, someone actually came up with the idea of having a carpenter create a rotating plate to place the mountain of food on.

With that, Little Shadow just had to twist the plate slightly with his head to get whatever he wanted to eat to him.

Of course, this wasn't a particularly easy action for a horse to make, but by the time Wang Chong arrived, Little Shadow was already able to do it skillfully.

Neighhh!

Before Wang Chong could speak, Little Shadow had already noticed Wang Chong, and his eyes lit up. With a loud neigh, he abruptly stood up and trotted over.

Even though his movements were wobbly and a little strained, he still managed to walk over to Wang Chong without too much trouble. It was apparent that he was in a much better state than he was back when they parted at the lake.

After a momentary sneeze, Little Shadow dove into Wang Chong's embrace, caressing the latter with his face intimately, obviously missing him a lot.

"Hehe, Little Shadow. I think you have gotten quite plump over the days. Are you sure that you can still run like that?" Wang Chong teased as he stroked Little Shadow's back.

Over the past month, despite suffering grievous injuries, not only did Little Shadow not grow thin, he even became fat. His stomach was bulging, and fat was sagging from his feet.

It could be seen from this that he had been really well-fed over the past few days.

Neighhh!

Little Shadow neighed in displeasure as he lightly pushed Wang Chong with his head angrily.

Unlike normal horses, Little Shadow possessed sentience, and he had displayed it on many occasions.

"Hahaha!" Seeing Little Shadow flying into a rage, Wang Chong burst into laughter as relief flickered across his eyes.

Ever since parting at the lake, Wang Chong had been deeply worried about Little Shadow. It was indeed extremely fortunate for the both of them to have survived that crisis.

"How can you gobble down so many soybeans without exercising? Come, I'll bring you out for a walk. It'll be good for you to feel the sunlight once more after so long," Wang Chong said as he patted Little Shadow's lustrous neck.

Little Shadow neighed softly as he nodded, seemingly giving his approval.

Wang Chong smiled, and without bothering to prepare the saddle or anything or that like, he turned around and took the lead with his hands behind his back. Little Shadow followed behind him quietly.

Jiyaaaaa!

The gates to the Wang Family Residence opened, and sunlight spilled in.

"... I guess it is about time to resolve some matters." Gazing at the brilliant sunlight before him, Wang Chong sighed deeply before walking out with Little Shadow.
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Huanxi Manor was a resplendent building in the capital, exclusive to scions of prestigious clans to gather and make merry.

The entire building was built using a dark purple material, granting its exquisite exterior a touch of ancient majesty. The most distinctive trait of the premises were the two tall purple crested ibis sculptures that stood several zhang high at the entrance.

Even though Wang Chong had long heard of Huanxi Manor, this was his first time visiting it.

Standing before the two purple crested ibis sculptures, Wang Chong could hear merry chatter and the clashing of goblets within. A large group of scions seemed to be gathered in there today.

"Is this the place?" Wang Chong asked as he gazed at the Huanxi Manor before him with complex emotions rippling in his eyes.

"Reporting to gongzi, this is the place. We have double checked it," a deep and respectful voice sounded from behind him.

"Got it," Wang Chong replied nonchalantly before walking up the purple stairs between the two crested ibis statues. His movements were particularly slow, as though something heavy was weighing down his footsteps.

Every step he took resounded clearly in the surroundings.

At the end of the stairs, by the entrance of Huanxi Manor, a well-built guard with a saber by his waist caught sight of Wang Chong and howled furiously, "Halt! ..."

Huanxi Manor wasn't a place that just anyone could enter. One had to have the recommendation of an existing member to step onto its premises. However, the young man before him looked particularly foreign, so the guard was certain that he wasn't a frequent customer of Huanxi Manor.

"Shut your mouth!" But before the guard could finish his words, a middle-aged manager hurriedly stretched out his hand and clamped his mouth before pulling him to the side.

Fear was reflected on the middle-aged manager's face.

"You fool, are you blind? Can you not see who he is? Scram!" the manager said as he snuck a glance at the young man walking up the stairs.

A huge storm had struck the royal court following the ambush of the young genius of the Wang Clan, and many prestigious clans had been implicated in the conflict.

Even King Qi and the Yao Clan ended up being humiliated over this matter, and they were forced to lie low for the time being.

By this point, there was no one in the capital who didn't know that the Wang Clan was truly incensed over this incident, and even that figure in the Four Quarters Embassy was enraged.

Anyone who dared to provoke the Wang Clan at this point had to be mentally impaired.

While the esteemed Duke Jiu was famed for his high virtue, far too many had forgotten that he was a military man as well. He had fought wars, and he was the man who led the armies of Great Tang into the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates.

The ambush on his grandson had truly touched the bottom line of his tolerance.

"What are you waiting for? Get lost!" The green-robed manager kicked the two guards standing at the entrance away furiously before walking forward to Wang Chong. But just as he was about to greet the latter, Wang Chong shot him a glare, and a shudder ran through his body. He hurriedly backed away fearfully to the side.

It was a bustling sight within the manor. However, there was a particularly loud and conspicuous voice coming from the second floor which captured the attention of most inside.

After listening for a moment, a faint smile crept onto Wang Chong's lips. Following the source of the voice, he slowly walked up to the second floor. At the center of the second floor, he saw the back of a familiar figure. That figure was speaking excitedly amidst crowds of scions around him, and his story seemed to be popular among them.

"You won't be able to imagine it without seeing with your own eyes. That Iron Cloak Highwaymen actually..." That figure spoke animatedly, and his tone displayed his enthusiasm. At the same time, the crowd surrounding him was listening intently, and admiration was reflected in their eyes.

"Huang Yongtu..." Looking at the figure's back, Wang Chong suddenly called out.

Weng!

That excited voice suddenly came to a halt, and a jolt ran through the back facing Wang Chong. At this instant, it seemed like even the entire Huanxi Manor had fallen silent.

"Gongzi!" Huang Yongtu turned around, and upon seeing Wang Chong, his face seemed to pale for an instant before delight swiftly covered it.

"Gongzi, you have finally recovered!" Huang Yongtu said as he swiftly made his way toward Wang Chong.

"Un." Wang Chong nodded with a smile.

"Have you met Bai Siling and Xu Gan yet?"

"Not yet." Wang Chong shook his head as he stared deeply at the "delighted" Huang Yongtu. It was only two simple words he had spoken, but it seemed to verify the doubts Huang Yongtu harbored, and his face immediately warped in shock.

But it was what Wang Chong was going to say next that would leave Huang Yongtu trembling in fear.

"Huang Yongtu, do you know what happens to an ant who tries to squeeze its way into the battle between an elephant and a tiger?"

Peng!

Amidst countless astounded gazes, all the strength abruptly left Huang Yongtu's body, and he fell to his knees before Wang Chong. Sweat trickled profusely down his pale face.

Weng!

Upon seeing this sight, a commotion rippled through the crowd. There were a few scions who noticed the peculiarity in the atmosphere, and they hurriedly fled Huanxi Manor.

With the sharp instincts they had tempered through experience, they realized the potential danger behind the scene unfolding behind them. At the same time, there were also a few who recognized Wang Chong, and it swiftly dawned on them what was going on.

The issue of the son of the Wang Clan, Wang Chong, being ambushed had caused a huge uproar in the capital, and everyone knew that the Wang Clan was currently at the peak of its rage. Huang Yongtu had been spreading word about how he had fought alongside Wang Chong in the mission, but the sight before them told a completely different story!

All sorts of drama happened in the capital on a daily basis, be it fights, grudges, or romance.

There were some matters which one could interfere in, but there were also those which one had to steer clear of, regardless of the cost.

"Let's go!"

"This isn't something we should get involved with!"...

The scions hurriedly pulled their friends out of Huanxi Manor, and in just a few moments, with the exception of Wang Chong and Huang Yongtu, the bustling premises from a moment ago was completely emptied.

Peng!

The sound of the doors closing echoed from below, and deafening silence filled Huanxi Manor.

Both Wang Chong and Huang Yongtu represented two powerful clans in the capital, and considering the current situation in the capital, getting involved in the fight between the both of them would be unwise.

With his hands behind his back, Wang Chong waited patiently for everyone to evacuate and shut the doors before turning his gaze back to Huang Yongtu.

At this point, Huang Yongtu's face was already completely pale, and even his clothes were completely drenched with cold sweat.

"Aren't you going to explain yourself?" Wang Chong asked nonchalantly.

"Gongzi seems to already know everything. There's nothing for me to say," Huang Yongtu lowered his head and said.

"Hmph, you sure are candid." Wang Chong sneered. "Don't worry, Huang Yongtu. Today, I came to find you in my capacity as a member of the Wang Clan. Upper society has its own way of dealing with conflicts. I only want to ask you that doing all of this, can I take it as the Huang Clan's declaration of war toward our Wang Clan? You should have known that regardless of whether I died in the ambush or not, the Huang Clan wouldn't be spared the rage of the Wang Clan."

"Gongzi, this has nothing to do with our Huang Clan! This is something I willfully did on my own accord! If you must punish someone to placate your wrath, I ask of you to just punish me!" Huang Yongtu blurted out anxiously as his face turned yet another shade paler.

Wang Chong sneered coldly in response to Huang Yongtu's words.

Often, he chose to interact with others in his capacity as an individual, unwilling to exploit his background to force them into anything. But in this world, kindness would only be taken as a sign of weakness by others. Because he had chosen to lie low for the mission, he had nearly lost his life.

But those men seemed to have forgotten that he wasn't just the individual Wang Chong, he was also a son of the Wang Clan, a representative of one of the most prestigious clans in the capital.

If he wished to, he could easily use the influence of his big uncle, father, King Song, Consort Taizhen, the officials of the royal court, as well as the strength of the other clans, to push the Huang Clan into oblivion.

It had been seventy years since the Wang Clan was founded under his grandfather, and after years of development, it was no longer just a clan of ministers and generals. It represented a huge web of connections that spread across the entire Great Tang.

Many powers were involved in this web, and they represented the potential strength that the Wang Clan could tap into.

The Wang Clan never took the initiative to oppress others, but this didn't mean that the Wang Clan didn't have a temper. If one thought that they could get away with stepping on the Wang Clan's head, they were sorely mistaken.

"You recognized me since you first saw me at our meeting point, right?" Wang Chong asked.

"Yes!" Huang Yongtu admitted to it through gritted teeth.

"The subsequent snubbing along the way was also intentional, right?" Wang Chong asked once more.

"Yes!" Huang Yongtu nodded as large beads of sweat fell to the ground. He knew that it was meaningless to conceal anything from the young man before him at this point. "I thought of stopping, but it was already too late!" Huang Yongtu said with bitter regret in his voice as he lowered his head to the ground.

"Hmph!" But the only thing Wang Chong had for him was a disdainful sneer. "You're right, it's too late. A shattered mirror can't be mended. Tell your Huang Clan that I am waiting for an explanation. Life or death, the decision lies in your hands!" With those words, Wang Chong turned around and walked down the stairs. As he opened the doors of Huanxi Manor, he could vaguely hear sorrowful sobbings behind him.

"Gongzi, where do we go next?" Upon seeing Wang Chong, Old Eagle stepped forward and asked, a bird perched on his arm.

"Tell Bai Siling and Xu Gan to meet me at the Royal Jade Pavilion," Wang Chong said impassively as he walked down the purple wooden stairs.

------

"I really couldn't have imagined that of us three, Huang Yongtu would be the traitor!"

Peng! In the third floor of the Royal Jade Pavilion, Bai Siling slammed her palm on the table furiously.

"Itruly underestimated him. To think that he had been feigning ignorance all along!" Seated beside Bai Siling, Xu Gan sighed deeply.

This was the first time the three of them were meeting after their parting half a month ago.

Ever since the ambush, Bai Siling and Xu Gan had known that there was a traitor among them.

After all, there were multiple roads leading from Longxi to the capital, and it would be impossible for the assassins to know the timing and the location if there wasn't an insider revealing crucial intelligence to them.

Thus, during the time of Wang Chong's recuperation, Bai Siling and Xu Gan made no attempts to reach out to one another.

They knew that the Wang Clan would surely investigate the matter thoroughly and uncover the culprit.

Thus, the first one whom Wang Chong chose to meet right after he recuperated would likely be the traitor. It was just that neither of them had expected that the silly-looking and reckless Huang Yongtu would turn out to be the traitor.

Indeed, one must never judge a book by its cover!

The truth was finally revealed, but the duo only found themselves sighing endlessly at the conclusion.
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After all, they had fought alongside one another, and they had gone through life-and-death situations together. Thus, Bai Siling and Xu Gan had put considerable trust in Huang Yongtu.

They had considered their foursome a tightly-knit team which they could entrust their lives to, so they felt deeply betrayed when that ambush happened.

"This is truly disappointing. Back then, we even tried our best to save him from the Iron Cloak Highwaymen, and this is how he repays us," Bai Siling said indignantly.

"It can't be helped, our paths differ from his. From the very start, the Huang Clan hoped to join King Qi's faction," Xu Gan sighed.

Compared to Bai Siling, he was less affected by the incident. He had witnessed many collusions and betrayals occur over profits in the capital, and he had known that there would come a day when he would have to step into that world as well.

In truth, there was nothing wrong with Huang Yongtu's action, except for the fact that he had chosen to bet on the wrong person. This was also where the two of them differed. While Huang Yongtu had chosen King Qi, Xu Gan had placed his stakes on Wang Chong.

The fact that Wang Chong could escape from the assassination proved that his judgement was right, Wang Clan was indeed worth his support!

"There's just one thing that I am unable to figure out. How did you know the traitor was Huang Yongtu, and not us?" Bai Siling asked, intrigued.

She had been contemplating this issue ever since returning from the ambush. Of the four of them, who was the one who revealed the information to the assassins?

But no matter how she thought about it, she felt that the traitor couldn't be any of them. Or perhaps, she was unwilling to doubt the comrades whom she had fought alongside.

Bai Siling even thought that there might be a mistake in her conjecture, and that this entire matter was just a huge coincidence, or perhaps there might be something else that she had neglected.

But when she received news that Wang Chong had appeared in Huanxi Manor, the final shreds of hope that she had clung to dissipated.

At this point, the only thing she wanted to know was how Wang Chong could be so certain that Huang Yongtu was the traitor.

"Actually, that wasn't too difficult to figure out." Sipping on the fragrant cup of tea he held in his hands, wisdom gleamed in Wang Chong's eyes.

"It might be difficult for others uncover the news that I would be participating in a mission of the training camp, especially considering the secrecy measures of the Bureau of Military Personnel, but they couldn't possibly stop King Qi and the Yao Clan from finding that out, and I have no doubt that they would do so, too.

"In the mission, I would have to leave the safety of the training camps and the capital. In other words, that would be an ideal opportunity for them to make a move on me, and there was no way they would allow this chance to slip past their fingers. However, before we could venture too far away from the capital, we were already assigned veteran cavalrymen, and that would make it difficult for any assassin to strike.

"Thus, the only opportunity they had left to strike was when I returned from Longxi. But to do so, they needed someone to liaise with them from within, preferably one of us four."

At this point, Wang Chong sighed.

"Honestly speaking, I wished that I was just overthinking it, and maybe King Qi wouldn't touch me at all. However, the outcome has proven me wrong.

"Do you still remember what I said to you all after meeting the Big Dipper Army commandant right after the battle?" Wang Chong asked.

"I do. You said that you had to leave," Xu Gan replied.

"Un." Wang Chong nodded, and his gaze abruptly turned cold. "I said those words on purpose to test you all. Back then, the command to return had yet to arrive from the Bureau of Military Personnel, and leaving without official orders could easily be deemed as insubordination. In other words, if anyone were to offer to leave with me at the moment, he must be the traitor! There are two reasons behind that conclusion. First, he would lose the opportunity to strike if I were to leave alone, and that would mean the failure of his mission. Second, he had nothing to fear, since King Qi was backing him."

Hearing Wang Chong's words, Bai Siling and Xu Gan glanced at one another in shock. They didn't expect there to be such significance behind Wang Chong's words.

"But what if we had offered to leave with you in that situation? After all, we went there as a team, and we have undergone numerous life-and-death situation together, so there's still such a chance, right? Weren't you jumping to conclusions a little too soon then?" Bai Siling asked.

"You're right. If that was the only case, I would have only suspected him. But do you remember the letter pigeon that arrived at that moment?" Wang Chong uttered coldly.

Huang Yongtu had wanted to do him in, but he had grossly underestimated him.

"Was there something wrong with the pigeon?" Xu Gan frowned. He couldn't tell how the pigeon was involved in this matter.

"Do you mean to say that its arrival is too timely, and thus it's suspicious?" Bai Siling replied after a moment of contemplation. Thinking back, she did find it bizarre as well, but she chose not to think too deeply into it.

"That's one thing, but besides that, the content of the letter is something worth looking into as well. Do you still remember what was written on it?" Wang Chong asked.

With a frown, Bai Siling said, "Back then, Zhang Lin said that..."

"... Zhang Lin said that the Bureau of Military Personnel sent a message requesting everyone to report back to the capital after the third mission is completed!" It was Xu Gan who finished those words. He clearly remembered what Zhang Lin said back then.

"That's right," Wang Chong nodded. "The Bureau of Military Personnel wanted us to return after the third mission was completed. In other words, the Bureau of Military Personnel doesn't even know whether we have completed the mission or not.

"The Bureau of Military Personnel would never issue us new instructions without confirming whether we have completed the previous mission. This is probably their standard practice to minimize the possibility of military intelligence leaking out. Xu Gan, do you remember when we received the first command from the Bureau of Military Personnel?" Wang Chong turned to Xu Gan and asked.

"We received that at the first gathering point, right after we were assigned twenty cavalrymen each," Xu Gan replied immediately.

"That's right. The Bureau of Military Personnel confirmed that we had reached the first gathering point before sending a letter pigeon over. It would never have sent the pigeon if we weren't there yet. I'm not too sure how they did it, but there is no doubt that they do have a way of ensuring that, and the easiest method of all would be time estimation.

"They probably estimated that we should have reached the first gathering point by that time, so they sent the letter pigeon over," Wang Chong said.

"Siling, do you recall when we received the second letter?"

"We received it after encountering the Iron Cloak Highwaymen. If what you said is true, isn't it weird that the royal court only sent us the instructions for the second letter after we had already encountered the target?" Bai Siling replied.

"That's indeed an estimation error on the royal court's part, but if you were to think about it, we have already completed the first mission by then, right? Even if we hadn't, we should have already failed by then. After all, the bandits and highwaymen would only become stronger the further we advanced, so the chances of success would have become even slimmer then." Wang Chong said.

Bai Siling and Xu Gan nodded in agreement. It was indeed true that they had completed the mission by then. If they hadn't, it was likely that they wouldn't have been able to do so from that point on.

"Besides, do you recall where the den of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen was?" Wang Chong asked.

"It was a hundred li away from where we encountered..." At this point, Bai Siling abruptly halted as realization struck her.

"That's right." Putting down his teacup, Wang Chong affirmed Bai Siling's deduction. "In order to catch us by surprise, the Iron Cloak Highwaymen left their base and galloped over a hundred li to attack us. In other words, the reason why the royal court made that estimation error was due to their inability to ascertain the movements of the Iron Cloak Highwaymen.

"Moving on, when did we receive the news regarding the third mission?"

"We received it in the Iron Cloak Highwaymen's treasure vault." Bai Siling was able to answer this one swiftly.

"That's right. Through these three examples, isn't it clear that the royal court would only issue instructions after confirming the previous mission had been completed? There's no way they would have sent us that message right after we beat the Tibetan soldiers since it would be impossible to ascertain that we had already completed the mission at that point.

"It was then that I became certain that the letter didn't come from the Bureau of Military Personnel," Wang Chong said.

"WHAT?!" Hearing those words, Xu Gan and Bai Siling could no longer maintain their composure, and they stood up in shock.

"Wang Chong, do you mean to say that the final instruction we received from the Bureau of Military Personnel was forged?" Bai Siling asked in astonishment.

Forging a letter from the Bureau of Military Personnel was a heavy crime!

"I didn't say that. Besides, it's not quite possible for Zhang Lin to be unable to ascertain whether a letter had truly come from the Bureau of Military Personnel or not. However, if one thing is certain, it is that the final letter we received didn't come from the same source as the prior letters.

"My guess is that King Qi prepared that letter in advance. As it was impossible for them to guess what our third mission would be, they could only write the letter as vague as possible.

"With that letter, Huang Yongtu would be able to return with me when the time came without incurring the suspicions of others. Everything had been meticulously planned out!" Wang Chong said calmly.

At this point, Bai Siling and Xu Gan were already shocked beyond words. Even though they had been beside Wang Chong for the whole journey, had Wang Chong not pointed all this out to them, they would never have noticed such details.

"... But if you have already suspected Huang Yongtu then, why didn't you expose him? Why did you even bring him along?" Bai Siling asked.

"I was going to, but he never tried to break away from the group!" Wang Chong sighed deeply.

Bai Siling froze for a moment before she realized what was going on.

Supposedly, right after Huang Yongtu confirmed the location, he should have broken away from the group since it was unlikely that the assassins King Qi had hired would be able to recognize him. That would have affirmed Wang Chong's suspicions.

But even up to the point that the assassins arrived, that timid Huang Yongtu never tried to leave the group.

"What do you intend to do next? Are you going to deal with him?" Bai Siling asked.

"That would depend on how the Huang Clan responds." Wang Chong replied.

------

The Huang Clan's response came way faster than Wang Chong expected. That night right after he confronted Huang Yongtu at Huanxi Manor, the head of the Huang Clan appeared in the Wang Family Residence.

"Gongzi, our Huang Clan is at fault here. No matter what, we will surely give a satisfactory explanation to the Wang Clan. However, I sincerely plead for you to believe me when I say that the Huang Clan is unaware of this matter. All of this was that bastard's own doing."

As soon as the head of the Huang Clan appeared before Wang Chong, he immediately kneeled down and kowtowed.

The head of the Huang Clan was already in his fifties, and he seemed to be a very ambitious and proud man. His cultivation was also way beyond Profound Martial realm.

But at this moment, this haughty man was kneeling before a junior far younger and weaker than him.

This was no longer a matter of age or cultivation realm. This was simply how the clans in the capital resolved their conflicts.

In here, Wang Chong represented the Wang Clan, one of the most prestigious clans in the Great Tang Empire.

Even the head of the Huang Clan had no choice but to lower his head before the immense power behind Wang Chong. Besides, the issue at hand wasn't any trifling matter.

If handled improperly, it could spell the utter destruction of the Huang Clan.

"I can assure you that our Huang Clan has no intentions of making an enemy out of the Wang Clan, and we don't intend to get involved in the dispute between the Wang Clan and the Yao Clan, either. No matter what, I beseech gongzi to believe us on this."
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Kneeling in front of Wang Chong, the head of the Huang Clan lowered his head further.

It was for a fact that an offspring of the Huang Clan had schemed against Wang Chong by reporting his whereabouts to his enemies, and the assassination on him could be taken as a representation of the Huang Clan's attitude toward the Wang Clan.

Moral high ground was an important aspect of any conflict within the upper society, so the actions of the Huang Clan were reprehensible even among prestigious clans. There wouldn't be anyone who would step forward and speak up for them.

Thus, the Huang Clan only had themselves to rely on.

The head of the Huang Clan knew that if they wanted to earn the Wang Clan's forgiveness, they had to first win Wang Chong over. Otherwise, by the time Wang Gen stepped forward to deal with them, a war would be what they would be facing.

And the Huang Clan couldn't possibly win a war against the Wang Clan.

Wang Chong narrowed his eyes as he gazed down upon the head of the Huang Clan silently.

He knew that he held the fate of the entire Huang Clan in his hands. More often than not, even though conflicts between clans wouldn't result in any direct bloodshed, the devastation it caused could far surpass mere slaughter.

On this aspect, not even possessing powerful martial arts could grant one reprieve.

This was the first time Wang Chong was using the power of his entire clan, as well as the first time he held the fate of another clan in his hands.

Be it a nod or a shake, he knew that big uncle and King Song would back his decision.

Even Yang Zhao had sent a letter expressing his support for him. If he willed it to be so, Consort Taizhen's faction would devote her influence into helping the Wang Clan destroy the Huang Clan.

After the various matters they had gone through, Consort Taizhen, the Wang Clan, and King Song were already tied together by a network forged by common interests.

And standing at the very core of this network was Wang Chong.

Wang Chong played a vital part in facilitating the alliance among the three parties, so the Huang Clan's actions had threatened both King Song and Consort Taizhen as well.

Understanding the implications of this matter, even the Yao Clan and King Qi had chosen to steer clear of it, even though they were the ones who had initiated the entire mess.

Wang Chong's silence was particularly unnerving to the head of the Huang Clan. Cold sweat trickled down his forehead as he gritted his teeth in anxiety.

"If gongzi wishes for it, I am willing to deliver that unfilial son for you to deal with..."

"There's no need for that!" Wang Chong interjected.

The head of the Huang Clan raised his head in astonishment. He thought that Huang Yongtu would be doomed, but who could have thought that...

"... I'll spare him." Wang Chong spoke nonchalantly as he looked into the distance with a complex gaze.

"As for the rest, do as you please."

After saying those words, without a single emotion on his face, Wang Chong turned around and left the lounge with his hands behind his back.

Sparing doesn't mean forgiveness!

Wang Chong might have chosen to spare Huang Yongtu, but this didn't mean that the Huang Clan was out of danger yet.

There were conventions concerning the conflicts between prestigious clans.

Whether there would be a Huang Clan remaining in the capital at the end of this matter would depend on the Huang Clan's performance from now onward. If the head of the Huang Clan was wise, he would know what he had to do.

The head of the Huang Clan left the gates of the Wang Clan with a dazed look. Wang Chong was only sixteen, but he still couldn't help but tense up in his presence.

This night was destined to be a sleepless one for the Huang Clan.

...

"Gongzi, there is someone outside who seeks an audience!"

On the second day, when the first rays of sunlight had barely appeared on the horizon, a guard suddenly reported from beyond the doors of Wang Chong room while he was still lying in his bed.

"Oh?"

Frowning, Wang Chong immediately got up.

"What did my mother say about the issue?"

Usually, matters on the residence would be dealt by Madam Wang. Only under certain special circumstances would they fall onto Wang Chong.

"Madam has said to allow gongzi to deal with this issue." the guard replied.

"Got it." A gleam flashed across Wang Chong's eyes as he vaguely understood what was going on.

"Summon him in!"

Wang Chong thought that it would be a "him", but it turned out to be a "her" instead. In the distance, he could hear the faint ringing of a trinket and the clanging of ornaments.

A slight breeze blew, and there was a whiff of a refreshing fragrance in the air.

"What is going on?" Wang Chong was taken aback.

Before he could make sense of the situation, the door abruptly opened, and an eighteen-year-old young lady with a large silver sword on her back walked in.

The young lady was dressed in a flowing white robe paired with a golden bracelet on her wrist. Her fair and smooth skin complemented well with her beautiful features, and for a moment, it seemed as if she had walked out from a painting.

Even Wang Chong, who had seen plenty of beautiful ladies in his lifetime, couldn't help but fall into a momentary daze.

But despite her beautiful appearance, she had an icy-cold demeanor.

"Huang Clan's Huang Qian-er pays respect to gongzi!"

As soon as the young lady stepped into the room, she immediately kneeled onto the floor and lowered her head down onto the ground, unmoving as if a statue.

Her hands were raised up high, and propped by her slender fingers was a letter.

"To Chong gongzi", these words were written with powerful strokes on the cover of the letter. Through calligraphy, one could peer into the soul of the other. Those words seemed to have come from a man who wielded immense authority, and the seal of the head of the Huang Clan by the corner further substantiated this.

"What does the Huang Clan mean by this?" Wang Chong frowned, unable to comprehend the intentions of the Huang Clan.

Standing up from his bedpost, he casually grabbed a robe by the side and draped it on him before slowly walking over to receive the letter from the white-robed lady.

While he was taking the letter, he accidentally brushed against the latter's hand and felt a smooth and icy sensation at his fingertip.

On the other hand, the young lady trembled at that touch.

Paying it no heed, Wang Chong tore open the letter and began browsing through its contents.

He was right, this was indeed a letter written personally by the head of the Huang Clan. However, he didn't expect the Huang Clan to have come to a decision on this matter over a single night.

Due to Huang Yongtu's wilful intervention in the conflict between the Wang Clan and the Yao Clan and playing a part in the scheme against Wang Chong, he would be stripped of his identity as a member of the main family and punished accordingly to their clan rules. After which, he would be exiled to Lingnan, never to step into the capital again.

(Lingnan is near Northern Vietnam/Jiaozhi, at the Southern border of Great Tang)

On top of that, the Huang Clan would give up three of their businesses, four mines, a large amount of herbs, pills, trained steeds, and three million gold taels as compensation for their grave mistake.

Furthermore, for the next three years, all income of the Huang Clan would be remitted to the Wang Clan.

Last but not least...

Upon seeing the last line, Wang Chong's eyelids twitched violently as his gaze fell on the unmoving young lady on the ground.

With just the previous few terms, the Huang Clan could be said to be extremely generous with their compensation. This would deal a heavy blow to their finances, weakening them significantly for a long time to come.

However, this was simply how clans dealt with conflicts. Taking a step back, even if Wang Chong was willing to let this grudge go and make peace with the Huang Clan, the rest of the Wang Clan wouldn't allow him to do so.

This matter might have started with Wang Chong, but he wasn't the only concerned party here. Countless parties in the empire had their eyes on this matter, and the Wang Clan's pride and dignity were at stake here.

Before the interest of the entire clan, Wang Chong's personal views paled in comparison.

Besides, even if Wang Chong was willing to resolve this issue without any compensation, the Huang Clan would never agree to it. Not only would they not be thankful to Wang Chong, they would even be plagued with apprehension. They might take it as a sign that the Wang Clan is going to make a move on them, and this might trigger a retaliation on their part.

Having grown up in the capital, even if Wang Chong had never experienced such matter personally, he would have at least heard a thing or two about it.

Within the circles of the scions in the capital, such rumors were aplenty.

These conventions didn't simply appear abruptly out of nowhere; they appeared along with the establishment of empires and clans, and they were passed down from generation to generation.

Since the Huang Clan had erred, they would have to pay the price. There was no other way around it.

However, the issue Wang Chong had with it was the very last term...

The Huang Clan had mentioned that they were extremely regretful for the incident, and they understand that no amount of explanation or wealth could compensate for what they had done.

Thus, to appease Wang Chong's anger, as well as to breach the fissure between the Wang Clan and the Huang Clan's relationship, the Huang Clan had decided to send their most outstanding female offspring to wait on Wang Chong to atone for their mistake.

Furthermore, it was hinted in the letter that the female offspring would do anything that Wang Chong asked her to.

In other words, from this day onward, she was a member of the Wang Clan. Even to her death, she wouldn't be allowed to return to the Huang Clan!

This was the greatest sincerity that the Huang Clan had to offer to him!

...

On the surface, it might seem like the Huang Clan sending in their daughter to serve as the Wang Clan's servant to wait on Wang Chong.

However, Wang Chong was extremely familiar with this maneuver.

There was another term for this among the upper society: Marriage of convenience!

When a weaker clan offends a powerful clan, in seek of survival and forgiveness, they would resort to such a mean.

On the surface, they were delivering their daughters in as a "servant" but in truth, this was not much different from a matrimony.

Through the connections established in the matrimony, they could resolve their past differences and strengthen the ties between both clans. If the weaker clan could receive the protection of the stronger clan, it would be beneficial to its future development as well.

As cliché as it was, there were no grudges that couldn't be resolved with a matrimony.

This was the most efficient, effective, and thorough method to resolve conflicts between clans.

But even so, Wang Chong had never thought that such a situation would befall him one day!
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In that instant, the room was so silent that one would be able to hear a pin drop.

"You can leave now." Wang Chong waved his hand, gesturing for the white-robed lady to return back to the Huang Clan.

While he understood the reason why the Huang Clan had sent the white-robed lady here, he wasn't prepared for it, and he wasn't willing to accept it as well.

"What else does the Wang Clan wants?" Hearing those words, the young lady abruptly raised her icy-cold face and glared at Wang Chong.

"Our Huang Clan has already lowered ourselves to this point, are you still unwilling to let us off?"

Strong pride and overwhelming indignance intersected on the young lady's beautiful face, and the bizarre clash of the two contrasting qualities left Wang Chong stunned for an instant.

Many consider it a blessing to be born in a prestigious clan, but this noble birth came with a set of responsibilities as well.

Huang Qian-er had already planned her future, but a single decision made by the top brass of the clan had overturned everything she had lived for.

The interest of an individual was always secondary to the interest of the clan. No matter how proud and reluctant she was, she had no choice but to defer to the arrangements by the clan.

"I don't need anyone to serve me." Wang Chong uttered coldly with a frown.

The other party should know that that wasn't what he meant. While he understood the complications involved in this issue, he was unwilling to accept such a resolution.

"Don't go too far! Is my sacrifice not enough to content you? How many more do you want? Two? Three? Four? Our Huang Clan might have done you wrong, but we won't be humiliated like this!" Huang Qian-er raised her head up and glared at Wang Chong.

Her face was pale, and her body was shaking with agitation and rage. Even the ornaments she donned was clanging due to her intense movements.

"You..." Wang Chong's eyebrows shot up.

It seemed like Huang Qian-er had misunderstood his intentions. He was simply uninterested in the marriage, and he didn't want to sacrifice Huang Qian-er's happiness for this deal as well.

However, the other party didn't seem to understand that. She thought that he was trying attempting to have the Huang Clan bring in more of their female offsprings to wait on him.

"You are misunderstanding something here. What I mean is that I don't need you or any of the ladies of the Huang Clan to wait on me." Wang Chong said impassively.

Typically speaking, considering his temper and Huang Qian-er's prideful personality, he wouldn't have spoken so amicably, especially since he was the victim here.

However, as he recalled the indignance in Huang Qian-er's eyes, many thoughts ran through his mind. Often, in the dealings of the upper society, ladies were often sacrificed for the interest of their clan. They were forced to marry anyone whom their clan had decided upon without any room for negotiation.

The Huang Clan might be reprehensible, but Huang Qian-er's plight deserved pity. Unknowingly, Wang Chong found the anger inside him dissipating.

On the other hand, upon hearing those words, Huang Qian-er was stunned for an instant. She stared at Wang Chong fixedly, seemingly trying to peer into the depths of his soul to determine the sincerity of his words.

Wang Chong also chose to face Huang Qian-er's gaze openly.

For a brief moment, silence loomed in the room.

Gradually, Huang Qian-er's indignance and rage calmed down.

"Things have already come to this point. Your words don't matter anymore." Huang Qian-er said.

Surprise surfaced on Wang Chong's face for an instant before realization struck him, and a bitter smile emerged on his lips.

Huang Qian-er was right.

At this point, individual opinions no longer mattered. His "one-sided words" might be able to convince Huang Qian-er, but it wouldn't be sufficient to assuage the fears of the Huang Clan.

What the Huang Clan needed wasn't a promise. They needed a guarantee.

And there was nothing that could calm their fears more than a marriage between both clans.

Even if Wang Chong had wanted to put the entire matter to a halt, the Huang Clan wouldn't agree to it.

Furthermore, with the eyes of the other powers on this issue, his big uncle and the rest of the Wang Clan would likely support the Huang Clan's decision.

"You're right. At this point, my words no longer matter." Wang Chong sighed.

"Hmph, don't you get gleeful. I will never submit to you!" Huang Qian-er glared at Wang Chong coldly.

"It seems like you are resentful at this outcome?" Wang Chong glanced at Huang Qian-er with a provocative smile.

Since it was impossible to change anything at this point—even if he were to send Huang Qian-er back, the Huang Clan would never welcome her back—he decided to simply accept it as it was.

After all, as long as he rejected it, there would not be a matrimony between him and Huang Qian-er, and the latter would remain his maid. In any case, he could just regard her as an additional maid by his side.

It might be uncomfortable at the start, but a day would eventually come that the unnatural would feel natural.

"As a clan of generals and ministers, don't you think it's low for the Wang Clan to exploit its authority and standing to oppress our Huang Clan?" Huang Qian-er mocked coldly.

"Despite the Wang Clan's superior authority and standing, it ended up being schemed by the Huang Clan instead. I wonder what do you think of that?" Wang Chong sneered in response.

"You..." Huang Qian-er was rendered speechless by Wang Chong's words.

"Hmph! If I hadn't survived that assassination, your Huang Clan would have already hooked up with King Qi and the Yao Clan. If your Huang Clan doesn't deserve such punishment, does it mean that our Wang Clan deserves to die?" Wang Chong continued coldly.

Huang Qian-er opened her mouth to retort, but she found herself unable to formulate an argument against that.

"You're being unreasonable! All of this is done on Huang Yongtu's own whim, why should our entire Huang Clan bear the burden of his sin?" Huang Qian-er argued indignantly.

"Putting aside that those are one-sided words from your clan head, if the assassination ended in a success, surely the entire Huang Clan would leap at the opportunity to forge a connection with the Yao Clan and King Qi?" Wang Chong scoffed at Huang Qian-er's words with crossed arms.

Huang Qian-er fell silent.

As much as she would have loved to deny it, she had no choice but to concede on that point. If Wang Chong had been assassinated, the Huang Clan would surely link up with the Yao Clan and King Qi without any hesitation.

Ultimately, the interest of the clan would ultimately dictate the direction it would head in. Regardless of what the Huang Clan's original stance on the matter was, an opportunity to join the Yao Clan and King Qi's faction and come under their protection was an opportunity too great to be missed.

"The victors are hailed while the defeated are damned, such is the way of the world. So, stop speaking as if your Huang Clan was the victim here." Wang Chong gazed down on Huang Qian-er coldly.

The room fell into silence. Despite her indignance, Huang Qian-er couldn't find a word to refute Wang Chong's argument.

The law of the jungle, the most practical and powerful rule governing the relationship among clans.

Even if Huang Yongtu was acting on his own accord, a part of him was still doing this for his clan.

Had the assassination ended in a success, the Huang Clan would be the ultimate victors.

……

...

"Are you going to let Huang Yongtu go like that?"

A few days later, in the Royal Jade Pavilion, after learning of the Huang Clan's resolution to the matter, Bai Siling raged indignantly on Wang Chong's behalf.

"I thought that you would do away with Huang Yongtu through the Huang Clan." Xu Gan remarked as he sipped on his tea. His expression was calm, as if he was speaking of an insignificant matter.

In the mission they had conducted as a team, he shared the closest ties with Huang Yongtu. The both of them had banded together to act in unison to deal with Wang Chong back then.

Nevertheless, Xu Gan had no intentions of speaking up on Huang Yongtu's behalf at all.

What Huang Yongtu did wasn't just a mere humiliation, insult, or provocation. It was no different from waging war on the Wang Clan, and he should have understood it himself.

Had it not for Wang Chong's wits in shaking off his pursuers, he would have been a cold corpse by now.

If such a matter had happened to Xu Gan, the Xu Clan would have never allowed Huang Yongtu to get away with his head on his neck.

This was not just a matter of vengeance, but one of pride and dignity as well. In the relationship among clans, dignity and pride weren't just empty words.

A clan without dignity and pride would only appear as weak.

If they couldn't even deal with those who intended them harm, how could they assert their authority and keep those within their sphere of influence in check? On top of that, they would be encouraging further assassinations and schemes.

Thus, the duo was rather surprised to hear that Wang Chong had spared Huang Yongtu.

"I could have indeed killed him." Wang Chong said calmly. "I have considered the matter as well, but I abandoned that notion eventually."

"Why?" Bai Siling and Xu Gan frowned in incomprehension.

Since Wang Chong had thought of it, why didn't he go through with it?

Sighing deeply, Wang Chong spoke with complex emotions, "He had plenty of opportunities to kill me, but he didn't do so..."

Wang Chong wasn't so naive as to believe that Huang Yongtu would only liaise with assassins to kill him. Huang Yongtu had probably intended to act personally should an opportunity arise.

At the very least, when Wang Chong was dealing with the Iron Cloak Highwaymen, he felt a sharp sensation reminiscent of a blade on his back.

Back when they were fighting with the three hundred Tibetan cavalrymen, when the entire battlefield was in chaos, Wang Chong had also felt the same sharp sensation. Huang Yongtu had probably considered acting then as well.

Even at the very last moment, when the assassins leaped out from the forest, Huang Yongtu was in proximity to him. If Huang Yongtu had tried to stall him for an instant, he might have lost his life to the assassins.

While Wang Chong was guarded against him, those were three ideal opportunities, but Huang Yongtu gave up on them.

Wang Chong couldn't help but recall the words that Huang Yongtu had said back in Huanxi Manor.

"I had thought of stopping, but it was already too late!"

Those words were the main reason why Wang Chong chose to spare Huang Yongtu. He could tell that those weren't excuses but the latter's true thoughts.

Only this could explain why Huang Yongtu had shied away from those opportunities despite his primary intention.

A single misstep could lead to an irreversible fall into the abyss. There was simply no retreat for some things in life.
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After hearing Wang Chong's side of the story, Bai Siling and Xu Gan fell silent.

Had Wang Chong never explained these intricacies to them, they wouldn't have been able to decipher them. They could finally see why Wang Chong had chosen to spare Huang Yongtu even though the latter had intended for his death.

"What an irony it is. His hesitation ended up saving him instead!" Xu Gan said deeply.

"Nevertheless, it seems like things are going well for you too!" At this point, Bai Siling suddenly shot a playful glance at Wang Chong and chuckled.

"Spare a Huang Yongtu, and you earned a beautiful lady from the Huang Clan instead."

"Hahaha!" Hearing Bai Siling raise that subject, Xu Gan couldn't help but burst into laughter.

The news that the Huang Clan had sent a doted daughter of theirs to the Wang Clan to wait on Wang Chong had been spreading like wildfire in the capital in recent days.

With most powers in the capital keeping a close eye on the conflict between the Wang Clan and the Huang Clan, it was impossible to hide the matter in the first place.

To be honest, most of them hadn't expected this matter to be resolved with a matrimony. After all, considering that the Huang Clan's doing had nearly cost Wang Chong his life a while back, they had expected the hostility between both clans to run deeper.

It was bizarre that the Wang Clan had chosen to let Huang Yongtu get away with his life, but since both sides had shown the intentions to resolve this matter amicably, and the Huang Clan had taken an extremely humble attitude as well, there was no one who had any qualms about the resolution.

In a way, this was for the best too.

The Wang Clan had managed to earn a great deal of profit, and the Huang Clan was spared from utter destruction. This could be considered as a win-win deal.

"What are you bastards talking about? She's just a guard!" Wang Chong replied awkwardly.

"Hahahaha..." Seeing Wang Chong's embarrassed look, the duo laughed even louder and more heartily.

Wang Chong had always maintained a wise and astute image in front of them. This was truly a rare opportunity to see him being placed in a spot.

Even Xu Gan couldn't help but tease him as well.

"Hmph, you should learn to be content! Great Tang's "Fairy of Dainty Hands", famed for her superior looks and martial arts, is serving as your maid, what else do you want?" Bai Siling said as she glared at Wang Chong.

"Fairy of Dainty Hands?" Wang Chong asked in surprise.

"The famed Fairy of Dainty Hands in the capital is actually Huang Qian-er. She's the most talented offspring of the Huang Clan. You didn't know that?" Seeing the bewilderment on Wang Chong's face, Xu Gan added in interest.

The Huang Clan wasn't of the same standing as the Wang Clan, but it was still a powerful clan in the capital. Among the scions of the upper society in the capital, there was no one who was unaware of the Huang Clan's Fairy of Dainty Hands.

The Zhao Clan's "Spear of Crimson Blaze" Zhao Yatong, the Huang Clan's "Fairy of Dainty Hands" Huang Qian-er... These were figures who possessed incredible prestige within the capital. Possessing both unparalleled beauty and might, they were admired by countless scions.

In terms of reputation, "Fairy of Dainty Hand" Huang Qian-er could fit into the top three among the younger generation, far above "Spear of Crimson Blaze" Zhao Yatong.

This wasn't just because of Huang Qian-er's younger age nor her exquisite appearance, but more importantly, her cultivation was far beyond Zhao Yatong.

"Amidst those fair dainty hands conceal might rivaling the heavens", such were the words used to describe her.

In the past seventy years, Huang Qian-er was the only Huang Clan offspring to master their "Thunderous Resonance of the Dainty Hands"!

It was her?, Wang Chong's heart jolted in astonishment.

He had never expected the young lady whom the Huang Clan had sent to his bedside to wait on him would turn out to be the famous Fairy of Dainty Hands!

In his previous life, Wang Chong had never managed to get into the circles of the scions of upper societies, such as Xu Gan and Bai Siling, and thus, there were many news and information among them that he lacked a thorough understanding of.

Furthermore, when Huang Qian-er walked into his room, she carried a massive silver sword on her back. As a result, Wang Chong had thought that she would specialize in swordsmanship, so he had never thought

——After all, considering the name, the Thunderous Resonance of the Dainty Hands was indubitably a secret art involving one's hands.

However, this wasn't the only thing that had left Wang Chong astonished. Along with the realization of Huang Qian-er's identity, he also recalled another matter closely related to it.

Fairy of Dainty Hands...

In truth, Wang Chong had heard of this name in his previous life before, albeit how far away he was from it then.

The famed offspring of the Huang Clan had created an immense reputation for herself in the previous life, and it was far more impressive than those that were currently known to the world.

Her astounding accomplishment in martial arts had left many of her fellow peers in the dust, and many thought that she might reach achieve great things in the future.

However, that never came to be.

While there was no doubt that the Huang Clan's Thunderous Resonance of Dainty Hands was powerful, it had a fatal flaw to it. It was not without reason that no one had managed to master it in the past seventy years. Huang Qian-er's wilful cultivation of the technique had left an immense trauma on her body.

When she was still younger and her cultivation wasn't too high, the trauma wasn't very apparent, and it didn't hinder her by much.

However, the further she progressed, the greater the trauma grew. Eventually, before she was even twenty-seven, the famed Fairy of Dainty Hands had already breathed her last.

Just like how swiftly she rose, her dethronement was equally abrupt and quick.

Wang Chong had never seen the Fairy of Dainty Hands in person his previous life, but he had heard about her tragic outcome, and he had felt great pity for her as well.

Who could have thought that the Fairty of Dainty Hands would turn out to be Huang Qian-er, and the Huang Clan would actually send her to him. This sure was a curious turn of fate.

"Hmph, not only did you receive a hefty compensation from the Huang Clan, you even scored yourself a beauty. You must be extremely gleeful now!" Bai Siling had been staring at Wang Chong intently, and upon seeing that he had fallen into a daze, she harrumphed in displeasure.

"Why would I?" Meeting Bai Siling's cold gaze, Wang Chong found himself at a loss for words. How did the subject get to this? What he was thinking about was completely different from what Bai Siling was saying!

On the other hand, despite Xu Gan's nonchalant exterior, he was already laughing heartily on the inside. Even a fool could easily see that Bai Siling was being jealous.

"Siling and Wang Chong, I still have some things to attend to so I'll take my leave now. You two can continue whatever you were doing." Xu Gan stood up, and with a vague smile on his face, he bade his farewell.

He wasn't so foolish as to get between the both of them at this moment.

"What do you mean by that? I have nothing to continue with him! I'll be leaving now!" For some reason, Bai Siling abruptly flew into a rage at Xu Gan's words. She abruptly stood up and left without any hesitation.

Upon seeing that sight, Wang Chong was completely stumped.

"A woman's heart sure is indecipherable!"

Only Xu Gan, who had been watching the entire scene from the side, seemed to be able to comprehend what had happened, and he shook his head with a helpless smile.

Nevertheless, the affairs between the both of them should be resolved amongst themselves. Outsiders like him shouldn't interfere in it.

...

Eventually, the tension between the Wang Clan and the Huang Clan gradually calm down, and the curtains finally fell on the incident of Wang Chong's assassination.

As for the Yao Clan and King Qi...

Without sufficient evidence, no matter how certain Wang Chong was of the matter, there was nothing he could do about that. This was also another convention within the upper society.

Nevertheless, the Yao Clan and King Qi also didn't walk out of this matter completely unharmed. While it was impossible to deal with the both of them, their allies weren't as untouchable. In the period when Wang Chong was recuperating from his heavy injuries, they found themselves heavily suppressed.

Making use of the momentum from this incident, King Qi and the Yao Clan's influence in the Bureau of Military Personnel were clipped.

Despite so, in order to appease the Wang Clan, they chose to remain silent on the matter.

Otherwise, that could easily spell a war between both factions.

After all, even the old master of the Wang Clan was incensed over this incident!

...

It's about time for me to return to the training camp!, Wang Chong thought as he gazed at the fleeting clouds above him from the entrance of the Wang Family Residence.

It had been twenty days since the end of the mission, but Wang Chong had yet to return to the training camp to report the end of his mission.

As such, the Halo of Dusk Stallion wasn't in his hand yet.

Since he had already recovered from his injuries and dealt with whatever that was necessary, it should be time for him to return there.

As Little Shadow was still in the midst of his recovery, Wang Chong chose to ride on another steed, and along with Little Shadow, a few guards, and Huang Qian-er, he left for Kunwu Training Camp.

"Let me just make things clear for now. I'll only be responsible for your safety. Don't even dream about making me do anything, I won't agree to it. At most, we'll just go down together!"

Carrying the same silver sword on her back, Huang Qian-er glared at Wang Chong coldly from her steed.

"This lady over here... I don't recall having called you along?" Wang Chong rolled his eyes.

He hadn't asked Huang Qian-er to come along with him, but for some reason, after hearing that he would be returning to the training camp, she immediately asked for a steed from the Huang Clan and tagged along.

"You still dare to say! At this point, does it matter whether you called me along or not?" Huang Qian-er raged furiously before galloping ahead.

"..." Wang Chong fell silent.

That was indeed true. The Huang Clan had entrusted Huang Qian-er to Wang Chong to have the latter wait on him, and one most important aspect of that was to ensure Wang Chong's safety.

In a sense, this was the Huang Clan's attempt at redemption after their involvement in the previous assassination.

On this matter, there was very little Wang Chong could do about it.

Even though Huang Qian-er could be considered as his subordinate, the Huang Clan's orders still took precedence over his.

However, putting aside Huang Qian-er's cold attitude, he had to admit that she was a ravishing beauty.

Her skin was extremely smooth and fair, and there was a slightly translucent quality to it, reminiscent of suet white jade.

Back then, when Wang Chong had taken the Huang Clan's letter from her hand and accidentally touched her skin, the smooth sensation at his fingertip had nearly left a ripple in his heart.

This didn't seem to just be an innate quality she was born with, it seemed to be related to the martial arts she practices as well.

At the same time, she possessed a slender figure with defined curves, elegant, but bewitching at the same time.

Fairy of Dainty Hands!, Wang Chong thought as he glanced at the elegant back before him. Her black, silky hair put up in a bun contrasted deeply with her white robe and fair skin. She resembled a fairy from the heavens, unsullied by the dirt of the mortal world.

Even he couldn't help but be moved for an instant. However, these thoughts and emotions swiftly disappeared from his mind.

Jya!

Pulling on the reins of his steed, he galloped ahead for the training camp.
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After a journey of thirty li through the verdant mountain range, they soon arrived in the perimeter of Kunwu Training Camp.

As Huang Qian-er was not a recruit of the camp, she was not allowed to enter it. Thus, Wang Chong intended to bring her to the Deflecting Blade Manor.

To the east of the training camp, a majestic manor was erected at the top of the neighboring mountain peak. Even from a distance away, the sight of it was still equally striking.

That was Wang Chong's Deflecting Blade Manor.

But for some reason, there was something different about it this time.

"What's going on? Why is it so noisy?" Huang Qian-er frowned. She glanced at the mountain peak before turning to look at Wang Chong questioningly, uncomprehending of what was going on.

Wang Chong had told her that this was his territory, but it seemed like there was a pandemonium ahead.

On the other hand, Wang Chong gazed at the peak ahead silently. He was even more perplexed than Huang Qian-er was.

Not only was the Deflecting Blade Manor his private property, the entire mountain was! Without his permission, there should be no one who could be allowed to enter the area easily.

This was even so after the Deflecting Blade Manor had gained significant prestige among those of Longwei, Shenwei, and Kunwu Training Camp.

On top of that, he had left the Deflecting Blade Manor in the hands of Wei Anfang with a few others to assist him. It had been managed well all along, rarely requiring his worry, so why would there be such chaos there?

What's going on?, Wang Chong thought as he urged his steed ahead for the top of the mountain.

The closer he got to the peak, the louder the ruckus became. Amidst the cacophony, there was a coarse voice that was particularly resounding, reminiscent of the rumbling of thunder.

On the other end of the bicker was a cold and proud voice. Its tone exuded an aura of superiority and dominance, as if everyone before her was mere ants.

However, it seemed to be completely ineffective before the face of the coarse thunder-like voice.

"Princess Ni Huang?" Wang Chong frowned as he recognized the second voice to be that of his nemesis.

As for the coarse voice, Wang Chong had no recollection of it whatsoever, and he was certain that there wasn't a person with such a voice in the Deflecting Blade Manor.

"What is going on?" The more Wang Chong thought about it, the more puzzled he became.

It was clear that the owner of the coarse voice was here to cause trouble, but surprisingly, Princess Ni Huang seemed to be speaking in defense of the Deflecting Blade Manor. This had left Wang Chong deeply astounded.

Galloping ahead, Wang Chong finally reached the entrance of the Deflecting Blade Manor. With everyone's attention captured by the quarreling duo, no one with the exception of one noticed the newly-arrived Wang Chong and Huang Qian-er.

"Gongzi?" Nie Yan's eyes lit up with delight.

From his angle, he had a clear sight of the downward slope beneath the manor. Noticing a presence in his peripheral vision, he shot a casual glimpse over, and to his surprise, it turned out to be Wang Chong.

As if having found a savior, Nie Yan immediately rushed toward Wang Chong.

"Gongzi, you're finally here! I'll call Gao Feng, Wei Anfang, and the others over!" Nie Yan said in agitation.

"There's no hurry for that!" Wang Chong waved his hands to stop Nie Yan from leaving.

"Tell me what's going on first. What is with the ruckus in the Deflecting Blade Manor?"

To be honest, he was disappointed to see the Deflecting Blade Manor in such a mess when he had only been absent for less than a month.

"This..." Nie Yan scratched his head in distress and said, "This... In truth, we aren't too sure what is going on either. Two days ago, a fellow possessing an unbelievably powerful body suddenly appeared at the Deflecting Blade Manor. As soon as he arrived, he demanded to meet you, and his mouth was filled with foul words for you. Some of our brothers couldn't stand it, so they made a move on him. However, none of them was a match for him. Even when we challenged him together later one, we still weren't able to defeat him.

"We told him that you had gone on a mission, and told him to return later on. However, he refused to leave and even threatened to tear down our Deflecting Blade Manor. He got worse and worse with each passing day, and even the Chess Hall had to postpone the examinations. Today, he even went to the extent of blocking our main entrance, preventing anyone who entering or leaving.

"I've reported this matter to Brother Zhao, and after taking a look, he told us that this man is far too strong, and none of us would be a match for him, so we should avoid provoking him for the time being. Thus, we decided to wait until your return. ——So how, do you recognize him?" Nie Yan looked at Wang Chong and asked.

He thought that this matter would be resolved with Wang Chong's return, but why does it seem like Wang Chong didn't recognize that man either?!

At this point, everyone's eyes were on Wang Chong, curious to see what he would do. This was the same for Huang Qian-er as well.

Even though the affairs of the Wang Clan had nothing to do with her, she couldn't help but shake her head in disappointment at this. An enemy had already charged right to their doorstep, and they didn't even know his background?

At this moment, Wang Chong had fallen into deep thoughts. His first reaction was to consider whether this was a doing by the Yao Clan and King Qi or not, but he soon rejected that hypothesis.

It hadn't been long since the ambush, so it was likely that the Yao Clan and King Qi would rein themselves in for the time being. If they were wise, they would avoid provoking the Wang Clan for the time being. As such, they wouldn't resort to such an unrefined ploy.

But if the culprit wasn't the Yao Clan and King Qi, who else could it be?

"Let's go and take a look!" Wang Chong finally said after a moment later.

Galloping ahead on his steed, he headed toward to center of the conflict.

"You bastard, I'm telling you to get out of the way! I am a princess of Great Tang, what you are doing here is a heinous crime!"

"Hah, are you trying to scare me? So what if you're a princess! Tell me, which statute in Great Tang states that blocking a door is a heinous crime? Why don't you point it out and enlighten us on it?"

"Audacious, how dare you disrespect a member of the royal family! Just wait and see, I'll have you exiled to the borders!"

"Go ahead and do so then, I'd love to have that happen. Do you think that I came here willingly? ..."

……

...

From the back of his steed, Wang Chong was able to see past the crowd from his higher point of view. At the entrance of the Deflecting Blade Manor, he saw a man powerfully-built like a bear blocking the entrance.

His hands were outstretched in a 大 shape, blocking half of the gateway.

Huge!, Wang Chong exclaimed within.

He had never seen such a man with such a huge physique before. Iron-like muscles were bulging from his body, creating a formidable presence.

Before him, everyone seemed no different from a child standing in front of an adult.

It wasn't like he had never seen individuals with massive physique before. Iron Cloak Li could be considered as one of them, but even he was a head shorter than this man.

2.1... no, he's at least 2.2 meters!, Wang Chong was astonished.

Even if one were to search throughout Great Tang, it would be difficult to find a person with a height of 2 meters, needless to say 2.2 meters!

His enormous physique complemented by powerful disposition, giving others the impression of indomitability.

As for the one he was bickering with...

Wang Chong glanced at Princess Ni Huang and the old nanny beside her, who seemed to have sustained some fresh injuries. From the looks of it, it didn't seem like she was intentionally helping him.

After the incident regarding "Li Yichao's defeat", Princess Ni Huang became determined to uncover and obtain Wang Chong's non-existent "secret intelligence network. In order to do so, she decided to stick with him to bother him.

However, in the past month, Wang Chong had been assigned on a mission, and as a noble princess of the royal family, how could she be willing to follow him to the wilderness and dirty herself?

Thus, she decided to simply continue frequenting the Deflecting Blade Manor and cause a bit of trouble here and there, in hopes of exerting pressure on Wang Chong and forcing him to submit. It was fortunate that her ties with Marchioness Yi had kept her in check, preventing her from doing anything overboard.

She had arrived at the Deflecting Blade Manor this morning, as per her usual routine, only to find a giant blocking her way. Given such, it was no wonder that she would fly into a rage.

"Gongzi!"

Wei Anfang, who had been trying to mediate the situation, suddenly noticed Wang Chong, whose presence was rather conspicuous given that he was seated atop a steed, putting him a head higher than the others, and his eyes immediately lit up in agitation.

Weng!

Wei Anfang's "gongzi" caught everyone's attention, and as if a rock had been thrown into a calm lake, countless agitated eyes immediately turned in the direction of Wei Anfang's gaze.

"Gongzi!"

"Gongzi!"

"Gongzi!"

"This is great! Everyone, look! Gongzi is finally back!"

……

...

The furious faces from a moment ago lit up in delight upon seeing Wang Chong.

Even the duo in conflict, Princess Ni Huang and the massive man, turned their heads over as well.

In an instant, Wang Chong became the center of attention.

He was indubitably the spiritual leader of the Deflecting Blade Manor, the man whom everyone fell back on whenever a major crisis occurs. After several days of frustration under the doings of this bulky man, they were delighted to see him once more.

"Lad, you're finally here!" Princess Ni Huang harrumphed coldly before walking aside without any hesitation.

Since Wang Chong had arrived, she would leave it up to him to deal with that man. After all, she had no intention of serving as his shield.

"I've kept you waiting." Wang Chong said with a bitter smile.

He knew that there was no point delaying the matter, so he leaped off the back of his steed and stepped forward.

"Hahaha, brat! You are finally here!"

A thunderous voice roared, and the massive figure standing in front of the Deflecting Blade Manor stepped away from the entrance, headed for Wang Chong.

Hua!

Wherever that brawny man walked toward, the crowd would hurriedly retreat as if avoiding a plague. Over the past three days, the crowd here had gained a deep understanding of the capabilities of the bulky man before them.

Even if they were to coordinate with one another, they still weren't a match for them. Given so, how could they possibly dare to stand in his path?

In an instant, a pathway leading straight to Wang Chong had been opened up.

"You are Wang Chong, right? I don't care who you are, but you better deploy me back to the northwest or else you won't hear the end of me! I, Li Siye, will not be a servant for scions like you!"

That brawny man's rough voice was overflowing with rage. Standing before Wang Chong, his arm, which was even larger than Wang Chong's thigh, darted forth with a speed as swift as lightning as his hand reached for the latter's head.
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This grab was incredibly fast and filled with incomparable might.


"Stop!"


In that split moment, a white silhouette abruptly stepped in between Wang Chong and the brawny man, and with a resounding blast, a slender hand stopped the big man’s arm.


Boom!


A powerful shockwave diffused into the surroundings, whipping up a furious gale. Under the immense force, it was difficult to even keep one's eyes open. Everyone was forced to take several steps back.


Huang Qian-er's face paled, and she hurriedly retreated several steps to ward off the force from the collision. Her breathing became ragged.


On the other hand, the huge man remained completely unmoved, like a mountain fixed in place.


"Oh? Seems like I have underestimated you, young lass. You do possess some capability. Come, take another palm of mine!" the brawny man exclaimed in surprise, and his face turned grim.


Boom! Abruptly charging forward, his massive arms reached out to grab at Huang Qian-er.


This grab was different from the one before. It wielded a might so immense that it seemed like it could overturn the heavens, unstoppable by anything.


This strength far surpassed that of any True Martial realm experts. Even among the Three Great Training Camps, only a handful of the instructors would be able to withstand this attack.


"Stop!" Looking at Huang Qian-er's pale face but tightly-pursed lips before him, seemingly unwilling to step aside, Wang Chong finally bellowed furiously.


Weng!


The incredible momentum behind that attack abruptly came to a halt, and the immense hands stopped just a chi away from Huang Qian-er's head.


Hu, breaths of relief could be heard from the surroundings. That immense force that the big man commanded felt like a huge boulder weighing down on everyone else, depriving them of their ability to breathe.


"Brat, what do you intend to do?" the brawny man harrumphed as he pulled back his arm. With a pair of sharp eyes, he stared at Wang Chong with open hostility.


At this moment, he was bursting with rage. The life he sought was stopped in its tracks due to the mere whim of a scion in the capital. When he received the news from the frontlines, he nearly went on a destructive rampage.


The three days in the Deflecting Blade Manor didn't quench his fury; if anything, it further fueled it.


Since this brat went to the extent of pulling some strings to have him deployed back to the capital, he wanted to see what he was up to!


On the other hand, even though Wang Chong was staring at the brawny man before him with a nonchalant expression, his mind was in turmoil.


"Li Siye!" The two words that the brawny man howled echoed endlessly in Wang Chong's mind.


The man before him was the Invincible Great General Li Siye!


Wang Chong had never thought that the furious man who was causing a ruckus in front of his Deflecting Blade Manor would turn out to be the much-anticipated Li Siye!


In the history of the empire, there were very few who had managed to climb to the position of Great General, and those who did were all masters of warfare.


It should have been impossible for anyone to obtain that esteemed position with just brute strength and valiance, but Li Siye had broken this convention!


In the long history of Great Tang, he was the only one who had managed to become a Great General based on his superior martial arts, putting him on equal standing with Fumeng Lingcha, Go Seonji, Geshu Han, Zhang Shougui, Zhangchou Jianqiong, and the others.


While he was still beneath the others in terms of influence and prestige, it was still an unassailable fact that he had become one of the esteemed Great Generals of Great Tang!


Part of this could be attributed to his charisma. Despite his lack of understanding of warfare, his incredible might and valiance allowed him to single-handedly raise the morale of an entire army, granting them the momentum to reverse a dire situation!


"When Li Siye stands, the empire stands!"


"So long as Li Siye is undefeated, the empire is infallible!"...


His ferocious roars that echoed throughout the battlefields bring courage to his allies and fear to his enemies.


His presence was the cornerstone of the army. No matter how strong an enemy they faced, no matter how dire a situation stood before them, Li Siye's army always stood unwaveringly.


The army he commanded was as fierce as he was, and they always stood as the infallible fortress halting the progress of their enemy, bringing hope to those they protected.


There was no one in history who were like him, influencing the morale of an entire army based on just valor itself, turning the soldiers who pursued him into unstoppable berserkers of the battlefield!


Through this commanding power, he reversed the tides of the battle, bringing seemingly impossible victories to Great Tang time and time again, thus eventually giving rise to the title of his Conferment, "Invincible Great General"!


Li Siye might not understand warfare, but the incredible strength he commanded allowed him to neglect any tactics and crush his enemies in a direct confrontation.


Based on what Wang Chong remembered in his previous life, even the bravest and most formidable of enemies ended up stopping hesitantly in the face of the Invincible Great General!


In order to reshape the military of the empire, Li Siye was an important ally he had to rally to his side regardless of the cost. It was to the point that Wang Chong even went to the extent of tapping into his connection with King Song in order to have the Bureau of Military Personnel deploy the latter under him.


From that, it could be seen how highly he regarded Li Siye.


Just that, Wang Chong had never expected the future Invincible Great General to appear before him in such a fashion.


Despite the other party's resounding reputation in the previous life, Wang Chong never had the opportunity to meet him, so this was their first encounter.


King Song has really brought him to me!, Wang Chong thought excitedly.


As King Song hadn't informed him of the matter in advance, this had come as a huge surprise.


As Wang Chong gazed into the furious expression of the future Invincible Great General, several thoughts ran through his mind, and he swiftly understood what was going on.


Born a warrior, the only thing Li Siye had in mind was battle.


He had spent the first half of his life training diligently, silently growing stronger. Even as his capabilities matured, the only wish he had was to guard the borders of the empire and do what he did best.


Eastern Han's Ban Chao had once spoken these grand words, "How could a man allow himself to trapped amidst cutting pens, blinded by paltry gains?", and bravely devoted his body to protecting the borders. His efforts had helped pave his country's way into the Western Regions, earning him everlasting prestige.


This was also how the story of "abandoning the pen and donning the armor" came about.


"A man should be buried amidst galloping steeds and the corpses of enemies, how could I slowly wither on this bedframe?" With those words, Xin Dynasty's Ma Yuan devoted his entire life to fighting by the borders, and while he eventually died in the middle of the battlefield, his spirit had kindled the souls of many to come.


Li Siye shared the same ambitions and goals as those old patriots as well. He wished to dedicate his life to the borders and devote his proficiencies to leading the country to higher grounds.


"Should my homeland fall to ruins, let it begin from me!"


Wang Chong could still remember the last words of the Invincible Great General when Great Tang fell into ruins.


Li Siye had devoted his entire life to trying to salvage the broken Central Plains, and when the darkness of the night set in, he was the only ray of light remaining in this world.


His fall, just like his prophecy, signified the inevitable descent of a once powerful empire into the annals of history!


Wang Chong never had the opportunity to meet the Invincible Great General back in those desolate times, but those sincere distraught words from him had been etched deep into his heart.


That was a true military man!


Through practical actions, he showed the world what his convictions, even up to the point of his death.


There were few whom Wang Chong admired, but the Invincible Great General had won his earnest respect!


This was also the reason why Wang Chong had tapped into his connections with King Song to have the Bureau of Military Personnel deploy the other party to him.


Looking at the brawny man before him, an indomitable figure emerged in his view, and in a moment of daze, it seemed to overlap with Li Siye, leaving Wang Chong with a complex expression.


He probably still doesn't know anything at all!, Wang Chong sighed.


Li Siye's current goal was to enter the Western Regions and dominate the battlefield. Yet, through using underhanded means, Wang Chong had dragged him into the capital, the land of decadence.


This was contrary to what Li Siye had always stood for, so it was no wonder why he was so furious at these manipulations.


To start off on a bad foot right from the start, it seemed like it wouldn't be an easy task for him to rally the Invincible Great General to his side.


"You have misunderstood!" Wang Chong suddenly spoke up. His voice was calm, seemingly unworried about the situation at all.


"I didn't summon you here to have you serve as a servant or a fighter. Rest assured, I won't order you around and force you into anything you don't want to.


"I have the deepest of respect for valiant soldiers like you who have devoted their lives to the battlefield. However, how could one brave through the battlefield without a set of handy equipment? As such, in admiration of your deeds, I wish to offer you a gift."


"Brat, what nonsense are you spouting before me? Do you take me to be a three-year-old child? What kind of weapon does the military lack that I need a child like you to offer me?" The towering Li Siye glared at Wang Chong menacingly.


In his view, Wang Chong's words were nothing more than a cheap excuse. How could he possibly believe such blatant lies?


"Hehe!" On the other hand, Wang Chong chuckled lightly, paying no heed to Li Siye's rage.


"Have you ever heard of Wootz steel?"


"What Wootz steel or Blue Steel, don't even try to fool me with such shallow lies!" Li Siye flung his sleeves in annoyance. He didn't feel the slightest goodwill to the cosseted young brat before him.


"Hahaha!"


However, upon hearing Li Siye's words, a bizarre expression began creeping onto the faces of the crowd gathered in the area. Some of them even began clutching their stomachs and laughing uncontrollably, as if they had heard the funniest joke in their life.


In the capital, there was not a single person who hadn't heard of the might of the Wootz steel swords, or their maker. And yet, Li Siye thought that Wang Chong was trying to hoodwink him.


Many of those here had suffered a great deal under Li Siye's oppression over the past few days, so how could they miss this opportunity to mock him?


Just because he was just that bit stronger than the rest, that bastard toyed with them as if they were mere monkeys. He even went to the extent of even blocking the entrance to the Deflecting Blade Manor today, hindering their passageway.


Yet, to think that such a "formidable figure" would turn out to just be an ignorant oaf!


__________________________


Translator’s Note:


“Pen” refers to the razor sharp knives used to carve words onto wooden scrolls back in that era. By cutting pen, it actually hints at the officials engaging in politics, sending indictments to harm one another with their brushes for their own personal interest.
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Wang Chong chose not to say anything much.

Li Siye had spent most of his time at the northern borders of the empire, so it was natural that he hadn't heard of Wootz steel. The crowd was only venting their frustrations at the several days of oppression.

Klang!

Not even bothering with words, Wang Chong drew the sword at his waist, and with a casual flick of his wrist, a boulder on the ground was cleanly split into halves.

On the faces where it was cut, the surface was as smooth as a mirror.

After doing this, Wang Chong casually flicked his Wootz steel sword and returned it to its scabbard calmly.

"This, is the Wootz steel sword," Wang Chong said impassively.

There were no words that could be more powerful than facts. No matter how excellently Wang Chong described the Wootz steel sword, there was nothing that was more convincing than a slice of his sword.

Standing opposite of Wang Chong, Li Siye was utterly astounded.

Wang Chong's sword was extremely light. Li Siye could tell that the other party had barely used any strength behind his slash, and he hadn't utilized his sword qi or Stellar Energy in the slash either!

Yet, the sword still went through the boulder easily, as if it was simply slicing through a blob of tofu.

Li Siye was no expert swordsmith, but that didn't mean that he was ignorant. There was no doubt that the weapon in Wang Chong's hands was anything but ordinary.

Looking at the smooth face of the boulder, Li Siye muttered to himself in shock, "What a sharp sword!" 

As a soldier, he had seen many top-notch swords with astonishing sharpness wielded by the commanders and generals, but there were none that came close to the prowess displayed by the sword in Wang Chong's hands.

In that instant, even Li Siye had no choice but to admit that he was moved.

On the battlefield, one wouldn't face a lack of armored opponents. There were even those who wore armor forged out of Xuan metal, and ordinary weapons would hardly leave a dent in them.

Clashing with such opponents was extremely tiring and tricky, especially when it came to armored cavalry.

Only those who had engaged in the bloodshed of a battlefield would understand the true significance of a good weapon.

As a warrior, Li Siye had tried to seek a good weapon for himself too, but his humble background left him with no connections or financial ability to do so.

On top of that, he possessed a far stronger constitution than others. Ordinary weapons in the marketplace simply weren't suitable for him. Thus, after some time, Li Siye eventually had no choice but to give up.

But the weapon in Wang Chong's hands...

If he had such a weapon on the battlefield, he was confident that there would be no opponent who could stand in his way. He would be able to bring out the full extent of his ability and contribute better to his country.

"It's a pity that your weapon is too short!" Li Siye muttered subconsciously under his breath.

But regardless of how sharp the weapon in Wang Chong's hands were, it was simply too short at only three chi long, making it unsuitable for a man of his physique. Wielding a sword that was unsuitable for him would only end up restricting his movements instead.

"Hahaha, the length isn't a problem at all. I can always have it specially crafted to your needs!" Wang Chong's sharp ears caught wind of Li Siye's muttering, and he roared heartily in laughter.

From the very start, Wang Chong had already considered this aspect.

The most ferocious of tiger should be paired with the sharpest of claws!

The reason why Wang Chong brought Li Siye over wasn't to subordinate and restrict him, but to aid him in reaching heights he had never achieved in his previous life.

Not only would Wang Chong pair him with a Wootz steel sword perfect for his build, he would also have the sturdiest armor forged for him once Cousin Wang Liang shipped back the iron meteorites from overseas, as well as gift him the best of steeds!

The Invincible Great General of the previous life was valiant, but he lacked defensive capability. It had been a problem from the time he started off as a low-ranked soldier.

As an offensively-minded warrior, he would tend to exchange injury for injury, resulting in wounds heaping up on his body. By the time he was conferred as the Invincible Great General, his body was already filled with cuts and scars, and there was hardly a patch of unharmed skin on him.

His ultimate demise couldn't be said to be unrelated to the traumas and internal damage he had accumulated over the years, either.

Thus, Wang Chong intended to make up for this weakness of his. On top of forging a top-notch Wootz steel sword and rallying an army for him, he would have the toughest armor that could withstand the attack of any enemies crafted for him, as well!

Li Siye’s eyes gleamed with desire for a short moment, but in the next, he woke up from his reverie.

"Hmph! Brat, do you expect me to believe you to be so kindhearted?" Li Siye glared at Wang Chong coldly.

There was no such thing as a free lunch in the world. How could Wang Chong possibly have him deployed over here from the northern barracks just to gift him a top-notch sword for nothing?

An unfounded solicitude could only have malicious intentions concealed behind it!

"Hahaha, you're right! Indeed, I do have something to ask of you. As long as you accomplish several tasks for me, not only will I give you a Wootz steel sword, I will even have the sturdiest of armors forged for you! On top of that, I will even have you deployed to the barrack of your liking at the end of the matter!" Wang Chong chuckled.

He was aware of the current dissatisfaction Li Siye harbored towards him. His act of forcefully having Li Siye deployed here was indeed a little despicable from the other party's point of view, so he hadn't expected the other party to put his trust in him at the very start.

For the time being, he would have Li Siye stay by his side and slowly find ways to convince the other party to aid him in his mission.

"Hmph, as I expected!" Li Siye sneered coldly, having anticipated this.

"If my intelligence is accurate, you are only a Ten Man Squad Leader in Beiting at the moment, right? If you wish to climb to higher heights, you will have to sharpen your edge first. Think about it, you won't waste much time following me for three months. Also, don't you want to be deployed to the Western Protectorate Manor? If you still wish for it at the end of the three months, I will use my connections to make it happen!" Wang Chong offered with a smile.

"How did you know that?" Li Siye's face warped in shock after hearing Wang Chong's words.

He was a soldier of the Beiting Protectorate Manor, but his dream was to emulate the actions of Fu Jiezi and Ban Chao back then, and dominate the battlefields of the Western Regions.

However, the Western Regions were filled with the Hu, so the Western Protectorate Manor never recruited straight from the region. Most of the soldiers were mainly deployed there from the Western Regions Protectorate Manor and Beiting Protectorate Manor by the royal court.

Li Siye had reported at the Western Region Protectorate Manor, thinking that there would be a good chance that he would be deployed to the Western Protectorate Manor due to proximity to it. However, who knew that he would end up being deployed to Beiting instead!

Even though there were wars to be fought in Beiting, the region was mainly peaceful. The Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates were not ready to wage war on Great Tang yet, so they were still mainly engaging in diplomacy with the Great Tang at the current point. As a result, there were only minor skirmishes in the area.

Thus, Li Siye wasn't able to find any outlet to utilize the fearsome prowess he had trained hard for in Beiting, and it frustrated him deeply.

His current greatest wish was to get into the Western Protectorate Manor and fulfill his dreams at the war-torn Western Regions.

Wang Chong's Wootz steel might have sparked his desire, but what had convinced him was the offer made at the very end.

"... Brat, you aren't jesting with me, are you? Do you really wield the power to do so?" Li Siye gazed at Wang Chong intently.

"Since I was able to deploy you here from Beiting, do you think that it will be difficult for me to send you to the Western Regions?" Wang Chong chuckled softly.

Li Siye's eyes lit up upon hearing those words. Indeed! Since the young man before him was able to drag him here from Beiting, surely sending him to the Western Regions wouldn't be a problem.

So long as he could successfully get into the Western Protectorate Manor, tolerating what he would face in the next three months didn't feel like much of a deal anymore

In the next instant, Li Siye's gaze fell on the sword hanging by Wang Chong's waist...

He couldn't help but feel tempted.

All heroes adored a good weapon, and Li Siye was the same. However, with his current means, there was no way he could procure a weapon of the caliber Wang Chong had shown.

A sword that could easily split a boulder into two just by its sheer sharpness, how could Li Siye not be moved by the offer?

"Brat, tell me what do you intend me to do? I will just tell you straight up, don't even dream of making me commit despicable acts for you! I, Li Siye, will never commit atrocious deeds for you!" Li Siye said with clear determination.

Even the most righteous of men wouldn't turn away wealth and power, but they wouldn't lower themselves to obtain those. A true man should live righteously and never turn his back on his conscience!

No matter how much Li Siye wanted to head to the Western Regions to build a name for himself, no matter how much he wanted the Wootz steel sword, he would never go against his principles for that!

"Don't worry, I will never make you do such things!" Wang Chong reassured him confidently.

As the saying goes, "Better to fight upright than to beg with a bent back". Even in his humblest moments, he still chose to adamantly stick with his principles.

This was what a true hero was!

Li Siye might not be the Invincible Great General he was in his previous life yet, but his words had already won Wang Chong's admiration.

Even if Li Siye never achieved the heights he had in his previous life, his character was more than worthy of respect.

"Hmph!" Unaware of Wang Chong's thoughts, Li Siye harrumphed coldly.

He had less than a favorable view of the nobles of Great Tang. He had known them as despicable men who oppressed the weak and engaged in decadent lifestyles.

"Speak, what do you want me to do?"

"You will know when," Wang Chong chuckled softly.

How could he possibly know what he wanted Li Siye to do for him at the spur of the moment? The three months was just a means for him to keep the latter by his side for the time being!

He would just have to think of something later on.

Of course, Wang Chong had considered giving him a longer deadline, such as two or three years or something. However, considering the resentment Li Siye harbored towards him at the moment, that was probably out of question.

I will just have to think of something later on…, Wang Chong thought as he walked under Li Siye's arm and into the Deflecting Blade Manor.

...This fellow was simply too tall!

________________

Translator’s Notes:

Fu Jiezi was a figure from Western Han era. He was known for assassinating the King of Loulan Kingdom, thus breaking apart a collaboration them, the Xiongnu, and the Kucha.

Ban Chao is a figure in the Eastern Han era. He was a famous general who helped the Eastern Han empire gain control over the Tarim Basin and stabilize the Western Regions.

For reference purposes, the Western Han era (~late BC) came right before the Eastern Han era (~early AD). The Tang Dynasty was founded in AD618 and the current timeline should be around AD700+.
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After some contemplation, Li Siye decided to just go along with things for the moment, so he turned around and followed Wang Chong into the Deflecting Blade Manor as well. Since Wang Chong had already deployed him here, he couldn't return to the army at the moment, anyway.


So until Wang Chong fulfilled his promise and sent him to the Western Protectorate Manor, he would have to stay here for the time being.


And if this fellow dared lie to him, he would make sure to teach the little punk how fearsome his wrath could be! So what if Wang Chong was a scion? All of that meant nothing to him!


"To think that huge guy would be convinced by gongzi so easily. I thought that there would be a huge fight!"


"Heh, look at that fellow's size! A Wootz steel sword forged to his physique should at least be twice as large as an ordinary one. That's several tens of thousands of gold taels over there, would you reject the offer if you were him?"


"Stop spouting nonsense over there. When have you encountered anything which gongzi has been unable to resolve?"


"Indeed. Abutong is the son of Great General Abusi, but he was still subdued and hung on a tree, and he didn't even dare to retaliate after that!"...


Discussions could be heard from the crowd. Most expressed disappointment after seeing the matter resolved so easily, but there was one question that plagued their minds. Why did gongzi have such a high appraisal of that huge fellow?


Li Siye? They had never heard of this person before!


If the other party was truly capable, surely his name wouldn't go unnoticed in the capital. Yet, Wang Chong was using a Wootz steel sword to get on good terms with him!


During the discussions, no one noticed a beautiful young man possessing extraordinarily fair skin and slender limbs watching the entire scene by the corner.


"It seems like that fellow... does possess some capability. To think that he would be able to overcome this crisis as well!" Xu Chong, or to be more exact, the disguised Xu Qiqin, gazed at the entrance of the Deflecting Blade Manor with a peculiar glint in her eyes.


She had been around the past few days while that towering man made a fuss. However, she didn't get involved in the matter, choosing to just watch the spectacle from afar.


It was not out of disdain for Wang Chong that she chose not to help, but because Xu Qiqin had noticed the exceptionally powerful military aura that the man commanded.


There had been many complaints in the Deflecting Blade Manor during the past few days over this matter. Everyone was saying that when Wang Chong returned, they would get to deploy the experts of their own clans to teach that bastard a lesson, so as to vent their frustrations.


But Xu Qiqin had always viewed the fellows who made those comments with scorn and disdain, thinking that they were simply too incapable.


They didn't even bother to gauge the depths of the other party's capability before challenging him, thinking that they could win just by outnumbering him.


If they were to really do so, Xu Qiqin was certain that they would have spent the next dozen days lying in bed.


Even the old nanny by Princess Ni Huang's side was unable to subdue that man, how could a bunch of youngsters possibly be a match for him?


"Young mistress, it seems like the show is over," a maid standing beside Xu Qiqin remarked.


"Hmph, what's the hurry? I don't believe that I won't be able to defeat him!" Xu Qiqin replied confidently.


While Wang Chong was carrying out his mission, she hadn't been slacking around either.


Over the past month, she had been devoting her time to refining her chess skill. Under her hard work, her proficiency on the chessboard had risen several notches.


No matter what, she was determined to destroy Wang Chong this time around, and return the humiliation from before.


"... Also, lass, how many times have I told you not to call me young mistress?" Xu Qiqin berated as she slapped the latter on her head.


"Yes, young mistress!! I-I mean, yes, gongzi!" Under the slap, the maid immediately answered obediently. Nevertheless, a slight smile still remained on her face.


The master and servant followed behind the crowd into the Deflecting Blade Manor, and after turning some corridors, they arrived at the majestic Chess Hall and headed right to the second floor.


------


It didn't take long for the mess in the Deflecting Blade Manor to be cleaned up. In just a few short moments, a huge amount of resources were transported into manor.


Those broken tables and chairs were replaced, and seasonal fruits of differing colors were laid out all over the manor, allowing any passers-by to take a bite of them.


The archery field, cavalry field, training grounds... These were also tidied up.


This was the first time Huang Qian-er had visited the Deflecting Blade Manor, so everything she saw felt extremely novel to her.


Within the Three Great Training Camps, the most popular area at the very moment was none other than the Deflecting Blade Manor. It had drawn in a huge number of recruits, not just from Kunwu, but from Shenwei and Longwei as well.


Its reputation was synonymous with prestige, not just because of Wang Chong's halo, but due to the existence of the spirit vein behind it as well.


More importantly, prestigious nobles from the upper echelons of the capital were gathered in here, and even an esteemed princess was a frequent guest here.


However, what was unique about the Deflecting Blade Manor was that even youths from humble backgrounds were accepted into it! Rumors had it that this was the intention of Duke Jiu.


It was known that Duke Jiu liked to promote and groom capable youths, so many thought that it was Duke Jiu's intention that Wang Chong do so.


Those talented individuals strived hard in the Deflecting Blade Manor, hoping that they could gain an opportunity to meet Duke Jiu and win his favor. If they could impress Duke Jiu and possibly win his recommendation, they might even get a chance to seek an audience with the venerated Sage Emperor, and forge their path ahead in Great Tang.


It was just a matter of time before a man like that rose to become an influential figure of Great Tang. In view of that, background and that sort of thing seemed to pale in comparison.


As a result of that, it was only in the Deflecting Blade Manor where one could see the bizarre sight of esteemed scions of the most prestigious clans getting along with the recruits from the humblest of backgrounds.


Huang Qian-er had long heard of such rumors, but this was the first time she saw this in person.


"Has the Wang Clan's wealth reached such an extent?" Huang Qian-er gasped as her gaze swept across the resplendent buildings, exquisite architecture, and extravagant refurbishment of the Deflecting Blade Manor.


The pillars were coated with a layer of real gold, the roofs were embedded with invaluable Night Illumination Pearls, and the stairs were crafted from white marble with agate and red coral to accentuate it.


Any single one of those could easily fetch an exorbitant price if sold outside, but in the Deflecting Blade Manor, there were merely the simplest of ornaments.


And those colorful fruits as well; they were literally worth gold in the capital. The price for each of them were counted in taels. Yet, carriages and carriages of them were transported into the Deflecting Blade Manor, free for anyone to take.


Pomegranates, grapes, and walnuts from the Western Regions, date palms and figs from the Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu, as well as blueberries, apples, and lemons from even further places... They were all readily available in the Deflecting Blade Manor.


Huang Qian-er might not have a thorough understanding of the circumstances surrounding the Wang Clan, but she did know that the Wang Clan was known for its incorruptibility. However, all of these things were worth an astronomical sum, and it shouldn't be a cost which the Wang Clan was able to bear.


And in truth, the cost was indeed not borne by the Wang Clan. It was earned single-handedly by the young man walking beside her.


Had another incorruptible clan suddenly been found with such a huge mass of wealth, they would have surely been furiously impeached by the censors in the royal court by now. However, such a thing didn't happen to the Wang Clan.


That was because everyone knew that the young man had obtained everything through legitimate means.


A single Wootz steel sword could be sold from seventy to several hundred thousand gold taels. That was a sum comparable to the total wealth of a fairly large merchant clan in the capital!


In other words, the wealth Wang Chong possessed as an individual had already far surpassed the combined wealth of many prestigious clans in the capital!


"What are you thinking of?" a voice suddenly sounded beside Huang Qian-er.


Huang Qian-er turned to the side and saw Wang Chong staring at her with an intrigued look on his face. Ever since entering the Deflecting Blade Manor, Wang Chong noticed that the other party hadn't spoken a word at all, and her mind seemed to be drifting somewhere far away.


"Nothing much." Huang Qian-er shook her head as she reverted to the usual cold face she wore, seemingly unwilling to speak a single word more to Wang Chong.


"Heh!" Wang Chong chuckled, paying no heed to Huang Qian-er's coldness.


With many hands working together under the coordination of Wei Anfang, order swiftly returned to the Deflecting Blade Manor.


The current Deflecting Blade Manor was slightly different from the one Wang Chong remembered before leaving for his mission.


He noticed that there were many additions to the refurbishment, such as pearls, agates, and jade here and there... Wang Chong had initiated this, but before long, with the momentum of a rolling snowball, more and more items were added into the Deflecting Blade Manor.


Without a doubt, these were brought here by the scions registered under the Deflecting Blade Manor.


Wang Chong had no qualms about such happening; if anything, he welcomed it with open arms. Even though he had founded the Deflecting Blade Manor, he had intended to build it with a warm atmosphere, so as to cultivate a sense of belonging to it among the members, letting them view it as their second home.


For this custom to continue, the effort shouldn't just come on his part. If he were to choose to center the Deflecting Blade Manor around him, it would surely fall swiftly with his departure.


What Wang Chong wanted to construct was an organization that could continuously produce rising generals skilled in the art of warfare according to his design and vision, even without him facilitating the operations.


"Right, I forgot to ask you. With your capability, you should have enrolled into the Three Great Training Camps, right? Which one did you join?" Wang Chong asked.


It was just a casual question, but Huang Qian-er's complexion immediately darkened. In that instant, Wang Chong realized that he had spoken wrongly.


"Shenwei, but I am no longer a recruit there." Huang Qian-er spat coldly as she glared at Wang Chong with eyes that could kill. "My clan has already forced me to withdraw from it!"


Wang Chong was immediately plunged into an awkward situation. There was no doubt that the Huang Clan had forced her to withdraw from Shenwei due to his matter.


"I can help you get back in if you want to..."


"There is no need for that! The ladies of the Huang Clan abide by their promises. Since I have already chosen this path, I won't look back anymore!" Huang Qian-er interjected without any hesitation, but her eyes were still filled with resentment.


In truth, she had already planned out her future perfectly, but this conflict had abruptly changed the trajectory of her life.


For the respected Fairy of Dainty Hands to be forced to pull out from Shenwei Training Camp to serve as Wang Chong's bodyguard and servant, how could Huang Qian-er possibly not feel any resentment towards him?


But she was an extremely proud person. Indignant as she might be, since she had already given her word to her clan, she would definitely carry it out, regardless of whether she liked it or not!
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Wang Chong was also put in an awkward position. Huang Qian-er was an unexpected victim from the conflict between the Wang and the Huang Clan, and even Wang Chong didn't have the power to reverse it.


However, he had no intention of chasing her away, either.


If the renowned Fairy of Dainty Hands were to serve as his bodyguard, he would be much safer then before. On top of that, there was a fatal flaw in the Thunderous Resonance of the Dainty Hands that Huang Qian-er cultivated.


However, Huang Qian-er was filled with hostility for him, so it was unlikely that anything he said would be able to get through to her. He would have to find a suitable opportunity to warn her of the matter.


"Gongzi, gongzi..."


Just as Wang Chong was in deep thoughts, a voice suddenly sounded in his ear. Turning around, he saw Wei Anfang panting heavily by his side, seemingly having sprinted anxiously to get to him.


"Anfang, what is wrong?" Wang Chong asked.


It couldn't be that Princess Nihuang or Li Siye was causing trouble for him once more?


The only ones who could leave Wang Chong with a huge headache in the Deflecting Blade Manor were those two!


"Gongzi, do you remember Xu Chong?" Wei Anfang asked anxiously.


"Xu Chong?" Wang Chong blinked his eyes blankly. Wasn't that the name Xu Qiqin of the capital's Xu Clan assumed to sneak into his Deflecting Blade Manor?


The previous time she challenged the Chess Hall, he had intentionally made things difficult for her, passing the others except for her. Could she be up to something once more?


"As gongzi was out for too long, I made arrangements for the recruits to be tested in the Chess Hall today so as to sort out the next batch that would be heading to the spirit vein. However, Xu Chong, making use of gongzi's absence, took the initiative to challenge the students of the Chess Hall and defeated all of them!


"That isn't all! He also challenged the examiners of the Chess Hall and defeated them as well. Now, he is waiting in the Chess Hall, saying that he wants to challenge you!" Wei Anfang said.


Wei Anfang wasn't sure what the relationship between Wang Chong and Xu Chong was, but it was clear that gongzi seemed to be bent on preventing Xu Chong from passing his test. Otherwise, given Xu Chong's proficiency in chess, he couldn't have failed the examination while so many other recruits passed.


Perhaps due to that incident then, Xu Chong had decided to return to make things difficult for Wang Chong!


"What?" Wang Chong frowned in surprise.


He hadn't expected Xu Qiqin to go to the extent of challenging everyone in the Chess Hall. However, he soon understood the intentions behind her actions.


She was likely to still be holding a grudge over the matter back then, so she chose to defeat everyone in the Chess Hall so as to prove her abilities. If Wang Chong were to pass someone else, but still fail her, that would bring his judgement into question.


On the other hand, if he were to pass her, that could be considered her 'victory' in this fight.


Xu Qiqin was using such a method to protest against him, as well as to corner him!


"What an arrogant fellow she is!" Having understood Xu Qiqin's intentions, Wang Chong couldn't help but chuckle softly inside..


He had known that the talented young lady of the Xu Clan was a proud person and wouldn't sit idly in the face of injustice, but he hadn't really expected her to come back at him in such a manner.


However, she had made a major miscalculation.


To challenge him in a match of weiqi... Not even the legendary old general of Great Tang was able to defeat him, let alone her!


"Haha, let's go and take a look." Placing his hands behind his back, Wang Chong began walking towards the Chess Hall leisurely with a smile on his lips.


------


Boom!


Wang Chong could feel the incredible bustle in the Chess Hall from the moment he stepped through the doors. All of the examinees and the examiners of the Chess Hall were squeezing in on one another, seemingly observing something.


Through the slight gaps in between the crowd, Wang Chong saw a composed young man with a beautiful facial features, and an upright back playing a game of chess against one of his examiners.


The beautiful young man had a calm and relaxed expression on his face, but the examiner opposite to him had his body drenched with sweat, his face was pale without the slightest tinge of red on it.


His eyes were fixated on the chessboard in front of him, as if his soul had been taken away by it.


"That is the most formidable examiner of our Chess Hall in this batch," Wei Anfang whispered quietly to Wang Chong.


"Got it," Wang Chong nodded.


Without even analyzing the formation of the stones on the chessboard, Wang Chong knew that the victory was Xu Qiqin's. If the best logistical officer of King Qi from his previous life couldn't even defeat a couple of examiners in the Chess Hall, she would be unworthy of her title.


And as if proving him right, in just a few moments later, Xu Qiqin's voice sounded, "You have lost!"


Pushing the chessboard slightly forward, Xu Qiqin got to her feet and tilted her chin up proudly. There was a gleeful smile on her face.


This time, she had defeated every single examiner at Wang Chong's side. This was the method she had chosen to get back at Wang Chong for the humiliation she had suffered the previous time she was here.


On the opposite end of the chessboard, the pitiful examiner had his head hanging despondently, defeated.


The entire Chess Hall was silent.


Pah pah pah!


A resounding applause sounded from the back of the crowd. Clapping his hands, Wang Chong stepped forward with a smile on his face.


Weng!


It was only in that moment that everyone awakened from their daze and noticed Wang Chong's presence. The crowd hurriedly split apart to open a path for Wang Chong to walk through.


"Gongzi!"


"Gongzi!"


"Gongzi!"...


The crowd bowed respectfully to Wang Chong.


In the Chess Hall, Wang Chong possessed absolute authority. After all, the books on military stratagem here were all written and compiled by him.


Not even the instructors of the training camps were a match for him.


(TL Note: They are still unaware that even Su Zhengchen had lost to him on that aspect!)


"Hmph! Gongzi, I should have passed the test this time around, right?" Xu Qiqin looked at Wang Chong with her head tilted up proudly.


Back then, Wang Chong didn't bother showing her any courtesy, so she was just returning the favor to him.


"The Chess Hall has its own rules, and if you wish to enter the spirit vein, you will have to clear the examination first." With a hand behind his back, Wang Chong replied with a smile.


"Sure, I will take the examination gladly then!" Xu Qiqin replied as she chuckled coldly inside.


This time, she had come prepared. Even if it still ended ultimately with her loss, she was determined to make things difficult for Wang Chong.


"Let me see what you can do this time around!" Xu Qiqin said with her lips curled up.


Without even waiting for Wang Chong's reply, she had already begun to clear the chessboard before her to prepare for a match with him.


"Wait a moment!" Wang Chong abruptly raised his hand as his gaze swept across the crowd.


"The rest of you, prepare yourselves too. Just like before, I will be examining you all simultaneously."


"There's no need for that!" An even louder voice sounded.


Xu Qiqin turned to look at Wang Chong with a sly glint in her eyes, "I have helped you assess the others, and their skills are merely so-so. None of them are qualified."


These words were extremely arrogant, and it made the others clench their fists in anger. However, not a single person dared to utter a word of protest. Xu Qiqin had indeed defeated every single one of them, that was an indisputable truth. She was more than qualified to say those words to them.


"Whether they are qualified or not, that is for me to say. You don't have the right to judge them," Wang Chong replied with a smile.


Those words immediately left Xu Qiqin's face flushed with fury, and an intense fighting will towards Wang Chong burst out from her.


As a person of great talents, she had never suffered any major setbacks at the hands of her peers, giving rise to her proud personality. As such, it made her particularly susceptible to Wang Chong's provocations. In that instant, she tore apart the composed disposition she had feigned and roared at Wang Chong.


"I don't have the right? Why don't I have the right? I have already helped you play against them, and they are indeed all useless. Not a single one of them possess a tenth of my skills. Don't you think that your standards are a bit too low if even those of their capabilities are qualified?


"If there are going to be neither standards nor credibility here, I don't think that there's any need to retain this Chess Hall anymore. The system you have set up is completely meaningless, and it has no authority at all!" Xu Qiqin lashed out as she glared at Wang Chong intensely.


She was no longer bothering with putting up a facade anymore. If that bastard was going to play this game with her once more, she would force him into a corner. In any case, even the great Confucius has once said that "Of the world, only women and the despicable are impossible to deal with."


Who asked him to offend her, she was one who remembered grudges vividly!


"Hehehe!" In the face of Xu Qiqin's agitation, Wang Chong chuckled calmly.


"Xu Chong, do you know I have made the Chess Hall a necessary hurdle for those who intend to cultivate at the spirit vein? Do you really believe that the underlying intention of my examination is just to sieve out those with superior chess skills?


"Military strategies can be classified into convention and novel; the convention to bring order, and the novel to outdo and achieve victory. There are some who are skilled in utilizing conventional warfare to defeat their enemies using orthodox means, and there are some who specializes in using unexpected tricks to overcome their enemies. If you were to entrust a person who specializes in conventional warfare to conduct novel maneuvers or vice-versa, that is no different from having an official of the royal court don an armor and brave the battlefield, or to have a general compose poems. It would be a major mistake!


"But if an official can't brave the battlefield, and a general can't compose poems, does that mean that they aren't qualified, and we should abandon them?" Wang Chong replied with an elegant disposition.


"Conventional warfare? Novel warfare?" Xu Qiqin stared at Wang Chong blankly, stunned. Having read many books, she could be considered to be knowledgeable among her peers. Furthermore, coming from a noble family, she had seen and heard many things, which gave her a broader outlook than others.


The words that Wang Chong had spoken, she recognized each of them individually, but when strung together, they made no sense to her. What "conventional warfare" and "novel warfare", she had never heard of those before, and she had no clue what they meant, either.


For a brief moment, looking at the confident Wang Chong, she suddenly felt a little uncertain about herself.


"That's right!" Wang Chong smiled.


He wasn't too surprised by Xu Qiqin's confused response. Perhaps due to this world's overwhelming focus on the field of martial arts, the development of military strategy was rather backward.


In the world where Wang Chong came from, the concept of conventional warfare and novel warfare was something familiar to everyone. But in this world, it was an extremely fresh concept that perhaps no one had heard of.


Xu Qiqin might be talented, but limited by the culture of this era, she had no knowledge of such things at all.


Wang Chong's next plan was to normalize the concepts of "conventional warfare" and "novel warfare" in Great Tang, and through the Deflecting Blade Manor, he would groom future commanders and generals that specialized in one of them.


At this moment, he was just throwing a bit of it out to give them an idea of what was to come.


Nevertheless, looking at Xu Qiqin's response, it seemed like she had been subdued.
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Facing things that they had never heard of, it was natural for humans to feel less confident. Despite Xu Qiqin's pride and talents, she still wasn't beyond this convention.


"Some of the recruits here have aptitude for conventional warfare, while others have aptitude for novel warfare. Thus, what I am aiming to do is to uncover what is suitable for them and groom them to maximize their strength. Every man has his own strengths and shortcomings, surely you do understand this logic? Furthermore, I am interested not in what they are now, but what they can become. If they can show sufficient potential, they will pass my examination too!" Wang Chong said with a chuckle.


"That's great!"


"Thank you, gongzi!"


"Everyone, let's hurry up and set up the chessboards!"


---


Before Xu Qiqin could say a word, the examinees in the Chess Hall were already pumped up once more. Even though they didn't understand whatever Wang Chong was saying about "conventional warfare" and "novel warfare" either, it didn't stop them from realizing a certain fact… they still had an opportunity to pass the examination!


Previously, when they had clashed with Xu Qiqin and were utterly crushed, they had lost all of their confidence.


However, Wang Chong's words had relit their motivation and drive.


"Hmph, I don't know what nonsense about conventional warfare and novel warfare you are talking about, but if you are that intent on giving them a chance, go ahead. Hurry up, let's begin!" Xu Qiqin didn't have the confidence to win a verbal argument against Wang Chong in a field she was unfamiliar with, so she chose to sit down and pull the chessboard towards Wang Chong instead.


As long as I defeat you, you won't be able to act that arrogantly around me anymore!, Xu Qiqin thought indignantly inside.


In the month that Wang Chong had been out carrying out his mission, rage and frustration had been bubbling up inside of her as she prepared her ultimate move.


With the advancement in her skills, she would like to see how the other party could keep his head up before her once he fell in defeat to her!


Looking at Xu Qiqin's furious expression, Wang Chong couldn't help but chuckle within. Flinging his sleeves, he leisurely took a seat before her.


"I will go first this time!" Xu Qiqin said decisively.


"Oh, why?" Wang Chong asked casually.


"Of course it's because I am a lady!" Xu Qiqin was about to say those words when she suddenly realized that she was currently disguised as a man. Naturally, she couldn't say these words or she would be exposed in an instant.


"Hmph, can't you just let me this once?" Xu Qiqin frowned in displeasure.


"Sure, go ahead." Wang Chong replied calmly, but on the inside, he was nearly laughing his guts out.


He had noticed that Xu Qiqin had nearly said something out of reflex, and he could roughly guess what she was intending to say as well.


She probably couldn't imagine that her identity had been exposed long ago.


Hualala!


At the same time, there was some commotion around the room as everyone pushed the tables and chairs around and prepared the chessboards. Just like that, the examination began.


To an ordinary person, facing twenty people simultaneously was something impossible for a single reason; it was simply too exhausting to keep track of everything!


However, to those in the Chess Hall, they were already accustomed to Wang Chong's fearsome capability on the chessboard, and they already thought of it as something natural.


This examination started with Wang Chong and Xu Qiqin's game, just like the previous time.


Wang Chong took the white stones and Xu Qiqin took the black.


Pah!


A black stone fell heavily on the corner of the chessboard.


When this stone fell, Wang Chong couldn't help but frown. This first move was completely unlike Xu Qiqin's style the previous time he played with her, or any formations that he knew of at that.


With just this single move, an eerie atmosphere seemed to emerge from the chessboard.


Vaguely, Wang Chong seemed to feel the other party's hostility towards him through this move.


Raising his gaze subconsciously, he met with Xu Qiqin's eyes, only to see a hint of glee in the other party's gaze.


Hmph, looking down on me? This time, I came prepared!


Xu Qiqin's lips curled up slightly. She could already tell what Wang Chong was thinking of. Over the previous month, she had been spending day after day studying the game she had with Wang Chong.


She scrutinized Wang Chong's playing style, formations, and even the underlying intention behind every single move he made so as to corner him perfectly this time around.


She had the absolute confidence that if Wang Chong still played as he did the previous time, she would definitely be able to have him cornered from the start to the end.


If she didn't have such confidence, she wouldn't have come to challenge Wang Chong!


Oh? It seems like she had put in quite a bit of effort. A smile emerged on Wang Chong's lips. How could Xu Qiqin's little ploy escape his gaze?


...But a pity it is that it is useless!


Xu Qiqin had underestimated him too much. If that was the limit to his capability, he might very well make a fool out of himself today.


However, from the start to the end, he had never shown his true strength either. Besides, that wasn't the only playing style and formation that he knew.


"Adapting to changes with the versatility of a water." His playing had already transcended mere styles and formations. He had reached a level where he was not limited by conventional playing styles, and he could easily cope with whatever that came his way.


Xu Qiqin might have studied his playing style in the previous game thoroughly, but ultimately, all she had come into contact with was just the tip of the glacier.


Pah!


A white stone fell without any hesitation. A single move, but it left Xu Qiqin's face pale. She realized that Wang Chong had moved in a style contrary to how he had previously.


If Wang Chong previous style was illusory and brilliant, his current style could be stable and consistent. It didn't feel like something that had come from someone of his age, rather like another soul had taken control of that young body.


"Heh, weren't you curious to know what conventional warfare and novel warfare is? Today, let me show you the simplest version of conventional warfare! I shall use the simplest conventional warfare to crush you!" Wang Chong declared majestically, with an aura reminiscent of a powerful general.


"Stop bragging over there. If you wish to boast, do it only after you have beat me!" Unable to withstand Wang Chong's provocations, her face reddened in agitation.


The appearance could be easily altered, but the temperament couldn't. Xu Qiqin was trying to play an elegant young master, but at this moment, she had neglected that her face had reddened far too often for a man.


Wang Chong glanced at her nonchalantly, choosing not to point that out as he continued the game with Xu Qiqin.


Pah! Pah! Pah!


One by one, black stones and white stones fell on the chessboard. By the fifth move, Xu Qiqin's face had already gone completely pale.


In this moment, she had realized that the month she had spent carefully deciphering Wang Chong's moves was in vain. The latter's current playing style was completely different from the one he had used before. It was stable and consistent, but extremely aggressive at that.


"The edgeless greatsword doesn’t require meticulous forging", this was exactly the feeling which Wang Chong was giving her at this very moment. His moves were dull and unimpressive, but it carried a powerful momentum that left an immense pressure on her.


(TL Note: This saying means that true swordsmanship lies in one’s skill and not the edge of the sword.)


In fact, she felt even more stressed than she was when she faced him the first time.


"The greatest of sound is soundless, and the greatest of form is formless. The crux of conventional warfare is to crush one's enemies with incredible momentum through outmaneuvering them. If the enemy moves not, I will move not. If the enemy moves, I will outmove him. It seems like you don't even comprehend the simplest logic behind conventional warfare!" Wang Chong looked at Xu Qiqin and shook his head before standing up and heading to the other examinees.


There were a total of twenty men attending the examination. Even though they had their confidence shattered by Xu Qiqin just a moment ago, there were still a few who were worth grooming.


"Hmph, what are you getting gleeful about? I don't believe that I will lose to you!" Xu Qiqin glared at Wang Chong's back viciously as she grit her teeth, determined to defeat Wang Chong.


"Hehe!" Wang Chong could guess what she was doing without even turning around, but he paid her no heed and walked straight to the other examinees.


Pah!


A white stone fell on the chessboard. From the first examinee to the last one, Wang Chong would only halt for a brief instant before making his move and moving on. There were more than twenty examinees, but he could make a round through them in just a few moments.


As the game progressed, Xu Qiqin's pace gradually slowed down. In the time which Wang Chong and the examinees had already placed five stones each, she could have only placed one, and that was already one of the shorter durations she had taken to make a move.


Time slowly ticked by, and soon, the other twenty examinees had already caught up with Xu Qiqin's progress. On the other hand, Xu Qiqin's face was turning paler by the moment, and sweat began to drench her back.


The more she contemplated Wang Chong's moves, the more vividly she felt the edge contained in Wang Chong's playing style. Every time Wang Chong placed a stone, she would feel her heart beating furiously in apprehension.


Xu Qiqin was still able to cope in the earlier stages, but as Wang Chong built up his momentum and swept through the chessboard, she swiftly found her stones being conquered, and eventually, she could only tussle with Wang Chong by the corners.


"I won't lose. I definitely won't lose!" Xu Qiqin clenched her fists so tightly that her fingernails were digging deep into her flesh. A person as proud as her could never accept losing to the same person twice.


Not to mention a lad who was younger than her!


Pah!


While Xu Qiqin was still struggling with her nigh defeated army, 'pah!', with a resounding smack from Wang Chong's white stone, the first examinee to clear had emerged.


"Congratulations, you have passed the examination!"


"This is wonderful! ——"


Excited, the examinee leapt up and cheered in delight.


"You must be joking! Even that fellow is qualified to pass the examination?"


Xu Qiqin had been feeling stifled all this while, and upon seeing Wang Chong passing one of those whom she had defeated just a moment ago, she finally came to the limits of her tolerance.


"Do you know how weak that fellow is? He could only withstand forty moves from me before falling in defeat, and yet, you actually passed him? If even someone of his ability can pass, what would be the point of this examination?" Xu Qiqin complained in dissatisfaction.


"Then, how many moves did you use?" Wang Chong asked calmly.


"... 46." Surprised by Wang Chong's question, Xu Qiqin answered blankly.


"There, you have your answer. That is the reason why he cleared the examination. He has already surpassed his limit," Wang Chong replied calmly before moving on to the next examinee.


========================


Translator’s Notes:


I got a little confused when I was translating too, so I will clarify a bit here if it sounds confusing.


If you are unfamiliar with Go (Weiqi), it is possible to skip moves, so the number of moves that Player A makes might not be equivalent to the moves that Player B made.
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"Thank you, gongzi!"



As happy as that recruit was, he didn't forget to bow respectfully to thank Wang Chong before delightfully making his way out. He had thought that he didn't stand a chance in this examination, so he was pleasantly surprised when he actually passed.


"Good luck!" Without turning around, Wang Chong waved him off.


From the game with that recruit, he discovered the other party's unyielding spirit and ability to outperform himself in desperate times.


Even though he was on the verge of losing, he still held on persistently, far longer than Wang Chong had expected him to.


This was also the reason why he could confidently ask Xu Qiqin how many moves she had used in the game against him.


A moment later, the second successful examinee emerged.


"Congratulations, you have passed the examination!" Wang Chong smiled at a recruit from Longwei Training Camp as he relayed the good news.


"Thank you, gongzi! Thank you very much!" The recruit quickly bowed in gratitude.


"What is with your judgement? Even a person like him can clear the examination? He doesn't even know how to play Go! That fellow doesn't even know the basic rules of the game!"


It was one thing for the first examinee, but seeing that Wang Chong cleared even such a person, Xu Qiqin could no longer hold back her rage anymore.


She couldn't help but feel that Wang Chong was intentionally provoking her.


She had crossed hands with that examinee earlier, and there were many occasions where he seemed to be ignorant of the rules of the game and she had to remind him of them. The silly chuckle that the latter made every time after making a mistake just seemed to rub her the wrong way.


It was one thing for the others to pass the examination, but if Wang Chong couldn't come up with a valid reason for his victory, she would never let this slide.


This was going too far!


"He might have made quite a few mistakes throughout the game, but do you think that he is really ignorant of the rules? Lin Changting, recite the rules of Go to him!" Wang Chong said with a wave of his hands.


Lin Changting gazed at Wang Chong in astonishment.


It hadn't been long since he had started learning Go, so it wasn't entirely wrong for Xu Qiqin to say that he didn't know how to play the game. However, what eft him truly astonished was how confident Wang Chong was that he knew the rules of Go and could recite it.


"Y-yes, gongzi!" As surprised as Lin Changting was, he quickly recited the rules. A bunch of Go jargon came out of his mouth fluently without much thought.


Hearing the other party recite the huge chunk of rules that consisted of over a thousand words, astonishment flashed across Xu Qiqin's eyes. She had played against that fellow, and the feeling the other party gave her was that he was a fool.


But this whole long bunch of rules, not even skilled players of Go would necessarily be able to recite it. Yet, the fool before her eyes actually managed to recite them fluently!


This left her eyes widening in shock.


The difference in his performance before and his actions now was simply too great; it was as if they were two different people!


She couldn't imagine how the same person could be so different before her and Wang Chong.


Furthermore, how did Wang Chong manage to see through him?


"It's not that he doesn't know the rules of Go, but that it hasn't been long since he came into contact with the game. He tries to think out of the box to find innovative ways to curb his opponent, but due to the limited time he has spent on the game, he doesn't have a thorough understanding of it yet. On top of that, there is no one to guide him along. As a result, in the eyes of others, he appears like a fool who is ignorant of even the rules of the game.


"In truth, this is similar to the novel warfare which I have just spoken of. Perhaps even he isn't aware of it himself. Lin Changting, after this matter is over, come to my room. I have something to give you," Wang Chong said.


Lin Changting's talent wasn't beneath Sun Zhiming. If he was groomed properly, he might just become yet another master of novel warfare like Sun Zhiming!


“Thank you, gongzi!"


Lin Changting was delighted. He had thought that it would suffice for him to clear the examination, but who knew that he would manage to earn Wang Chong's recognition on top of that. This was truly an unexpected gain.


"Hmph, what novel warfare and conventional warfare, don't think that you can deceive me with those words!" Xu Qiqin said indignantly.


She was unable to understand a single word that Wang Chong was talking about, and she couldn't help but feel that Wang Chong was making the "conventional warfare" and "novel warfare" up just to humiliate her.


After all, if it was as important as he had said, how could she, given her background and vast knowledge. Not have heard of it?


"Hehe!" Wang Chong chuckled softly, not bothering to explain himself.


Xu Qiqin had truly misunderstood him. Be it the recruit earlier or Lin Changting, he had only cleared them because he thought that they had great potential.


As long as they were groomed properly, they could become the brightest stars of the battlefield in the future.


The only reason why Great Tang only had a hundred or so rising generals in his previous life was because there wasn't a discerning Bo Le to recognize them.
(Translator’s Note: Bo Le is a famed horse tamer in the Spring and Autumn period, known for his ability to discern superior breeds. His name has, since then, been used to metaphor those who are capable of identifying, grooming, and using talents well.)


In the entire world, who else other than he, the previous Great Marshal of the Central Plains and the esteemed War Saint, would be better suited to identify talents and nurture them?


Of the Three Great Training Camps, the most capable instructor was actually him, it was just that no one was aware of it at this point.


The examination continued, and even though there were two successful examinees at the start, most of the others ended up failing. In comparison to them, Xu Qiqin was actually doing quite well.


In truth, the chess skills of most of the recruits in the Deflecting Blade Manor was truly not praiseworthy.


However, it wasn't Wang Chong's intention to turn them into Go experts. Instead, he intended to use it as a medium to create a culture that emphasized the importance of military strategy here.


Even if most of them wouldn't become a general eventually, they would still rise to become lieutenants, captains, vice-generals…


If the top and middle leadership of the military possessed a deep understanding of warfare, Great Tang would be invincible!


Creating an army whose soldiers were skilled in warfare from top to bottom; this was Wang Chong's goal for the Deflecting Blade Manor!


---


Time slowly ticked by. Xu Qiqin's current situation on the chessboard was already extremely precarious. Wang Chong's straightforward assaults had already torn through her formations on the chessboard, scattering her forces all around.


In terms of strategy, Wang Chong didn't attempt to use any tricks. His movements were simple and consistent, Xu Qiqin could see every single move he made clearly.


But it was such a simple playing style that had left her cornered.


Xu Qiqin's face paled, and cold sweat was dripping down her forehead. This was a reaction from overexertion. Wang Chong's movements had nearly sapped her brain power dry.


"Congratulations, you have passed the examination! Alright, we shall be ending here today. The results are already out. I hope that the rest of you can work hard to clear the examination the next time around!" Wang Chong's voice suddenly echoed in the room, and upon hearing those words, Xu Qiqin finally succumbed to her rage.


"Wang Chong! What do you mean by that?" Xu Qiqin glared at him furiously.


"What do you mean by saying the results are already out? Are you saying that I have failed the examination?" All of her dissatisfactions came bursting out at this instant.


She was still in the midst of playing, but Wang Chong had already announced that it was the end of the examination. Didn't that mean that she had failed the examination as well? But she had defeated every single examiner and examinee here! Was he trying to say that she couldn't even compare to those ordinary examinees?


"Don't you know better than anyone else? Look at your bowl, how many stones are there left?" Wang Chong replied calmly.


"What do you mean by that?" Xu Qiqin was at the peak of her rage, but in the next moment, as her hand reached for the bowl by the side of the chessboard, she suddenly froze and fell silent.


In that instant, it was as if a pail of icy water had been poured over her.


The bowl used to store her black stones was nearly emptied out. There were only four to five pieces in there.


Wang Chong was right, the game was over.


"Look at the bowl on the other side and look at how many white stones are in there," Wang Chong continued.


Xu Qiqin immediately cooled down. Even without taking a look, she knew that the other bowl must be empty. In this game, Wang Chong's moves were standard and consistent, but for some reason, it was extraordinary powerful and pressurizing.


Throughout the game, she actually didn't manage to claim more than a handful of his stones.


Taking a look at the chessboard once more, a bitter feeling emerged in her heart.


The majority of the chessboard was conquered by Wang Chong's white stones, and only a few scattered areas by the corners were in her black stone's possession. It was an utter defeat.
In that instant, Xu Qiqin seemed to have noticed something.


Hualala!


Without saying much, Wang Chong picked up the bowl storing the black stones he had eaten and poured them out before Xu Qiqin.


(Translator’s Notes: Each player has two bowls each, one to store the stones for them to make a move with, and the other to store the stones they had 'eaten' from their opponent.)


"Take a look for yourself, there are at least a hundred stones in there. This is a complete defeat from your side. In fact, there are many examinees here who fared better than you. The Chess Hall has its own rules, so... you have failed the examination!" Wang Chong said impassively.


Xu Qiqin's reddened face turn ghastly pale. It was only at this final moment that it all struck her at once. She had lost, and it was an even more disastrous defeat than the previous time.


Her lips trembled uncontrollably, unable to accept this outcome.


With his hands behind his back, Wang Chong said calmly,"Work hard! Though, I still do think that someone of your aptitude is not suited for our Chess Hall!" 


Those words immediately clouded Xu Qiqin's mind with rage.


Boom!


A deafening explosion sounded, and the entire Chess Hall seemed to have shaken for an instant. Right before Wang Chong's eyes, Xu Qiqin raised her fist and smashed the chessboard along with the table beneath it into smithereens.


Wooden fragments flew across the room!


The table was forged out of the incredibly resilient Phoebe Zhennan, but before Xu Qiqin's might, it was smashed as if it was paper paste, and even the wood's fiber was forced out under the impact.


On top of that, even after the top of the table was shattered into pieces, the four legs still remaining upright, having been knocked deep into the floor.


"Bastard!" Xu Qiqin bellowed, her furious voice echoing clearly throughout the Chess Hall. She could care less anymore. Even if her identity were to be exposed, she had to teach Wang Chong a lesson today!


"Wang Chong, you are intentionally making things difficult, aren't you? You just simply want to humiliate me, don’t you?"
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Xu Qiqin's charming face went deathly white and her lungs felt like they were bursting with rage. She was a proud daughter of Heaven from the majestic Longwei Training Camp. Upon seeing her, many scions of noble clans would lower their heads and deferentially call her 'Lady Qin', but she couldn't even be bothered to reject them.

These loathsome men were seekers of pleasure, of mediocre aptitude. They were not even worth a glance from Xu Qiqin.

Who said that women were inferior to men? She, Xu Qiqin, wanted to stomp on all the men of the world.

She had gotten used to being haughty, gotten used to viewing those men with contempt. Xu Qiqin had never imagined that in this trifling Deflecting Blade Manor, she would be humiliated by Wang Chong.

"What are you up to?"

In a flash of light, a white figure instantly interposed itself between Wang Chong and Xu Qiqin: Huang Qian-er, with a large silver sword on her back. She seemed like a glacier that would not melt for eons as she icily stared at Xu Qiqin.

She had certainly not been able to tell that Xu Qiqin was a woman masquerading as a man. In this aspect, women seemed to innately lack the ability to make such distinctions. At this time, Huang Qian-er only knew that if anyone dared to threaten Wang Chong, she would sent that person flying out the window.

The handsome young man across from her looked rather strong, but he was absolutely no match for her!

Xu Qiqin didn't even see Huang Qian-er. Her eyes were red and her entire person was about to explode from rage.

"Wang Chong, your bullying has gone too far!"

Xu Qiqin's chest rapidly rose and fell. She had never felt so wronged before. If Wang Chong did not give her an explanation, she couldn't be blamed for beating him black and blue and hanging him from the flagpole.

"Haha!"

The sight of Xu Qiqin's infuriated appearance caused Wang Chong's lips to curl into an almost undetectable smile. Xu Qiqin was right on the mark.

He truly had intentionally failed her.

And he had also kept her completely in the dark. Wang Chong had intentionally provoked her into a great fury, goaded her into lashing out.

As one of the greatest geniuses in all of the Great Tang and the most formidable 'Proud Daughter of Heaven' in the field of logistics, Xu Qiqin was assuredly an entire level above everyone else.

There was practically no one in the Great Tang that could compare to her.

Anyone who could gain the help of Xu Qiqin and the Xu Clan would be a tiger with wings. At least in the field of logistics, they would be able to rest easy.

'Before the troops and horses can be mobilized, the rations and fodder must be prepared.' A war lasting for two months would need to begin preparations for logistics and supplies two years in advance.

The importance of logistics went without saying.

In the other world that Wang Chong came from, that fellow called 'Napoleon' had ultimately suffered defeat on the verge of victory because of his poor logistics. He had squandered away his great undertaking, destroying the work of decades.

Logistics was far too tedious a field, and touched upon every other field. It required intelligence, but not only that! In this aspect, one could be stronger than the heavens and they would still be useless.

Wang Chong knew that he had no talent in this field. In his last life, in the final phase of his defeat, he had essentially been running on no provisions or logistics.

He truly required a formidable logistics master like Xu Qiqin. With someone like her, he would not have lost so quickly.

Such a chance was hard to come by. The talented daughter of the Xu Clan, Xu Qiqin, had disguised herself as the young man Xu Chong and come to the Deflecting Blade Manor of her own volition to challenge him.

If Wang Chong let go of this opportunity that had fallen into his hand, he wouldn't be Wang Chong!

"Xu Chong, you seemed very unconvinced?" Wang Chong asked, utterly unmoved.

"Convinced? Convinced about what? There's not a single person who's a match for me here. I would batter everyone here so badly that they would cast off their helmets and armor and return home in utter defeat. Besides you, who else here is more formidable than me? Him, him, him… or him?"

Xu Qiqin jabbed her finger at the surrounding examinees, her entire person fuming with anger.

Those weaker had passed while the stronger had failed. Where in the world did such reasoning exist? She had sensed by now that Wang Chong was intentionally making things difficult for her!

Even if she had to risk revealing her identity, she would teach this bastard a harsh lesson.

"Haha, do you think that they're weak? Or do you think that you're very strong?"

Wang Chong looked at Xu Qiqin, the smile on his face capable of making anyone furious.

"Do you think I'm not?" Xu Qiqin shot back. She was no three-year-old child. Wang Chong's excuses couldn't fool her!

"Haha, let me ask you, how long have you been playing chess? And how long have they been playing chess?"

Wang Chong spoke in an easygoing manner. He seemed unaware of the anger on Xu Qiqin's face.

"What are you trying to say?"

This sudden question from Wang Chong caused Xu Qiqin's temper to instantly cool.

"If my guess isn't wrong, Xu Chong, you've probably been in touch with the Way of Chess since you were a child. Probably more than ten years now? But these people…"

Wang Chong turned his body, his gaze sweeping over the students.

"At the longest, they've been playing chess for two years, and at the shortest, only one or two months. Although their chess skills are currently very lacking, they have huge potential."

"Potential? What do you mean?" Xu Qiqin asked.

Even Huang Qian-er was paying attention now. Although she hadn't taken part in the chess matches, she had been standing at the entrance of the Chess Hall, allowing her to clearly see everything going on inside.

Wang Chong truly had been somewhat targeting this fellow called 'Xu Chong'; even she could see this. But this fellow truly had been too arrogant.

Huang Qian-er had originally thought that Wang Chong would randomly come up with a reason to deal with him, perhaps even ordering him out using his status as owner of Deflecting Blade Manor.

But it now seemed like Wang Chong was not simply messing around.

"It's very simple. Think about it. One is a mature shrub while the other is the seed of Phoebe Zhennan tree. If you wanted to build a house, would you want a shrub or the seed of a Phoebe Zhennan tree?" Wang Chong asked, staring at Xu Qiqin.

"What are you saying? Are you telling me that I'm the shrub?"

Fires began to blaze in Xu Qiqin's eyes once more.

"Haha, although it's just a metaphor, that's basically what I mean. The students I have chosen might be lacking in chess skills, but they're all Phoebe Zhennan seeds. As long as I raise them well, they will have limitless possibilities. As for you… although you are very good at chess, you've basically reached your limit. All your potential has been unearthed. There's no more room for you to grow. This is the reason you were eliminated!" Wang Chong calmly said.

"Bastard!"

Xu Qiqin finally exploded. Wang Chong had said so much, but he basically meant only one thing: 'This is all your strength amounts to; this is how far you'll go; there's no more room for you to improve.'

How could Xu Qiqin's arrogant personality possibly endure this?

"I'll kill you!"

Xu Qiqin had gone crazy from anger. Without even thinking, she snatched at Wang Chong, Stellar Energy surging through her body. This simple snatch actually let out a thunderous boom. Even Wang Chong couldn't stop his eyelids from jumping.

Boom!

But in the next moment, with another massive boom, a slim palm, gleaming with the luster of white jade, cut in and accurately struck Xu Qiqin's arm. The air rumbled as shockwaves of energy shot out. Xu Qiqin's furious strike had actually been completely blocked in a very restrained fashion by Huang Qian-er.

"Young Master, I advise you to conduct yourself with dignity!" Huang Qian-er coldly rebuked, her eyes brimming with danger. Even now, she still did not know that the person she was facing was a girl just like her.

As if someone had poured a jar of cold water on her, Xu Qiqin suddenly calmed down.

"Who are you… hmph, I thought it was somebody, but it was actually you, Fairy of Dainty Hands. When did you decide to become someone else's lackey?"

Xu Qiqin had not recognized her at the start. When she finally realized that the icy beauty at Wang Chong's side was the Fairy of Dainty Hands famed throughout the capital, her entire look changed.

Many people believed that all beautiful girls got along, but the truth was actually the exact opposite. What beautiful women hated the most was other women, especially women who were just as beautiful as they were!

"Who are you? You recognize me? Hmph, I don't care who you are. If you dare to attack him, don't blame me for being rude… even though I also don't like him!" Huang Qian-er coldly returned.

"…"

Behind her, Wang Chong speechlessly rolled his eyes. Why had she added that last part? Wouldn't it be fine if she didn't? He really couldn't understand these women.

"Xu Chong, it's useless. You can't touch me here. And besides, as I said, your potential has reached its limit, so that's that. If you're not convinced, you can leave now!"

Wang Chong wasted no time in adding oil to the fire.

"You… bastard, you want me to leave, so I won't!"

It would have been fine if Wang Chong said nothing, but now that he had, Xu Qiqin no longer wanted to leave. Her personality would never allow herself to be led away by Wang Chong.

Moreover, with Huang Qian-er here, Xu Qiqin knew that she wouldn't be able to make any trouble. If one ranked the female descendants of the capital's noble clans, Huang Qian-er would be in third place.

Although Xu Qiqin was still unconvinced, she had to admit that Huang Qian-er was probably stronger than her. If they were to fight, she probably wouldn't have any advantage.

"Hmph, don't get too complacent. You want me to say that I really do only have this much skill and can't beat you? Just wait and see. I will definitely crush you under my feet, returning today's humiliation one hundred times over!"

After saying this, Xu Qiqin turned and left, not staying a moment longer.

Wei Anfang suddenly walked up from the side and whispered to Wang Chong, "Young Master, we should drive him out. Is there a need for a person like that to stay here?"

Wang Chong couldn't help but smile. Wei Anfang really was a blockhead who knew nothing of grace. Why should he drive away a great beauty like Xu Qiqin?

He didn't even have time to stop her.

"There's no need to worry about him. Someone come over and tidy this place up. Also, arrange for someone to send those students who just passed to the spirit vein."

"Yes, Young Master!"

Wei Anfang nodded and affirmed his orders.

Upon leaving the Chess Hall, Wang Chong ran to the training camp. After so long, it was about time for him to meet his instructor, Zhao Qianqiu.

……

After passing through most of Kunwu Training Camp, Wang Chong saw Zhao Qianqiu at the main peak.

"Haha, you've finally come back!"

Seeing Wang Chong come in from outside, the armored Zhao Qianqiu immediately stood up, his eyes glimmering as he strode toward Wang Chong.

Wang Chong felt very emotional as he saw Zhao Qianqiu.

Not so long ago, Wang Chong had only run off to Zhao Qianqiu based on his knowledge from his past life of Zhao Qianqiu's fame and the Halo of Dusk Stallion that he possessed. Unwittingly, however, the two had established a very deep connection.

This time, if it hadn't been for Zhao Qianqiu's 'Thousand Li Fragrance', he really might have died in that forest.

"Hmph!"

After taking in a deep breath, the instant Zhao Qianqiu was about to reach him, Wang Chong dropped to the ground, one of his knees driving into the ground and his waist bending. With great reverence, he kneeled on the ground, bowing to Zhao Qianqiu using the most solemn military etiquette.

"Teacher, thank you!"

Wang Chong's voice echoed through the hall.

From this moment, both nominally and mentally, Wang Chong truly regarded Zhao Qianqiu as his teacher, a teacher for the rest of his life.

Perhaps Zhao Qianqiu was not some great master of military strategy, and perhaps his future achievements would not match up to those from his previous life, but none of that mattered to Wang Chong.
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"Wang Chong, what are you doing?"


Zhao Qianqiu stopped several steps away, a flabbergasted look on his face. When they had interacted before, Wang Chong had never been so respectful.


"Many thanks to Teacher. If not for Teacher, Wang Chong might have died on his journey back to the capital," Wang Chong sternly said.


"Haha, and I thought that this was some big deal. Rise, rise. You're the student that I'm most proud of. In this training camp mission, did you really think I was completely unprepared?"


Zhao Qianqiu heartily laughed, not taking Wang Chong's words too seriously.


Wang Chong said no more, and used this opportunity to stand back up. What he believed and how his mind had changed were naturally different from what Zhao Qianqiu imagined.


But there was no need to say these things.


"Come, come, come! Quickly, sit down. How are you doing? Has your body recovered?" Zhao Qianqiu asked.


After rescuing Wang Chong from the forest and sending him back to the Wang Clan, Zhao Qianqiu had not paid him a visit. It was not appropriate for a training camp instructor like him to involve himself in the conflict between King Qi's Yao Clan and King Song's Wang Clan.


Military men were military men, and it was best for them to not involve themselves in political matters. This was also an unwritten rule in the army. Truly pure soldiers kept as far from politics as possible.


Moreover, by delivering Wang Chong to the Wang Clan, he didn't need to pay a visit and would still be treated very well. This was also a reason Zhao Qianqiu had been at ease and not gone over to inquire as to Wang Chong's well-being.


A noble clan of ministers and generals like the Wang Clan undoubtedly had more resources than a military instructor like him!


Wang Chong sat himself on a chair and replied, "I'm doing well. I've basically fully recovered, with no after-effects."


Wang Chong's injuries primarily arose from that arrow. The destructive energy attached to it had inflicted terrible damage on him.


A normal person wouldn't be able to recover in two to three months. However, Wang Chong had bought the Gold Organs, so his critical internal organs were far stronger than average.


Thus, it had not even taken a month for Wang Chong to move on his own without any impediments.


"Then it's fine. I've been rather worried all this time, so nothing could be better."


While speaking, Zhao Qianqiu returned to his own seat. With a wave of his large sleeve, a silhouette like an arrow flew toward Wang Chong.


Wang Chong's palm almost subconsciously snatched at it. He looked down and saw that it was a book rolled up into a tube.


The book was not open, but Wang Chong could still see the words 'Dusk Stallion' on the front. He instantly tensed up. As expected, Zhao Qianqiu's voice resounded in his ear: "The training camp mission. You weren't here, but we already agreed to the terms. This is the Halo of Dusk Stallion that you wanted. Take it and study it well. If there's something you don't understand, you can come and ask me, but don't get your hopes up. It's said that this technique is very difficult to cultivate. I also haven't cultivated it before, so I won't be able to guide you much."


"Many thanks, Teacher!"


Wang Chong was elated. In an instant, he felt like there was a great weight in his hands. Although he had taken a great risk and had almost died in the forest, he had finally managed to obtain the most precious, and at the same time most underestimated, technique in the entire training camp.


In his last life, the Halo of Dusk Stallion had been neglected in the training camps and practically no one had learned it. But he had finally managed to do something that no one in his past life had been able to do.


The Halo of Dusk Stallion finally belonged to him.


In this instant, Wang Chong tightly gripped the book in his hands while his heart leapt with joy.


He put away the Halo of Dusk Stallion book, then suddenly asked, "Right, Teacher, when you were rushing over that time, did you see any groups of people?"


"What's wrong?"


Zhao Qianqiu's brow rose as he asked this question. Wang Chong's inquiry seemed to be implying something. He had clearly sensed something.


Wang Chong did not hide anything, and explained what he had felt while he had been hiding underground. Although it was one group of people who had been pursuing him that day, what happened afterward made it clear that there had been other groups.


Although all these people had been targeting him, each group had its own methods, making it obvious that they weren't together. Moreover, the number of people meant that there had not been only two groups.


Even when counting in King Qi and the Yao Clan, Wang Chong couldn't understand where these groups had come from.


And King Qi and the Yao Clan were clearly together, right?


Why did they need to split into two groups?


Upon returning, Wang Chong had begun to seriously contemplate the matters of that day, and the more he thought, the more strange it felt. Alas, the state of his body at the time left him incapable of investigating.


"This…"


After hearing Wang Chong's recount, Zhao Qianqiu furrowed his brow and said, "We also investigated the area where you were hiding. The footprints on the ground were extremely messy, and more than one group of people could make. Moreover, we began moving far earlier than you imagined. In that period of time, we really did see other people, but we were quite some distance from them, and the moment those people saw us, they began to keep their distance. There was simply no opportunity to get a close look."


Zhao Qianqiu revealed a pensive expression.


The sneak attack on Wang Chong seemed like a simple assassination, but Wang Chong's recount changed things.


But as this matter touched upon politics, the purely military man that was Zhao Qianqiu felt his head ache. He could come up with the idea of letting out tigers in the middle of the night to train his students, but complex political problems like these left him helpless, as much as he wanted to help.


"…But that arrow you spoke of—I did find that!"


Zhao Qianqiu suddenly got up and, under Wang Chong's flabbergasted gaze, walked to the wall of the room and opened a secret compartment, extracting from it a certain item.


"An arrowhead?"


Wang Chong looked doubtfully at the object in Zhao Qianqiu's hand. It was nothing more than a black arrowhead, as long as a knuckle.


"We found this at the place where they ambushed you. It's just the arrowhead. The rest of the arrow was taken away by someone else. We only managed to turn up this arrowhead after repeatedly searching the area, digging it up out of the dirt ten-some zhang from where you were wounded. If we hadn't kept searching that area to find your whereabouts, we would never have been able to find it. Based on our speculations, this should be the remnants of that iron arrow that heavily wounded you."


Zhao Qianqiu walked over and gave the arrowhead to Wang Chong.


Wang Chong gravely examined the arrowhead. There was essentially nothing left of the arrow shaft. The only thing in his hand was the bare black arrowhead.


At first sight, this arrow seemed to be very ordinary, no different from any other arrowhead. But upon careful inspection, Wang Chong immediately noticed something different.


The surface of the arrowhead had a few tiny veins, the remnants of inscriptions. The blackness of the arrowhead and the minuteness of these traces had made them very difficult to notice.


This was not all. Wang Chong carefully examined it again and made a few more surprising discoveries. The arrowhead had been made from very special materials. It had certainly not been made from ordinary refined iron, nor had it been made from Xuan metal, and it certainly hadn't been made from a metal like Wootz Steel.


Wang Chong had forged quite a few Wootz Steel swords, so he was now very sensitive to the weight of metal.


At the moment, he was the only person able to get his hands on Wootz Steel, and it was out of reach for anyone else. Thus, this metal's quality was clearly inferior to Wootz Steel.


Based on the weight, Wang Chong could sense that this metal's quality lay between refined iron and Xuan metal. It was very close to Xuan metal, but there was also something different. It seemed to contain something else.


"…While you were recovering, we carefully examined it. This arrow was made with a mix of refined iron, Xuan metal, and some other type of special metal powder. The arrow itself also underwent a special forging process, causing the interior of the arrowhead to be somewhat looser. You were probably also able to notice this."


Zhao Qianqiu shot a glance at Wang Chong.


Wang Chong nodded. Indeed! He had already noticed that this arrowhead was slightly lighter than actual Xuan metal arrowheads.


"This method will undoubtedly decrease the toughness of the arrow. It's precisely because of this that once this arrow hits something hard, the arrow will splinter. The arrowhead will break off from the arrow shaft and they will land in different places.


"That's not all. The method will greatly increase the speed at which Stellar Energy circulates through the arrow, allowing a master archer to better exert their strength and improving the damaging power of the arrow. In short, this is a unique arrow technique that relies on the archer's Stellar Energy to inflict injuries, not like ordinary arrows, which rely on the sharpness of the arrow to pierce the vital points of the foe.


"If struck by this sort of arrow, even if it's not at a vital point, one will still probably be severely wounded. And someone proficient in this sort of unique technique is no ordinary master archer. If we start our investigations from this point, we can definitely find out who shot this arrow at you!"


Zhao Qianqiu finally gave his conclusion.


He had not been sitting back in this period of time. He had found many more clues from this arrowhead, and by following them, he could definitely find the person who had ambushed Wang Chong.


As for the two or three different groups of people that Wang Chong had described, he truly knew nothing.


Wang Chong was quiet. He already understood what was going on. Although that arrow had been extremely formidable and even had sharpening inscriptions carved on it, it had struck the Heart Fortification Mirror of the Tibetan cavalry.


The three hundred Tibetan cavalry had all been heavy cavalry. For the sake of defense, they had inscribed layer after layer of toughening inscriptions on their Heart Fortification Mirrors.


When that metal arrow struck his Heart Fortification Mirror, it splintered under its own power. It was only because of this that Zhao Qianqiu had been able to find the arrowhead.


Finding so many clues from this arrowhead was already a surprising harvest for Wang Chong.


"Many thanks, Teacher."


He chatted with Zhao Qianqiu in that hall on the main peak of Kunwu Training Camp for a while, then bid farewell and left. He had delayed his advance into the True Martial realm long enough. If everything was ready, he could finally begin his charge to the True Martial realm.


After leaving the main peak, Wang Chong went straight back to Deflecting Blade Manor.


Wang Chong had a training chamber for his personal use there. Moreover, unlike the training camp, Deflecting Blade Manor belonged completely to him.


Charging into the True Martial realm here was by far the safest option.


"Huang Qian-er, stand guard for me!"


After saying this, Wang Chong stepped into his secret chamber.


Wang Chong's heart was loudly thumping, bursting with anticipation.


The Halo of Dusk Stallion was finally in his hands…
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After entering the secret chamber and closing the door, Wang Chong immediately took out the 'Halo of Dusk Stallion' book that Zhao Qianqiu had given to him.


He had finally fulfilled the regret from his last life, and his excitement was hard to describe.


"It's finally mine!"


Wang Chong gripped the book, his chest heaving. Wang Chong had not been able to find out much about the Halo of Dusk Stallion, but the little information he had gotten from those seniors in his past life was enough to stun anyone who knew what was what.


For the maximum level of the Halo of Dusk Stallion… was limitless!


As long as one was strong enough, one could essentially upgrade the Halo of Dusk Stallion infinitely, even though the amount of energy needed to upgrade would probably reach an astronomical number that existed only in myths, that a warrior could only sigh at!


With regards to the war against the foreign invaders, one person's individual strength was far too meager. Even the powerful war god Su Zhengchen was eventually killed in the capital as he fought desperately to turn the tides.


However, the Halo of Dusk Stallion was the only thing that could make one person's strength capable of completely changing the tides of battle.


"If there was one thing that could have helped us in this situation, it would have been the 'Halo of Dusk Stallion'. Alas, it is already impossible for us to obtain it…"


A senior from back then had spoken these words to Wang Chong with infinite sorrow.


But now, everything was different.


Upon opening the book, Wang Chong was greeted by line after line of characters—not in the ancient seal script often used in the ancient secret technique manuals, but the small regular script1 that Wang Chong was far too familiar with.




This was clearly not the original but a hand-copied duplicate.


'In the twenty-seventh year of the Great Sui, I, Han Zitong, accepted the order from the Divine Emperor, the Son of Heaven, and hand-copied this book!'


This first line of words on the slightly yellowed paper was so majestic that even Wang Chong couldn't help but blink as an indescribable feeling surged through his mind.


"This is a hand-copied edition from the Great Sui Dynasty!"


Wang Chong's eyes madly blinked as he was overcome by a strange feeling. He had not expected this 'Halo of Dusk Stallion' book to be a handwritten copy from Emperor Wen of the Sui Dynasty's era.


And even more surprising to Wang Chong was that name: Han Zitong!


It was certain that few people knew who this was, but there was no one who did not know of his other name. Even after several centuries, his name would continue to thunder in the ears of the descendants of the noble clans: Han Qinhu!


He was one of the four Great Generals Who Upholds the State. He and the other three Great Generals—Yang Su, Heruo Bi, and Shi Wansui—were also known as the Four Pillars of the Empire. They had been on the same level as Fumeng Lingcha, Gao Xianzhi, Geshu Han, and Zhang Shougui of the present.


But the reputation of the Great Sui Dynasty's Four Pillars of the Empire was far greater than the latter group!


This was especially the case for Han Qinhu. He was accomplished in both civil and military matters, and was called the martial god of Emperor Wen of Sui's era. Once, he had needed only 500 soldiers to cut through enemy territory like a hot knife through butter and seize the Chen Dynasty of Jiangnan!


This person's status in the Great Sui Dynasty was like the sun at its zenith, just like his own grandfather. Perhaps his prestige was even greater than his grandfather's!


Emperor Wen of the Great Sui had once praised: "He has spread the might of the empire for ten thousand li, spreading the dynasty to every corner of the land. His renown soars to the heavens and his glory illuminates heaven and earth. Even if we look back to ancient times, such a man is truly rare!"


This was the utmost of praises.


Wang Chong had not expected that he was the one who had copied out the Halo of Dusk Stallion!


"What's going on here?"


Wang Chong was somewhat astonished.


This was truly different from what he had imagined. Wang Chong had originally believed the book Zhao Qianqiu had thrown to him to be like any other martial technique, a book with sutras for the technique written on it.


But this was clearly not the the situation before him.


"The twenty-seventh year of the Great Sui? Hand-copied on the orders of the Divine Emperor, Son of Heaven? What's going on here? Although the Halo of Dusk Stallion is formidable, Emperor Wen of the Great Sui shouldn't have needed to specifically order Han Qinhu, a Great General Who Upholds the State, to handwrite a copy, right?"


Wang Chong's brow deeply furrowed while turbulence raged in his mind.


The 'Divine Emperor' Han Qinhu spoke of could only be Emperor Wen of the Sui Dynasty. The Emperor of the Great Sui in its final years was famed for his tyranny and had single-handedly led the world into chaos, allowing the Great Tang to supplant the Sui.


However, in the preceding period, the Great Sui was ruled fairly, its economy prosperous. This period, called 'The Reign of Kaihuang' by historians, was as different from the final years of the Sui as the sky was from the earth.


Even though the Tang supplanted the Sui, historians had to admit that though the Sui had decayed, Emperor Wen was a rare wise sovereign!


But Wang Chong still did not understand why Emperor Wen had ordered Han Qinhu, a great general of the empire who had numerous matters to attend to every day, to handwrite a copy of the Halo of Dusk Stallion!


Wang Chong suddenly began to feel like this 'Halo of Dusk Stallion' book was not as simple as he had first imagined.


Perhaps the Halo of Dusk Stallion had failed to be passed down and eventually became a lost art not simply because it was disregarded. Perhaps it wasn't something as simple as not finding a suitable successor!


Perhaps the loss of the Halo of Dusk Stallion had an even deeper reason behind it that he had not thought of.


Wang Chong lowered his head and continued reading.


'I say that though an ordinary man may be without crime, a precious item can bring him disaster. The Halo of Dusk Stallion is powerful, but it is liable to bring sudden and unexpected disaster. The Divine Emperor has decreed that one who lacks the aptitude and astonishing talent cannot learn it; that one who is not a minister who can support the empire cannot learn it; that one who is not single-mindedly loyal and free of evil thoughts cannot learn it; that one lacking exceptional daring, astonishing persistence, and a courage that does not fear death cannot learn it! These four are forbidden from learning this technique!


'The Halo of Dusk Stallion comes from the distant past and was not created by this dynasty. In dynasties past, the number of people who died learning this technique and had their relatives exterminated is beyond reckoning. Those who come after should practice caution.


'This technique has major effects and extensive links, reaching far beyond this dynasty. Those who come after must be cautious and not easily pass it down.


'This one has one warning that the learner must remember at all costs: Be careful of the people behind you!'



……


Following this blood-chilling warning was the red seal of the great general.


Upon finishing the page, Wang Chong was struck dumb, saying nothing for quite some time.


Han Qinhu was an imperial Great General of the Sui Dynasty with unrivalled military achievements. He was at least on the level of figures like Zhang Shougui and Wang Zhongsi, and he could only be higher, not lower.


Wang Chong truly could not comprehend what sort of object could frighten even Han Qinhu so. Even in this handwritten copy, he had still hesitated to reveal it. It was like he was afraid of leaking something.


What in the world could it be that made even a mighty imperial general of the Sui so fearful? To be even more direct, he was afraid!


Everything was quiet.


Wang Chong sat in the center of the secret chamber, waves raging in his mind while his entire person seemed frozen.


Wang Chong suddenly felt like some important secret that he did not understand was concealed behind the Halo of Dusk Stallion.


Time slowly passed. Finally, Wang Chong let out a long sigh.


No matter what sort of secret the Halo of Dusk Stallion concealed, he had already paid so much, had almost died. Wang Chong could not relinquish it so easily.


This was not a problem that concerned only Wang Chong himself. It also concerned Wang Chong's plans to change the future. Without the Halo of Dusk Stallion, he would not be able to deal with the foreign invaders.


Even if Han Qinhu said that this 'Halo of Dusk Stallion' book concealed terrible dangers and would lead to great disasters, he had to cultivate it.


"…For Han Qinhu to speak with such solemnity, these claims aren't necessarily baseless. I can only investigate it in the future," Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


Once he decided on something, he did not lightly change his mind. Moreover, even though Han Qinhu was a great general from the Sui Dynasty, a martial god, Wang Chong did not think that this martial god was omniscient and omnipotent.


At the very least, Han Qinhu did not expect that the Sui would be supplanted by the Great Tang.


Moreover, Han Qinhu had mentioned that there were four kinds of people forbidden from learning the Halo of Dusk Stallion, but these four prohibitions had already been broken.


It was impossible for Wang Chong to change his mind, resolve, and plans because of these words from several centuries ago.


After steadying his mind, Wang Chong flipped the first page over and continued reading.


Like he had gone from a land of barren hills and foul waters into a village covered in bright flowers and shaded by willow trees, Wang Chong felt like his entire person had gotten lighter.


Other than the warning on the first page, the rest of the 'Halo of Dusk Stallion' book was surprisingly normal and composed. It was a very normal sutra for a technique.


Although the writing was very abstruse, it was nothing to Wang Chong, who had seen even more abstruse and cryptic writing.


Casting aside his thoughts, Wang Chong quickly immersed himself in the sutra.


The first cycle of the Halo of Dusk Stallion actually wasn't that difficult. It required only a Dragon-Bone-level cultivation to practice.


Although this seemed like a simple requirement, it was actually incredibly difficult, because the majority of the noble clans, generals, and great ministers were only cultivators of the Tiger Bone level.


Only a scant few were able to reach the Dragon Bone level. It was basically restricted to the offspring of the imperial household, or the important or favored ministers rewarded by the Emperor.


By cultivating the Dragon Bone Art, Wang Chong had barely managed to temper a Flood Dragon Bone, barely reaching the requirements for the Halo of Dusk Stallion.


"I'm really too lucky!"


Wang Chong inwardly rejoiced. The Flood Dragon Bone was probably the lowest one could go to satisfy the requirements for this technique. If this hadn't been his second rebirth, even if the Halo of Dusk Stallion manual did end up in hands, he wouldn't have been able to cultivate it.


In an instant, Wang Chong somewhat understood why Han Qinhu had said those who were not ministers upholding the empire and single-mindedly loyal could not learn this technique.


Other than the members of the imperial clan, only those ministers who supported the empire could possibly be rewarded with a technique on the Dragon Bone level.


"This time, I'm afraid that Instructor Zhao has misunderstood."


Wang Chong had a flash of insight. A technique on the level of the Halo of Dusk Stallion could never have easily reached his hands.


There was an eighty to ninety percent chance that Zhao Qianqiu and the head instructors of the training camp had misunderstood that this was the intention of his grandfather.


Given his grandfather's identity and the influence he held, he had every right to let Wang Chong cultivate the Halo of Dusk Stallion.


But Wang Chong now knew that this was a complete misunderstanding.


But even if he did understand, Wang Chong could not possibly explain. Sometimes, mistakes just had to be let go, and he couldn't care that the training camp had misunderstood.


He really did need this technique manual.


Calming himself down, Wang Chong quickly began to cultivate the first cycle of the Halo of Dusk Stallion. A heavy and edgeless sword could be wielded with the most exquisite of skills, and while the Halo of Dusk Stallion walked an imposing and domineering path, its first layer of technique required passing through twenty-seven major acupuncture points. Some of these were points that could lead to severe injury, even death.


This sort of cycle would pose a serious danger to experts of the Profound Martial realm, let alone the True Martial realm.


But Wang Chong was different. He possessed the experience and knowledge of a Saint Martial realm expert!


"Hmph!"


Lights twinkled within Wang Chong's body as he quickly entered a state of complete emptiness.


______________


1. 'Seal script' and 'regular script' refer to two different kinds of Chinese calligraphy. Seal script was popular during the Zhou Dynasty and is mostly illegible to modern Chinese. Regular script began to emerge in the Three Kingdoms Period and had matured by the Tang Dynasty. It is also the type of script still being used in modern Chinese calligraphy and is how people learning Chinese are introduced to the language.↩



                                                                        Chapter 397: News from the Ocean! 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




With the insight and experience of the Saint Martial realm, circulating the first layer of the Halo of Dusk Stallion was more scary than harmful, and Wang Chong lifted this heavy weight as if it was as light as a feather.


Clackclack! The crisp sound of crunching bones came from his body, along with the rumbling of the twenty-seven acupuncture points beginning to open.


After a whole two hours, the final acupuncture point was opened, and the first cycle was finally completed within Wang Chong's body.


A change suddenly took place at Wang Chong's dantian. A green-black loop about the size of a thumb suddenly formed.


Though small, it was incredibly heavy. It exuded the weight of a hill, yet it glimmered like a sharp saber.


The Halo of Dusk Stallion!


In this instant, the aura emitted by Wang Chong's body became several times heavier while a completely new energy began to surge through his body.


It was not only this. When Wang Chong condensed the Halo of Dusk Stallion, his body underwent a fundamental change. He had satisfied the last condition to charge toward the True Martial realm.


Boom!


As he unwittingly touched upon the laws of the world, Wang Chong only felt like his mind was suddenly shaken, his entire soul seemingly jolted out of his body.


At the same time, a brand-new energy, imbued with the laws of the world, emerged from the depths of space-time and entered his mind. Like a land suffering from a long drought encountering a sweet rain, Wang Chong felt completely revitalized as his mental strength, Origin Energy, and physical strength instantly rose.


Meanwhile, that invisible power that had always restricted Wang Chong also collapsed!


At the Origin Energy realm, Wang Chong had reached a bottleneck, but now that the barrier between realms had been broken, a whole new 'world' was unfurling before Wang Chong, and nothing stood in his way.


"Wonderful!"


Wang Chong jumped off the ground. This was not his first time entering the True Martial realm, but the sensation of soaring energy still filled Wang Chong with exuberant excitement.


By ascending from the Origin Energy realm to the True Martial realm, Wang Chong had finally realized his hopes.


But he wasn't happy for too long. After just a few moments, Wang Chong exclaimed and fell back to the ground as something completely unexpected occurred.


Boom!


A gale began to spiral within the secret chamber. Right after he broke into the True Martial realm, the just-formed, weighty Halo of Dusk Stallion in Wang Chong's body suddenly unleashed an unimaginably terrifying attractive force.


As if Wang Chong's body had been dropped into a black hole, the Stellar Energy within him began to whirl into that thumb-sized Halo of Dusk Stallion.


Even all of the Origin Energy around Wang Chong began to pour in.


Wang Chong had never experienced such a terrifying attractive force. He felt like all his flesh and blood was being pulled in and kneaded into a ball.


In an instant, Wang Chong's brow was covered in sweat.


Bang!


The door to the hidden chamber was smashed open. At almost the same moment Wang Chong fell over, Huang Qian-er had heard something happen inside and rushed into the room.


"What's wrong?"


Huang Qian-er took a big stride forward and swiftly took Wang Chong by the arm. He was pale and sweating torrents, appearing inconceivably weak.


She had just been told to protect him while he was cultivating, and Huang Qian-er could never have imagined that he would cultivate himself into this state.


"Damn! This better not be a cultivation defect!"


Huang Qian-er had an extremely nasty expression.


The Huang Clan had sent her to protect Wang Chong. This was not simply a relationship between her and Wang Chong, but also involved the safety of the entire Huang Clan.


But if Wang Chong encountered a cultivation defect, she had no idea how she would explain things to both her clan and the Wang Clan.


No matter how powerful she was, she couldn't guard against a cultivation defect!


"What in the world are you thinking!"


Wang Chong looked at the fluctuating expression on Huang Qian-er's face, not knowing whether to laugh or cry. He could immediately tell what sort of train of thought Huang Qian-er had departed on.


"Relax; I'm not in as awful condition as you imagine. You're also a warrior of the True Martial realm. Can you not find out what the problem is by inspecting my meridians?"


Wang Chong's reminder broke Huang Qian-er out of her panicked concern. Holding Wang Chong's wrist, she sensed his pulse and instantly felt embarrassed.


Although Wang Chong's aura was weak and his face pale, his pulse was very normal and steady, with no sign that he had encountered some cultivation defect.


"Hmph, if you're okay, why are you squatting on the floor!"


Huang Qian-er's face went beet-red as she threw Wang Chong's arm to the floor. When she stood up again, her face had once more cooled.


"Please, do I look like someone who's okay?"


Wang Chong was truly frustrated. He had only said that he had not encountered a cultivation defect. When had he said that he was okay?


"That's your own problem! Since you aren't dying, I'll be taking my leave!"


Huang Qian-er snorted and walked out with an icy face, the large silver sword still slung on her back.


Wang Chong could only watch with a bitter smile as Huang Qian-er coldly walked out.


This woman… she's really 'loyal to her duty'!


But Wang Chong truly couldn't be bothered to argue about these things with Huang Qian-er.


"I'm in trouble now!"


Wang Chong 'looked' at the Halo of Dusk Stallion in his body and bitterly laughed. Zhao Qianqiu had said long ago that cultivating this technique would impose a heavy burden on the body, consuming a great deal of Origin Energy and Stellar Energy, and even cause his martial realm to regress.


But Wang Chong had not expected the consequences to be so great.


He was not merely no longer a True Martial realm cultivator. He had gone from Tier 1 of the True Martial realm down to Tier 9 of Origin Energy, and then Tier 8, and finally stopped at Origin Energy Tier 7!


Just the first layer of the Halo of Dusk Stallion had caused him to fall three levels!


Wang Chong sat on the floor and bitterly muttered to himself, "This is quite the mess. This is only the first layer and I already dropped three levels. Won't this only get worse the further I go?"


If this was the result of the first layer, would he still be able to endure the results later on?


Wang Chong finally understood why only a few people had been able to cultivate this powerful technique in his last life.


"It seems that I'll have to take a trip to the spirit vein!" Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


For his strength to drop from Tier 1 of the True Martial realm to Tier 7 of Origin Energy was truly a massive blow. Fortunately, since he had already reached those levels before, as long as he had sufficient Origin Energy, he could still make his way back from Tier 7 to Tier 8, Tier 9, and finally Tier 1 of the True Martial realm.


He just needed to spend some more time.


It would be much easier now, on a completely different level of difficulty.


After resting in the secret chamber for a while, Wang Chong walked out.




……


In the refreshing autumn weather, steam surged above the mountain where the spirit vein was. The dense Origin Energy had congealed into visible white steam. Wang Chong sat in the middle of the steam, his eyes shut, his body only vaguely visible. He appeared very peaceful and quiet.


But around him, the surging Origin Energy poured into his body with astonishing speed.


After settling matters at Deflecting Blade Manor, Wang Chong had left for the spirit vein on almost the same day in order to cultivate. The Origin Energy was very thick here, far surpassing the amount that could be found at the three training camps of Shenwei, Longwei, and Kunwu.


And the Dragon Bone Art and Barbaric God Art that Wang Chong cultivated allowed him to cultivate several times faster than an ordinary person.


In a short five to six days, Wang Chong had recovered from Origin Energy Tier 7 to Tier 8.


The process had been unimaginably easy. Such was the difference between returning to a former cultivation level and reaching it for the first time.


"So comfortable!"


After some time, Wang Chong's eyes opened and he stretched his arms, his mind at ease. This was the advantage of possessing a treasure. Based on his current speed, he would need just a little more time to return to Tier 1 of the True Martial realm.


And it wouldn't stop there. To Wang Chong, opening the barrier to Tier 1 of True Martial was the same as opening Tier 2, 3, 4… all the way to Tier 9 of the True Martial realm.


At least until the peak of True Martial Tier 9, he would not encounter any barriers.


Moreover, he could begin cultivating several True Martial realm techniques.


Everything was proceeding with almost absurd smoothness.


"…I wonder how Cousin is doing?"


For some reason, Wang Chong had suddenly recalled his older cousin, Wang Liang.


In order to find those celestial meteorites that had landed in those islands over the sea, Wang Chong had prepared almost a million taels of gold for Wang Liang. A large number of multi-deck junks had been bought or constructed, and many warriors had been employed. He had also dispatched experts from the clan.


The scale was tremendous and costly in both time and energy. This was proof of how highly Wang Chong viewed this venture.


Wang Liang was his cousin and also a person that Wang Chong could truly trust.


Those meteorites scattered across those islands had an extremely important role in Wang Chong's grand plan.


Without those meteorites, Wang Chong's plan would be imperfect, perhaps even greatly damaged.


Three months had already passed. Logically speaking, if the voyage was smooth and the ocean winds favorable, they should have already reached those islands.


"Although this world is very different from the world I was familiar with, there are many aspects in which they are similar. There's the Wootz Steel produced by Sindhu, and then the existence of Yingzhou over the seas. If Wootz Steel could be discovered in Sindhu, then there's a high chance that meteorites can be found on those island mountains. …I just wonder how they're doing right now?"


Wang Chong sat cross-legged on the ground as he mentally spoke to himself.


The weather on the sea was complicated, and there were great waves, storms, lightning, thunderclouds… Too many factors were in play. And on the boundless ocean, there were no landmarks to speak of.


Even a carrier pigeon would get lost in such a place.


Sending messages was extremely difficult. He could only wait for Wang Liang to return to know anything.


I hope that everything goes smoothly.


With this thought, Wang Chong closed his eyes.


At the moment, he was extremely limited in what he could do. He could only silently wait, praying that they were all doing well.


Whoosh. A gust of wind blew by, and the spirit vein quickly fell silent.




……


"Reef! Reef! Watch out for that underwater reef!


"Helmsman, hard to port! Quickly!


"Lookout, tighten the lines on the mast and drop the sail by half, hurry!


"Everyone, hold on tight to a rope!


"Quickly, move! A big wave is coming, careful!"




……


Boom! With a deafening roar, a wave several dozen zhang high crashed down over their heads. With a crack, a mast snapped, swept off the boat with seven or eight sailors.


There was only time to scream as these sailors were lost in the waves in the blink of an eye, their voices drowned away.


Rumble!


Thunderclouds thickly bunched in the sky, flashing with lightning. Heavy rain torrented down, spanning the gap between heaven and earth with dense threads of water.


Atop the main mast of a junk, Wang Liang gasped for breath as he mentally rejoiced.


"…Another disaster avoided."


A thought flashed through Wang Liang's mind, and he suddenly rejoiced that he had listened to the advice and suggestions of his younger cousin, Wang Chong.


These multi-deck junks had all been built from the hardest wood and were overengineered, even though this had greatly increased the costs.


But time after time, these junks had resisted giant waves. Time after time, they had saved his life.


Everything he had experienced was proof that this investment had been completely correct.
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Crack!


Another bolt of lightning stabbed down from the dark clouds, waking Wang Liang from his stupor. Having just avoided disaster, Wang Liang had no time to rejoice, and he quickly issued a string of orders.


"Change course!


"Furl all the sails except one!


"Helmsman, keep watch on the situation ahead!


"All sailors, man your posts! Whether you can survive will depend on your luck!"




……


Loop after loop of rope kept Wang Liang firmly tied to the main mast. It was precisely because of these loops of soaked rope that Wang Liang was able to protect himself in the storm and issue order after order.


The once young and tender young man was now a tanned captain. Only Wang Liang himself knew just what he had experienced over the last four to five months.


Of their original number, less than one-third were left. Even quite a few of the Wang Clan's guards and the guards that his father had dispatched had died.


The storms, strife, schemes, assassinations, doubts, ruptures, hunger, and attempts to make him step down… Wang Liang had already lost count of how many times they had happened.


Wang Liang had narrowly escaped with his life time after time in this journey of unprecedented danger.


By now, all that confidence and complacency he had when first leaving the port had been washed away by the waves into calm and indifference.


When they left, he had basically been clueless about sailing, but now, he was most experienced captain in the entire fleet!


To a normal person, becoming so accomplished in just four or five months was something worthy of bragging about for the rest of their lives.


But Wang Liang did not think so.


Life had honed this person, had created this person. His only advantage was studying—continuous, all-out studying that put aside even sleep and food.


From the helmsman to the sailor, all the crew members had been his opponents in studying.


"Watch out! The second wave is coming!


"Careful!"




……


Although he had avoided one disaster, the calamity was far from over. Before the might of Mother Nature, the abilities of humans were insignificant. Whether one was an expert of the True Martial realm, the Profound Martial realm, or an ordinary sailor, all were equal before the boundless might of the world; all were the same.


Before the might of Mother Nature, all people were tiny ants.


Once one fell from the ship and dropped into the bottomless ocean, even a Profound Martial realm expert could only die.


In order to survive, everyone had to be of one mind and work toward the same purpose, crossing the ocean on the same boat. But…


Wang Liang was not worried about the infinite might of nature before him, but the unfathomable and elusive minds of men.


In these four or five months, they had roved across the ocean, stepping onto island after island and each time returning in disappointment. In these islands, Wang Liang had not found any of those meteorites that Wang Chong had spoken of.


From the initial trust and anticipation for treasure to the disappointment, suspicion, and calls to step down… To a few of the higher-ups in the fleet, the secret of the meteorites was no longer a secret.


But everyone had their doubts.


Even the hearts of the Wang Clan guards began to sway and be lured over to the side of his opponents.


How could someone who had never voyaged across to the sea, never been abroad, know that these places thousands of li away had meteorites?


If these meteorites existed, why had other fishermen on the sea never discovered them?


In sum, this was just a load of nonsense.


The doubt toward Wang Chong, the doubt toward Wang Liang, the doubt toward the goal of this fleet, had never stopped. Moreover, as more and more sailors died, the doubts increased.


Wang Liang's position as captain was incredibly precarious.


Wang Liang already knew that another failure or lack of results would give him a fate the same as all the others: being cast into the depths of the ocean to become food for the fishes.


Boom!


The wave crashed down, snapping Wang Liang's train of thought, snapping the calm of the fleet. Several more screams rang out, and then several more figures were swept off the deck and into the sea.


Boom! Wang Liang's mouth was open as he readied himself to issue a new order and adjust the fleet. But then there was an incredible boom, like the hand of some invisible giant had slapped the bottom of the ship.


Wang Liang felt a pain in his chest, like the ropes were tightening around his flesh. He felt like all his organs had been jolted out by that massive strength.


"No good! The ship's struck a reef!"


A panicked voice could be heard amongst the lightning and thunder. This was the last thing that Wang Liang heard as his vision went dark.




……


Splash!


The crashing of waves slowly penetrated his consciousness. After what seemed like both the twinkling of an eye and ten thousand years, Wang Liang finally began to stir.


The ocean water was slowly washing over his body, surging up and then pulling away. A tiny creature seemed to be crawling over his body.


Wang Liang gave a few painful coughs and then spat a mouthful of water and wet sand. Upon opening his eyes, he was greeted by the blue ocean and a beach.


Several tiny crabs about the size of a fingernail were climbing over his hand and body.


"…How did I end up here?"


His chest fiercely ached while his head felt swollen. Wang Liang couldn't understand how he had ended up here.


His last memory was that the ship had apparently struck a reef, sending him flying.


"Was I sent flying off the ship?"


Wang Liang suddenly felt nervous, a hint of fear creeping into his heart. In this vast ocean, no ship meant that one could only wait for death.


He struggled up from the ground, only to be immediately struck dumb.


Several hundred zhang away, a massive ship had crashed into an upright cliff. Leaning up against the cliff, the ship was half underwater and not moving a bit.


"This is…"


Wang Liang was completely frozen. The ship had run aground, which meant that they hadn't struck some hidden reef last night, but a cliff?!


Wang Liang couldn't even speak.


The ship hadn't disappeared and he hadn't been abandoned. This was absolutely worth being happy about, but the ship had still run aground.


Fortunately, the ship had not sunk. As long as they worked to repair the leaks in the hull, the ship could continue its journey.


Putting aside his thoughts for now, Wang Liang began to arduously make his way onto the island. His current priority was to find the other members of the crew.


Since the ship had run aground here, the other crew members couldn't have gone far.


Walking onto the island, Wang Liang began to take the measure of this place he had drifted onto. This was a solitary and deserted island. Strange rocks, two or three people high, were standing across the island, a strange forest of stones.


Perhaps it was an illusion, but when the sunlight shone over him, Wang Liang felt like the tips of these stones had a metallic luster.


No, it wasn't an illusion!


As his gaze swept over a few of the nearby rocks, Wang Liang felt his entire body quiver in excitement. Beneath the mottled surface of these strange rocks was not the brown stone he expected, but the sheen of metal.


This was the classic sheen of metallic ore.


Wang Liang had specifically researched such things for this venture, so he was incredibly familiar with the color and appearance of metallic ore.


"Could it be…"


A thought flashed through his mind and Wang Liang could feel excitement welling up. But Wang Liang did not act lightly. After all that honing, from hope to disappointment, and then to hope, and then disappointment…


Wang Liang was already used to it.


It was just metallic ore, not necessarily the meteoric metal that Wang Chong spoke of. On this voyage, he had encountered metallic ores, but they had been iron ore or copper ore of varying quality.


This variety had broadened Wang Liang's horizons. However, this place was so far from the mainland and required such a long journey that extracting these ores on a large scale was far too unprofitable.


If the metallic ore before him was of that sort, then it was worthless.


"I hope, I hope that I've found that other kind of ore…"


Wang Liang put his hands together, his heart uneasy.


He knew that he could not go on much longer. It wasn't that he was unwilling, but the fleet could no longer continue under these conditions.


There had been no results or harvest, morale was low, and their stores of food and water were running out. Even their sturdy junks had taken heavy damage.


He was afraid that there were not many chances left.


He took in a deep breath and calmed down. With a clang, Wang Liang finally pulled out the Wootz sword on his back.


Wang Chong had gifted it to him before the voyage.


The meteoric metal could not be differentiated from other metals by its sheen, and Wang Liang was certainly no master blacksmith who could distinguish metals at a glance.


But Wang Chong had taught him the simplest of methods.


If the slash of a Wootz Steel sword could cut all the way or even several feet deep, then it was just ordinary and worthless ore.


But if it could block the slash of the Wootz Steel sword, or if the Wootz Steel sword could only make a shallow cut, then this metal would unquestionably be the meteoric metal!


This was the simplest method of assessing whether a metal was meteoric metal.


If this metal could block the slash of a Wootz Steel sword, then even if it was not meteoric metal, the quality of this metal was still incredibly close to meteoric metal.


A gleam of cold light appeared under the sunlight. Carrying Wang Liang's apprehensive thoughts, the sword slashed at an exposed part of the strange and rugged rock.


Though just an instant, this moment seemed to last forever in Wang Liang's eyes…


Clang!


When he saw that the Wootz Steel sword in his hand had only sunk half an inch into the rock before being unable to cut any further, Wang Liang was dumbstruck.


All the sound in the world seemed to fade away. The entire world became silent, and time seemed to stop for a moment.


Half an inch, half an inch…!


Wang Liang seemed to stop breathing.


Clangclangclangclang!


Wang Liang seemed to go crazy, his eyes turning red as he frenziedly slashed his Wootz Steel sword at the rock.


Half an inch, half an inch, half an inch, half an inch…


From top to bottom, Wang Liang's Wootz Steel sword had left cut after cut on every part of the rock. But without exception, these cuts were only half an inch deep, and sometimes even less.


The incredibly sturdy Wootz Steel that could cut through iron like mud could only cut half an inch into the surface of this strange rock.


Scrape!


As if provoked, the red-eyed Wang Liang suddenly scraped away the mottled stone surface of the rock. Glossy black, glossy black, it was all glossy black…


Scraping away the brown stone surface of this strange rock, he discovered that it was all glossy black metal beneath!


Clang!


Wang Liang threw away his sword, his eyes completely red. He raised his hands and roared in laughter at the sky.


"Hahaha, success, I've succeeded!


"I've finally found the meteorites!


"HAHAHA…."




……


At this moment, Wang Liang's voice could be heard across the entire island. He laughed so hard that he began to cry.


After all the countless tribulations and challenges, after all the narrow escapes, he had finally found the meteorites that Wang Chong had spoken of.


He had finally surpassed himself and accomplished the truly inconceivable!


At this moment, all the blood and tears were finally worth it!



                                                                        Chapter 399: Cultivation Recovered! 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




Wang Liang's laugh astonished the entire island. Slowly, figure after figure began to appear in the stone forest. All the crewmembers who had been washed ashore on this island were flabbergasted by Wang Liang's laughter. They began walking over, staring at their captain with confused gazes.


No one knew what had happened, or why Wang Liang was madly laughing.


"Hahaha, set sail! We've found our objective and can finally return to the mainland and the Great Tang!"


Wang Liang raised his arm and heartily laughed.


Everyone's eyes instantly began to shine.


They had seemingly found an end to the several months of misfortune. Good news followed good news, as someone had discovered a dense forest of coconut trees on the island, with large bunches of coconuts hanging from them.


This was the best source of fresh water.


In addition, someone had discovered massive sea turtles and sea turtle eggs on the shore. There were also many small lizards that lived by swimming in the water and catching fish.


These were the best sources of meat.


In an instant, the problems of food and water that had troubled everyone all this time were resolved.


And there was even more good news. At dusk, several large junks suddenly appeared by the island.


In the clear weather after the rain, they had followed the trail from last night and found this island.


After such a long time, everyone's luck had finally taken a turn for the better!


Ten-some days later, after making ample preparations, sweeping the islands clean of meteorites, and stocking up on large quantities of fresh water and food, the fleet of ten-some junks majestically set off. Finally, they began the long voyage home.


……


On the mountain where the spirit vein was located, steam filled the air. Wang Chong sat in the middle of the spiritual energy like an old monk in meditation, not moving a single inch. But the aura around his body was like the raging tide.


It had already been twenty-some days since he had arrived at the spirit vein. The aura exuded by Wang Chong's body was advancing tremendously, growing stronger and more intense.


And today, he had finally reached a climax.


"Hmph!"


After some time, Wang Chong fiercely opened his eyes. Leaping up, he let out a frightening howl.


"Woooooo!"


The mountains rumbled continuously in response.


"…I've finally succeeded."


Wang Chong performed a flip and landed on the ground, his heart bursting with joy.


After twenty-some days of cultivation, Wang Chong, assisted by the dense Origin Energy in the spirit vein and the pill he had bought from Six-Fingered Zhang, had finally climbed from Origin Energy Tier 7 to Tier 8, Tier 9, and finally back to Tier 1 of the True Martial realm.


In terms of strength, nimbleness, and speed, the current Wang Chong was a completely new man!


A majestic aura of strength surged through his body. This strength was swift, vast, and brimming with an oppressive pressure. It was on a completely different level from Origin Energy.


This was Stellar Energy.


The current Wang Chong was filled completely with the glittering, translucent, and utterly pure Stellar Energy of the True Martial realm.


In the next moment, Wang Chong spotted a brown boulder sticking out of the ground twenty-some zhang away. His gaze flitted over it, and he suddenly unleashed a Hundred Steps Divine Fist.


This time, it was not pure Origin Energy, but shining Stellar Energy drawing a comet through the sky. The boom shook the earth and sent stone shards flying.


The end of that brown boulder suddenly exploded into powder. The explosion stirred up a mighty gale that caused the grass, shrubs, and tree leaves in a radius of ten-some zhang to rustle down. Even the white spiritual energy was dragged along, forming a massive vortex.


"Great!"


Wang Chong's eyes glowed at this sight. He suddenly spread his feet apart and thick Stellar Energy began to seep out of his body. On this mountain, Wang Chong began to take up the posture of a fist technique.


Shoulder harmonized with knee, hand with foot, and eye with heart. Every technique Wang Chong used, whether explosive or jolting, was not particularly profound, but in Wang Chong's hands, they were imbued with a powerful strength.


That vast Stellar Energy began to affect the flow of energy in a radius of several dozen zhang around Wang Chong. The energy moved like waves with his punches, resonating in the void around him.


The True Martial realm did not confer a power great enough to affect the Origin Energy of the world, but the Stellar Energy on Wang Chong's body could already indirectly affect the surrounding flow of energy.


Boomboomboom!


Wang Chong took a step forward, the stone under his foot splintering. The dust shrouding him made him seem like a man-shaped monster.


"Now I can try out the Halo of Dusk Stallion!"


Wang Chong's eyes flashed and he suddenly let out a long whistle. The whistle echoed through the mountains, and after some time, a neighing came from down below, followed quickly by galloping hooves.


Neeiigh!


A muscular black figure appeared out of the thick steam, its mane fluttering in the wind. The figure threw its head into Wang Chong's chest, rubbing its head against him while its tongue licked Wang Chong's arm and cheeks in an affectionate manner.


"Hahaha, Little Shadow, enough, enough…"


Wang Chong's palm itched from Little Shadow's licking, so he couldn't help but stroke Little Shadow's glossy mane while smiling.


It had been almost two months since they had been injured.


Little Shadow had not only completely recovered from its injuries, it had gotten even taller and more muscular. Only by breaking one's bones could one get stronger.


This phrase was a perfect fit for Little Shadow right now.


In a little while, Little Shadow would enter adulthood.


Patting Little Shadow's back, Wang Chong flipped onto the saddle, and then man and horse shot forward like a lightning bolt.


Fwoom! Right after, a greenish-black halo began to expand, rapidly dropping down from Wang Chong's body and beginning to expand beneath the hooves of the White-hoofed Shadow.


Rumble! The halo transformed into a massive and dazzling circle of ancient black thorns.


At this moment, the aura of Wang Chong and the White-hoofed Shadow became as heavy as a hill. Not only that, the White-hoofed Shadow actually got even faster, its speed suddenly rising.


With a fierce neigh, an intense clattering of metal, and the rumbling of the greenish black halo, Wang Chong shot forward like a bolt of lightning.


Everywhere the halo passed, the earth quaked while rocks and trees were all crushed to powder by the greenish black thorns.


The halo under the hooves of the White-hoofed Shadow was like the sharpest of swords. All the rocks, trees, grass, and shrubs it cut through were razed to the ground.


The clattering and the rumbling of the halo seemed to pierce through the firmament, inspiring dread in all who heard it.


One round, two rounds, three rounds…


"HAHAHA…."


Wang Chong was one with his horse, and as he felt the scenery on both sides fly by like lightning, he couldn't help but heartily laugh, in a completely carefree state of mind.


The True Martial realm was completely different from the Origin Energy realm, and this 'Halo of Dusk Stallion' technique far surpassed the normal war halos used in the True Martial realm.


Strength!


Speed!


Dexterity!


These were the three most important traits for a warrior, and under the effect of the Halo of Dusk Stallion, they were all greatly improved. In his current state, Wang Chong felt like he was a moving fortress. He was not only incredibly heavy, he was also moving with terrifying speed.


When this weight combined with this speed, the final charge they created was monstrously terrifying. Wang Chong was even confident that if he were facing Iron Cloak Li and his Iron Cloak technique, Iron Cloak Li would definitely be severely wounded from the collision.


Wang Chong patted Little Shadow on the back and said, "Come, let's see just how far our strength can go!"


Neigh! As if sensing Wang Chong's intent, the White-hoofed Shadow turned its head to glance at Wang Chong and then began to move even faster, pushing its strength to the limit.


Rumble! The White-hoofed Shadow shot forward in a flash, dragging behind it a long wave of white energy as it hurtled toward a massive rock a hundred zhang away.


Neigh!


Amidst the thunderous galloping was an earth-shaking boom. As dust plumed into the air, this sturdy granite boulder about as tall as a man exploded into tiny pieces.


The highest pieces flew several dozen zhang into the air!


Even Wang Chong was astonished at this sight.


"Hahaha, excellent!"


A peal of resounding laughter echoed through the sky. Seated upon the White-hoofed Shadow, Wang Chong watched the roiling dust with amazement in his eyes.


He had originally thought that the charge of a warhorse smashing half of the boulder would be decent. He hadn't expected that the entire boulder would be smashed into powder.


"True Martial Tier 3… no! At least the strength of True Martial Tier 4! And it's almost at the level of True Martial Tier 5!"


The results before him had already surpassed Wang Chong's expectations.


This granite boulder was extremely sturdy, but causing it to rupture or breaking off a part wasn't that difficult. Someone at the first or second tier of the True Martial realm could pull it off.


But smashing it into powder required at least True Martial Tier 4, perhaps even Tier 5.


On the battlefield, a cavalry charge relied on the strength of the warrior and extreme speeds to display a strength far above normal, allowing for a single, brilliant strike.


And what filled Wang Chong with even greater anticipation was that this was only a small portion of the Halo of Dusk Stallion's power, only the might of the first layer.


As his strength progressed, the peak might of this combination of him and Little Shadow would definitely progress to the peak of True Martial Tier 4, perhaps even Tier 5.


On the fierce battlefield, this move was extremely threatening.


"This is the Halo of Dusk Stallion?"


A voice came from the side. Wang Chong turned his head, and what he saw in the thick white mists of the spirit vein was an icy beauty dressed in white, carrying a massive sword on her back, walking toward him.


Huang Qian-er's face was expressionless, her gaze profound. Yet in those bright eyes, a hint of surprise could be seen.


After one stuck to Wang Chong's side long enough, many things would stop being secrets, including this Halo of Dusk Stallion.


As the 'Fairy of Dainty Hands' famed throughout the capital, Huang Qian-er had never believed Wang Chong's strength to be worth mentioning, only viewed it with contempt.


But this combined strike of man and horse forced even Huang Qian-er to admit that it was extremely powerful, even posing a threat to her!


If Wang Chong continued to progress at this speed, her job as bodyguard would be in name only and she would be left with nothing to do.


Even though she didn't have a very good opinion of Wang Chong and did not much cherish this 'personal bodyguard' job, this threat of being inexplicably cast aside still made Huang Qian-er a little uncomfortable.



                                                                        Chapter 400: News on the Hyderabad Ore! 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




"Hehe, this is only the initial level of the Halo of Dusk Stallion. It's still not that powerful. Once I reach True Martial Tier 5, I should be able to cultivate the second level of the Halo of Dusk Stallion!"


Wang Chong had no idea of the complicated thoughts going through Huang Qian-er's mind as he faintly smiled and spoke from atop his horse.


The first layer of the Halo of Dusk Stallion only required reaching the True Martial realm, but Wang Chong's current cultivation level could not satisfy the requirements for advancing to the second layer.


Instructor Zhao had been right when he had said that this supreme technique was very difficult to cultivate.


Whoosh!


As he was speaking, a howl of wind came from over his head. This sudden sound attracted the attention of both Wang Chong and Huang Qian-er.


The two raised their heads and saw a white carrier pigeon descending from the sky, flying toward Wang Chong.


"This is…"


Wang Chong's eyes widened as he subconsciously stretched out a hand, letting the carrier pigeon land on his hand. Untying the letter wrapped around the carrier pigeon's leg, Wang Chong glanced over, unable to suppress a smile.


"Good news really does come in waves."


Wang Chong's lips had curved into a joyful smile.


The letter had been written by Ablonodan and Arloja, but the news was about the distant Hyderabad mountains in Sindhu. With the gold sent over, their exchange had been completed.


After several months and an increase in production, the High Priest in Sindhu had prepared the one thousand jun of Hyderabad ore that Wang Chong required, and he had even sent them out as quickly as possible on their journey to the capital of the Great Tang.


There was a time difference between Hyderabad in Sindhu and the capital of the Great Tang.


From the date on the latter, this letter had been written more than a month ago. In other words, the convoy transporting the Hyderabad ore had set off twenty-some days ago.


It seemed like he would only have to wait about a month to receive the Hyderabad ore from Sindhu, even though it seemed like it wasn't a great amount.


But Wang Chong knew that this was probably the largest transaction for Hyderabad ore in the entire world at present.


Even the Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu, which were closer to the source, had probably not gotten as much as he had.


The production of this ore was far too low.


"…Everything is on the right track. As long as the Hyderabad ores arrive, I can forge at least one thousand Wootz Steel swords! This many swords is enough to equip an army and allow them to be used in actual combat!"


At this moment, Wang Chong was seated on the back of his horse, his hand tightly gripping the letter while his mind was in a state of utter satisfaction.


It had only been a short time since the Hyderabad ores had appeared.


In such a short time, he would be able to construct probably the highest number of Wootz Steel swords in all the country, even the world.


Before that powerful Mameluke army from his previous life had appeared, he had already taken the initiative. He already had the ability to create a small-scale Wootz Steel army of one thousand soldiers.


If these one thousand soldiers were put in an army of tens of thousands, a hundred thousand, or hundreds of thousands, they would not pose much of a threat.


But Wang Chong knew that if he gave these one thousand Wootz Steel weapons to an elite unit of cavalry, they could fully utilize the power of the Wootz Steel weapons and even alter the course of a battle.


All the hard work he had put in since meeting Ablonodan and Arloja was finally about to bear fruit.


"What's wrong?" Huang Qian-er asked Wang Chong.


"It's nothing."


Wang Chong gave a brilliant smile as he crumpled the letter in his hand. Yes, the Wang Clan and the Huang Clan's relationship was not the same as it was before. They were no longer so hostile, and the Huang Clan had even expressed its servitude.


But there were still a few matters that Wang Chong did not want to tell Huang Qian-er. Until she truly gained his trust or she began to trust him, Wang Chong would still keep some secrets from her.


Huang Qian-er's expression chilled. She snorted and unhappily turned around with a sweep of her sleeve, continuing her cultivation.


Wang Chong had set aside a special area in the spirit vein for her to cultivate. By following Wang Chong, Huang Qian-er had also invisibly gained an extremely large benefit.


Wang Chong smiled as he watched Huang Qian-er slowly vanish into the mists. He then turned around and went to another cultivation area.


For Wang Chong, cultivating to Tier 1 of the True Martial realm was only the beginning. Now, borrowing the dense spiritual energy of the spirit vein, he could begin his other plan for the True Martial realm.


Wang Chong's figure quickly vanished into the surging mists of the spirit vein.




……


Flapflap!


While Wang Chong was heading back to his cultivation in the spirit vein, in the capital, a black falcon was flapping its wings, shooting like an arrow into the Yao Residence.


After a short while, an experienced steward dressed in black and carrying a letter hurried deep into the Yao Residence.


There, the head of the Yao Clan, Yao Guangyi, was sitting still and upright. At his side sat a small and haughty old man with a goatee. He appeared to be some sort of strategist.


When the steward walked in, Yao Guangyi was accompanying this old man in drinking tea.


The steward froze for a moment before quickly lowering his head and walking up to Yao Guangyi's side. He whispered a few words in his ear and passed over the letter.


Yao Guangyi took the letter. Just a glance was enough to cause his expression to instantly change.


"What's wrong?"


The elder had raised his head, an unhurried expression on his face.


"Sir, there's news from the west. Apparently, that boy from the Wang Clan is having something transported!"


Yao Guangyi quickly calmed himself down and promptly passed the letter over. When he spoke, his attitude was very respectful and he viewed this goateed old man with extreme reverence.


As the head of the Yao Clan with the backing of Old Master Yao, Yao Guangyi's position could be described as extremely stable. In the capital, the number of people he treated with such respect was extremely small.


Only the people from King Qi's side could make him show such respect.


This was exactly the case here.


This petite and ordinary-looking elder was precisely someone sent over by King Qi.


In this period of time, whether in the Bureau of Military Personnel, the Bureau of Punishments, or the Imperial Court, King Qi's side had been suppressed by King Song and the Wang Clan. The people on his side had been banished from court or crowded out, and he was losing out in every area.


King Qi was also beginning to wantonly recruit soldiers, snatching up talented individuals in preparation for a counterattack. And this goateed old man was an expert in King Qi's network, and one of the most important ones.


Although the Yao Clan had an illustrious talent, Yao Guangyi knew that King Qi's ambitions had no limit. His ambition could never be satisfied with only the Yao Clan.


And King Qi's personality would never allow him to treat the Yao Clan any differently.


His grandfather had told him once that when dealing with King Qi, one could not feel the slightest bit arrogant. No matter what King Qi decided, who he sent, or what he suggested, the Yao Clan only needed to follow.


Or else they would be heading on the path to disaster!


Yao Guangyi had engraved these words into his mind.


"Hyderabad ore?!!"


The elder had only glanced at this letter before his calm expression vanished into smoke, a hint of shock appearing in his cold and sinister eyes.


In the capital, King Song and King Qi were sworn enemies, and the Wang Clan was naturally involved in this fight.


Wang Chong's Wootz Steel swords had been a secret at the start, and no one knew what they had been made from.


But more than half a year had passed since then, and King Qi and the Yao Clan had spent a great deal of energy and money. Wang Chong's Wootz Steel weapons had long since ceased to be a secret.


One Wootz Steel weapon could be sold for seventy to eighty thousand taels of gold, perhaps even a hundred thousand or two hundred thousand. This sort of enormous wealth was a terrible temptation, even to an Imperial Prince like King Qi, who had never cared much about money.


The sudden revival of the Wang Clan was an enormous threat to King Qi, and the contributions from the Wootz Steel weapons and the enormous wealth they brought could not go unnoticed.


Right now, practically everyone in the Imperial Army, from top to bottom, had a good opinion of the Wang Clan. Even hostile factions did not dare to offend the Wang Clan.


The reason was those Wootz Steel weapons.


"It's not that simple. This time, more than a thousand jun of Hyderabad ore is being transported!" Yao Guangyi sternly said.


Although he had only glanced at the letter, Yao Guangyi had already seen with absolute clarity the critical information in the letter. This was practically an instinct that all strategic experts and powerful generals possessed.


The goateed elder said nothing, but his heart was fiercely beating. After a long while, he gave a long sigh.


"What a great fortune!"


"Yes! A great fortune!" Yao Guangyi agreed.


The two people in the room fell into a sudden silence. More than a thousand jun of ore… If one supposed that one jun could be exchanged for more than a hundred thousand taels of gold, this was an absolutely enormous sum.


Let alone the elder, even Yao Guangyi was almost scared out of his wits when he saw the news.


This was a hundred million taels of gold! This business being carried out by that boy from the Wang Clan deeply shocked even an experienced official of the Imperial Court like him.


The Yao Clan was no poor, humble family, but they were truly inferior to this boy.


After a long time, the elder broke the silence and said with an emotional expression, "We cannot miss out on such a great fortune!" It would go against the laws of heaven if they just let this fortune go.


And besides, the Wang Clan was a sworn enemy of King Qi.


"Yes!"


Yao Guangyi gave a rare echo of support.


The current Wang Clan was already hard enough to deal with, but if they received this massive fortune, even the Yao Clan would find it hard to compete.


No matter what, they had to sabotage this venture of the Wang Clan's. They could not allow the ore to reach them.


"We should quickly inform His Highness King Qi…"


Yao Guangyi gave a sideways look at the elder as he probed.


Without even thinking, the goateed elder said, "There's no need. His Highness has numerous matters to deal with every day, and he is currently deeply vexed. We should not bother him with this matter. Otherwise, he might doubt our ability as subordinates. What say you, Lord Yao?"


When receiving money from someone else, one had to help them take care of disasters. As subordinates, they had not currently achieved anything of merit. If they did not grasp this excellent opportunity, it would be too late to feel regret once it slipped away.
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There was no way that that the goateed elder could not understand what Yao Guangyi was thinking, so he had ultimately decided to work together with Yao Guangyi. If something really did happen that would result in a rebuke from King Qi, they would take the blame together.


A strange look flashed through Yao Guangyi's eyes, but he very quickly calmed down.


"Sir is correct."


Yao Guangyi nodded his head. Although he wanted to probe into the elder's thoughts, the elder was right. They truly should be taking on this burden on King Qi's behalf.


Moreover, this matter of one thousand jun of Hyderabad ore was extremely important. If the convoy were allowed to smoothly reach the capital, the Wang Clan's power would be redoubled, and the only recipient of the calamity would be the Yao Clan.


And no one was more concerned about this than Yao Guangyi.


"We have to send experts to intercept these goods as quickly as possible. Our greatest advantage right now is that the Wang Clan still doesn't know that we've already found out their secret. As long as we move fast enough, we can still be on time. But the convoy also has no small number of experts. All of them are great monks from Sindhu. To snatch the Hyderabad ore from them will not be easy."


As he spoke, Yao Guangyi looked at the old man, his meaning obvious.


A thousand jun of Hyderabad ore was no minor matter. The Sindhu side also clearly treated this matter with great importance.


From their intelligence reports, more than twenty powerful great monks from Sindhu were guarding the Hyderabad ore, and many masters were among them.


To snatch food from the mouths of the tigers that were the Sindhi monks was no easy task. It would not be possible without sufficient top-notch experts.


This was no problem to Yao Guangyi. In terms of experts, no matter how many the Yao Residence had, it couldn't have more than King Qi. King Qi had been recruiting soldiers all this time and had a habit of recruiting experts. His residence had long ago become a great gathering of experts and talents.


And King Qi himself was a supreme expert!


The Yao Residence's experts were just a drop in the bucket to the King Qi Residence and not even worth a mention.


For this matter, it was clearly better for the people of King Qi's side to step forward.


"Hahaha, if General Yao is worried about this matter, let me handle it. I can get this matter settled!"


With no need for another word from Yao Guangyi, the goateed elder heartily laughed and took charge of the matter. He stroked his beard with a proud expression on his face.


"But Sir, the strength of those Sindhi monks cannot be underestimated. There are many of them, and their strength is at least at True Martial Tier 7, 8, or 9. There's even a Profound Martial Tier 1 expert with them. If we send normal experts, I'm afraid that we'll just be sending them to their deaths," Yao Guangyi kindly warned. He was elated to see the elder take charge of this matter, but this matter was also tied up with the Yao Clan.


Yao Guangyi felt like he had to warn the elder about a few things.


"Hahaha, rest easy, General Yao, it's just some monks at Tier 7, 8, and 9 of the True Martial realm. Even a Profound Martial realm expert isn't too big of a deal. This old man is highly valued by King Qi, so I'm able to mobilize a few experts."


The goateed elder fiddled with his beard, a conceited look on his face.


Yao Guangyi nodded slightly, not daring to look down on the old man. Those people who could gain the trust of King Qi naturally had to possess extraordinary qualities.


"Since Sir has said so, this lowly Yao can rest easy. If possible, I hope that Sir will refrain from mobilizing the experts of the residence. The ambush earlier attracted the notice and displeasure of the Wang Clan and King Song. If we leak out any more information, not even His Majesty will be able to give any explanation," Yao Guangyi cautioned.


The ambush Wang Chong had encountered on the official road and narrowly escaped with his life had taken place not too long ago. If King Qi and the Yao Clan did something that left behind even more clues, even the Sage Emperor would begin to show his displeasure.


As a longtime court official, Yao Guangyi well understood that the Sage Emperor cared little for trifling matters, and could spare none of his attention for them.


But some things could be done only once, and if one acted too excessively, even His Majesty could no longer ignore them.


His Majesty only chose to ignore some things, but he was not actually deaf and mute, completely unaware of what was going on. Anyone who believed that His Majesty was really bewildered was the true fool.


"General Yao, relax, I won't attract the notice of the Wang Clan or King Song!" The elder proudly said, waving away his concerns without even thinking. He was a steward in the King Qi Residence, so if he couldn't even do something like that, he would be wasting King Qi's trust.


"Oh?"


Yao Guangyi blinked as he felt surprise for the first time.


"If you will forgive this lowly Yao for speaking too much, might I know where Sir will be inviting experts from?"


The escort for this Hyderabad ore shipment needed at least experts of the Profound Martial realm to deal with. Experts at this level were so important that not even the Yao Clan could easily mobilize one.


"Haha, General Yao, I won't hide it from you. I've met a few people along the road. Does General still remember that Iron Cloak Li near Longxi?" the elder asked, stroking his beard.


"The Iron Cloak Bandits?"


Yao Guangyi's eyes flashed. Yao Guangyi had a very deep impression of those Iron Cloak Bandits who had almost killed Wang Chong's group.


Alas, they had failed in the final push, or else he wouldn't have to go through all these troubles now.


"Does Sir know an individual like him?"


Yao Guangyi immediately caught on.


"Haha, as expected, General Yao, you have a fast reaction. It's no wonder King Qi looks highly upon you. Correct, I truly do know someone like that, though this person is much more formidable than the leader of the Iron Cloak Bandits. On the road to the Western Regions, this person fully deserves to be called the king of bandits. His cultivation reached the Profound Martial realm a long time ago and he has countless experts at his command. If this person steps forward, neither King Song nor the Wang Clan will be able to associate us with them, no matter how formidable they are."


The goateed elder continued to fiddle with his beard, a shrewd look in his eyes.


Yao Guangyi was astonished by these words. He finally realized that he had underestimated this seemingly frail elder.


If he really did know this sort of person, they were undoubtedly the best candidate. The plan would be flawless.


"If Sir has such a candidate in mind, then nothing could be better. As long as we can seize this ore, the Wang Clan will be dealt a mighty blow!"


Yao Guangyi nodded his head as he spoke, his mind much more at ease.


"Hehehe, this is no small fortune. Once the storm has passed, we can have the ore transported to the capital. If His Highness King Qi gets the help of this Hyderabad ore, it would be like giving a tiger wings. He will definitely value us even more."


The goateed elder nodded as he spoke. This was his true goal.


Yao Guangyi was dumbstruck, and then he gave a bitter smile.


"Sir's idea is rather good, but I fear that it is not too realistic!"


"Oh, is General Yao not moved? This is a hundred million taels gold here!"


The elder furrowed his brow.


"Ah, Sir, you've misunderstood my meaning."


Yao Guangyi somewhat helplessly explained, "It's not that I don't want to use this ore, but even if we did get our hands on the ore, it would be useless. In this entire world, I'm afraid it's only that boy who can run that Wootz Steel business. And this business is exclusively his."


Although they had already expended much effort, it was clear that this man before him did not have a deep understanding of the opponent facing the Yao Clan and King Qi.


"General Yao, what do you mean? Are you saying that this Hyderabad ore can only be theirs, not ours? When the time comes, we can just lie and say that we bought it from Sindhu."


The elder was somewhat discontent.


"It's useless. The Hyderabad ore is that boy's exclusive business."


With a bitter smile, Yao Guangyi revealed the agreement they had found in the Court of Judicial Review between the Wang Clan and Sindhu that allowed the Wang Clan to monopolize all the Hyderabad ore business in the Great Tang.


The goateed elder was so flabbergasted that he couldn't speak for a few moments.


Yao Guangyi explained, "Although that boy is young, he doesn't leave a single gap when doing business. Sir has not been involved in this business for long, so it's normal for you to not understand him. In the future, Sir will understand. If we look over the entire Wang Clan, Wang Yan, Wang Gengzhi1, is not even worth mentioning, and Wang Gen is too inflexible. The only person that can truly threaten us is that boy. If this wasn't so, how could we have failed in our last venture?"


The elder was once more frozen. His time in King Qi's service was still rather short, so there were many matters that he did not understand as thoroughly as Yao Guangyi.


He had originally believed that his opponents were the Wang Clan and King Song, but it now seemed that reality was differing from his expectations.


"But, we don't necessarily have to leak this matter. Can we not simply forge Wootz Steel swords in secret?" the goateed old man asked.


"That won't do. The Wootz Steel swords truly are forged from Hyderabad ore, but just having the Hyderabad ores doesn't mean that we can forge a Wootz Steel sword. I won't hide it from you. I already tried out your proposal, but all I got was this."


Yao Guangyi opened a drawer and took out a pitch-black metal sword.


"This is… a Wootz Steel sword?"


The goateed elder was dumbfounded, looking with disbelief at this black sword that looked no different from any normal sword or saber made from iron.


If Yao Guangyi had not told him, he wouldn't dare believe that this sword had been forged from Hyderabad ore. This was far too different from those gorgeous swords sold by the Wang Clan, which were shiny, incomparably sharp, and covered in magical inscriptions.


"I also didn't want to believe that this was forged from Hyderabad ore. Only when I personally observed the process could I confirm that this truly was a weapon forged from Hyderabad ore."


As he talked, Yao Guangyi drew a second black sword out of the drawer. Without question, this sword had also been forged from Hyderabad ore.


Although both swords were short, around a foot long, they had the exact same appearance: common and unattractive.


"But doesn't the capital's Zhang Clan also produce Wootz Steel swords? As long as we capture a few of them and have them help us make swords, won't it be okay?" the goateed elder somewhat unwillingly proposed.


"Aah!"


Yao Guangyi once more sighed.


"This is where the problem is. All the smiths of the Zhang Clan only forge the incomplete versions of the swords. The crucial and final step is under the total control of that boy.


"One could say that no one in the Great Tang other than him knows how to forge the Wootz Steel swords. Even if we steal that one thousand jun of Hyderabad ore, we probably won't be able to forge the Wootz Steel swords we want."



"…"


The goateed elder sat there, dumbstruck.


When Yao Guangyi had earlier said that the boy's schemes were rigorous and without flaw, he had disbelieved it and objected to the description.


But now, he suddenly began to experience just how rigorous this boy's schemes truly were.


Yao Guangyi was right. Other than that boy of the Wang Clan, no one else could get their hands on that business!


______________


1. As a reminder, 'Gengzhi' is Wang Yan's nickname.↩
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"This is a thousand jun of Hyderabad ore, almost a hundred million taels of gold. Is it really out of our reach?" the goateed elder muttered to himself.


He had to admit that he had not anticipated such a situation. It was such an excellent opportunity, such a large piece of meat, but he couldn't take a bite.


Without the skill to forge Wootz Steel, they would not be able to do anything with the ore they seized.


"That's not guaranteed."


Yao Guangyi spoke after thinking for a few moments.


"Oh?"


The elder raised his head, a questioning look in his eyes.


"I hear that the smiths of the Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu have some experience with Hyderabad ore. Although we can't use it, we might be able to sell the ore to them."


"That's our only option then."


The goateed elder sighed. Although he didn't have too deep an understanding of the Hyderabad ore, he did know that there was a massive difference between the raw materials and the finished product.


The finished product that was the Wootz Steel weapon was currently worth tens of thousands of taels, but the raw ore was probably only worth several hundred.


This was far different from what he had expected, but it was better than nothing.


After all, it was completely useless in their hands. The two black objects in Yao Guangyi's hands were the best proof.


"…I'll inform the other side and have them steal the ore as quickly as possible. I'll have them bury it somewhere, and then once the storm has passed, we can get in touch with the Arabs. We'll have to let them take advantage of this Hyderabad ore."


The elder spoke with the greatest of reluctance.


"Yes, that's all we can do."


Yao Guangyi also sighed. Although he appeared indifferent, he could not possibly remain unmoved by the sensation of a hundred million taels of gold brushing past him.


Though he spoke with indifference, boundless regret still filled his heart.


"If one cuts the grass but doesn't pull out the roots, they'll regrow with the spring wind. Though we've ruined this business transaction, it's no long-term plan."


The goateed old man rapped on the table, his gaze fixed on Yao Guangyi.


"General Yao, your Yao Clan has a large pull. Can you not think of a method of completely cutting off this business of the Wang Clan's? If we can't cut it off at the source, won't we be unable to finish things for good?" the goateed old man asked.


Yao Guangyi's eyes glimmered, but his mind was surging with ideas. Sindhu was weak and impoverished, and simply couldn't be compared to the Central Plains. If they sent over a squad of experts to the Hyderabad mountains and seized the ore veins, they really might finish things once and for all and truly pull off a fatal plan.


The problem was that Sindhu was very far from the Central Plains, and they weren't familiar with the geography. They would need at least three months.


But the benefits were also evident.


Although the Yao Clan and King Qi couldn't touch the Wang Clan, and certainly not Wang Chong, for the time being, they could certainly send experts to Sindhu to make trouble.


Even if the Sage Emperor knew, they wouldn't be blamed for it.


Some things could not be said as long as they weren't exposed. They didn't need to fear any response from the Sage Emperor.


Yao Guangyi's gaze was habitually focused within the empire and focused on managing the affairs of the Central Plains. Here, however, he fell short to the goateed elder. He was a newcomer who was just now beginning to see farther.


"Sir's plan is excellent. However, in this matter, my Yao Clan alone will not be able to do it. I'm afraid that I will need Sir's help."


"General Yao, relax. I'll take care of the arrangements on King Qi's end!"


The elder fiddled with his goatee. For the first time, the two had sympathized with each other on this point and unanimously agreed.


Whoosh!


After a while, a black falcon flew out of the capital. At almost the same time, the experts of King Qi and the Yao Residence set out from the capital. They met up and then began their journey to the distant Sindhu.



……


The unbroken mountains meandered endlessly. If one started from Longxi and traveled northwest, after traveling several thousand li, one would encounter a vast desert. Winds howled down from the mountains, and the signs of erosion from wind and sand could be seen everywhere.


This place was Qixi!


This was a place one had to cross when traveling to the Western Regions.


Qixi was the Qixi Protectorate1, under the rule of Imperial Great General Fumeng Lingcha. However, even Fumeng Lingcha did not have much control over this area. (TN: Qixi translates literally to 'Desert West'. It refers to an area between the present-day towns of Hami and Dunhuang.)


The vast desert was a product of nature, and when faced by the mighty power of nature, even the strength of an empire lost some of its luster.


A great number of mounted thieves, brigands, and bandits had flourished around the Qixi Desert, because the desert served as the best of barriers.


If one entered the desert, not even the officials and soldiers of the empire could help.


And in the northwest region of the Qixi Desert was a place called Mount Qiongqi. Amidst the waves of heat and endless sands, countless mounted thieves and brigands were encamped. Countless halos shone beneath their feet.


It was impossible to count the number of Tier 4, 5, 6, and even Tier 7 or 8 True Martial realm experts present.


Rumble!


At noon, when the scalding waves of white were at their hottest, a sudden quaking began to come from below the ground all around Mount Qiongqi.


The sand vibrated and the ground was even more restless. It was like some massive beast was about to drill out of the ground.


Warhorses neighed as all the horses in a range of several dozen li felt an aura of unease. They became restless and some even reared up on their hindlegs.


Warhorses were far more sensitive to this sort of aura than humans.


But unlike the reaction of the warhorses, all the brigands and bandits who sensed this aura began to excitedly shout.


Many bandits even grabbed their wine bags, gorging down wine and heartily laughing with anticipation in their eyes.


"Hahaha, it's not one bit lacking. It's exactly the same as yesterday!"


"Boss's cultivation time has come again!"


"Extreme flame and heat, extreme Yang and toughness; there's no place better than the desert for Boss to cultivate."


"Hahaha, take a look at the rookies of the group. It's not even started yet and they're already scared into this state. How can they run around with Boss like this!"


"That's right! Come! Throw them into the sea of sand! With so little guts, they don't deserve to run around with Boss!"



……


As the crowd laughed and caroused, the anticipation in their eyes deepened.


Boom! With a terrifying rip, the sea of sand around Mount Qiongqi began to seethe as cracks began to appear. After a moment, boomboomboom! Hundreds of thousands of rocks of all sizes seemed to come to life, an invisible strength pulling them out of the ground and into the air.


Bang! Bang! Bang!


The large stones weighed almost a thousand jin while the small ones weighed several dozen. As each one soared into the air, they did not fall back down. Instead, like scattered stars, they hovered in the void, not moving in the slightest.


For an instant, all of Mount Qiongqi was silent.


Even though they had seen this miraculous sight countless times, the crowd still felt a powerful shock each time they saw it.


Like they were seeing it for the first time!


"It's too impossible!"


"Truly like a god!"


"Who else other than Boss can do this!"



……


On the ground, countless eyes stared at this apparent work of a god taking place above them, filled with envy, fear, and a deep reverence. One True Martial Tier 4 bandit even spilled his wine bag, unaware that his clothes were being soaked.


This was no work of a god, nor was it the unfathomable power of nature. All this was the result of human strength.


The strength of their boss.


Hwooo! The wind roared, sweeping sand and gravel with it. At almost the same moment these massive stones flew out of the ground, the natural Origin Energy in the surroundings seemed to be drawn over, majestically surging toward the center of Mount Qiongqi.


Clang!


A massive clang resonated in everyone's ears. As everyone was raising their heads, a massive wave of black 'steel' rushed down from the mountaintop, stopping halfway down.


There was another clang, and then a second wave of 'steel' rushed down, enveloping the first 'steel' halo before continuing even further down…


One, two, three… seven halos of heavy black thorns enveloped the entirety of Mount Qiongqi. The final and largest wave was exuding the heavy aura of the great earth.


These three massive halos formed the most primordial and most powerful of halos:


Halo of Earth!


These seven halos were brimming with the heavy aura of the laws of earth. Before the high and heavy wall of the Halo of Earth, all these True Martial realm Tier 7, 8, and 9 warriors seemed insignificant.


This was the enormous power belonging to a high-tier expert of the Profound Martial realm!


Bzzzt!


The countless rocks scattered across the sky were at first still, but then they began to vibrate, unleashing a resounding drone.


Guided by that invisible energy, the wind and gravel began to shroud the entire region.


It was the scorching noon, when the sun was at its hottest, but the area around Mount Qiongqi was cold and gloomy, with even the sky obscured.


All the bandits paled as the dust cast the world into shadow, and all was silent.


Rumble!


After some time, the large stones fell back down and the sand scattered. All the floating stones dropped back into the ground, and the fissures themselves also began to close.


The sand encroached from all sides to close the gaps!


In a flash, everything had dispersed. The sea of sand regained its original appearance, and there was not a single sign that anything had changed.


"Boss has finished cultivating!"


Someone faintly sighed 'Boss', and with this sigh, a figure in the depths of Mount Qiongqi began to wake. 


______________

1. Qixi translates literally to 'Desert West'. It refers to an area between the present-day towns of Hami and Dunhuang.↩


(TN: In the past, Starve referred to Qixi, 碛西, as the Western Regions. However, Western Regions has another term for it, 西域, which is also used in this novel. In order to avoid confusion, 'Qixi' will be used to refer to the Qixi Protectorate that Fumeng Lingcha governs instead of Western Regions Protectorate.)
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Boom!


There was a massive thud as dust plumed up from the peak of Mount Qiongqi. A stone door opened, and a slender and tall figure walked out.


Beneath his feet, a miniature version of the Halo of Earth unfurled, exuding an aura of mountainous weight, making him seem even more powerful.


Without any sign or particular posture, this person standing there seemed like a pillar supporting the heavens, naturally becoming the center of the world. He instantly suppressed the auras of all the bandits and brigands in a radius of several dozen li.


His imposing will seemed to reach to the heavens and swallow seas, shrouding the entire region and weighing down the atmosphere.


"Paying respects to Boss!"


Loud and clear voices resounded through the world. The thousands of bandits and brigands around Mount Qiongqi almost simultaneously dismounted and kneeled on the ground.


These violent and bloodthirsty bandits who regarded life as grass were all lowering their proud heads, showing respectful and docile looks to the man at the summit.


From Longxi to the Western Regions, all the bandits and brigands, no matter where they were, had to acknowledge the rule of this man.


He was the true king of the road to the west, the king of bandits, the king of the desert!


No matter how far a bandit was, they had to send a heavy tribute each year to show their respect.


"Rise!"


A resounding and magnetic voice thundered in the ears of the bandits. On the summit, that man's giant sleeve drifted in the air as he slightly extended a hand.


"Thank you, Boss!"


A chorus of voices spoke as the countless bandits and brigands rose.


Starting from Longxi in the East, the Dragon Bandits were known throughout all of the road to the west in the Western Regions, their reputation soaring to the heavens, and there was no one who didn't know the name of Black Dragon Zhao. He was the true king of all bandits.


Black Dragon Zhao had risen to fame a few decades ago, and he had long since gathered a large number of top-notch experts under his banner, even commanding several hundred True Martial Tier 7 and 8 experts. Moreover, he was extremely familiar with the geography of Qixi, and he had made himself a mighty power in the west road.


Creee!


Right when everyone was standing, a cry shattered the stillness. As the crowd raised their heads, they saw a massive black falcon flying out of the horizon, shooting through the sky like a sharp arrow, pointed straight at Black Dragon Zhao.


For an instant, all was silent.


Black Dragon Zhao's eyes flashed and he immediately stretched out a hand, allowing that sharp-eyed black falcon to land on his arm.


With the wave of his other arm, a fearsome bandit at his side stepped forward and threw a fresh cut of horse meat into the falcon's mouth.


Black Dragon Zhao nodded and untied the letter from the leg of the falcon.


"Hehe, it's finally here."


After reading the contents of the letter, Black Dragon Zhao kneaded it into a ball, his eyes seeming to say that all was as expected. After waiting for so long, he had finally obtained the information he was waiting for.


"Prepare yourselves; we're leaving immediately!"


As Black Dragon Zhao jolted the paper ball in his hands into pieces and threw it away, he issued the order to attack.


Boom!


In the blink of an eye, the silent crowd of bandits exploded in a cheer that could cause a landslide. The entirety of Mount Qiongqi was rejoicing.


After so long, their boss was finally going to move.


Everyone knew that their boss had never acted on a whim. Something that was worth his personal participation was bound to be a major affair.


"HAHAHA…."


Seeing the excited brigands and bandits, Black Dragon Zhao also smiled. As the uncrowned king of the western road, Black Dragon Zhao had long since stopped caring about wealth.


At his level of strength, he only cared about one thing: authority. But he certainly did not want to be some king of bandits.


He wanted true authority!


And now, this letter was offering him just such a chance.


As long as he could complete the matter mentioned in the letter, he could smoothly join King Qi's faction. With King Qi's status and authority, and his own control of the bandits, he could definitely climb to a higher level, one that he had never dared to imagine before.


As for those several dozen great monks from Sindhu, he wasn't worried about them at all.


For a second, Black Dragon Zhao's eyes shone with the vigorous flames of ambition.


"Move out!"


It was only for a moment. Black Dragon Zhao waved his hand and all of the Dragon Bandits set off, majestically thundering through the sea of sand and toward the convoy transporting the Hyderabad ore.




……


"What? The convoy transporting the Hyderabad ore was robbed!"


Several days later, on the spirit vein mountain, Wang Chong exclaimed, his face covered in shock.


He almost didn't believe his ears.


"How is this possible?"


The matter of the Sindhi High Priest sending him a thousand jun of Hyderabad ore had been kept extremely secret. In the entire capital, the number of people besides him who knew of it was extremely small.


Just a few days ago, he had been waiting for the one thousand jun of Hyderabad ore to be smoothly delivered to the capital. He hadn't expected that this shipment would be stolen a few days later.


This abrupt news threw Wang Chong's mind into chaos.


This shipment of ore was extremely important to him and he could not allow a single mishap.


It was not something so simple as wealth!


"Young Master, I've already confirmed this matter. It's beyond doubt!"


Old Eagle also had a glum expression. He currently had a very important mission. While Wang Chong was cultivating in the spirit vein, he had entrusted practically all his affairs to Old Eagle, whether they regarded the Wang Clan, the training camp, or the Hyderabad ore.


All the channels of the Wang Clan were available for him to use.


Several days ago, when Arloja and Ablonodan's letter arrived, Old Eagle almost immediately took action. He not only sent people to receive them, but also sent out his fastest falcons to the Western Regions to keep a close watch.


"Who did this?"


Wang Chong's right hand clenched into a fist and he took a deep breath. The robbery had already happened, so the priority now was to take the ore back.


"It was the Dragon Bandits of Qixi!" Old Eagle declared, his answer surprisingly straightforward. Even Wang Chong was surprised. He had originally believed that this matter would be very difficult to investigate.


"These fellows never even think about hiding their tracks, swaggering around as they plunder. They even leave the symbol of their bandit group behind once they're done."


"What's the origin of these Dragon Bandits?" Wang Chong asked.


In his last life, he simply didn't pay attention to such things, so he had never heard about any Dragon Bandits of Qixi.


Old Eagle spoke without hesitation, immediately informing Wang Chong of everything he knew. As a former official of the Bureau of Punishments, he knew much more than Wang Chong in this field.


Wang Chong instantly fell silent.


A king of bandits who ruled from Longxi to Qixi and on to the Western Regions… this truly had surpassed Wang Chong's expectations.


"…However, even now, we can't find out why the Dragon Bandits did this. The Dragon Bandits had never robbed ore before. Normally, only gold and treasure can attract their attention. Of course, we can't deny that they might know the value of Wootz Steel and so robbed this shipment of Hyderabad ore to extort and blackmail us," Old Eagle conjectured.


"No! They're definitely not thinking about extorting or blackmailing us!"


A pensive look on his face, Wang Chong immediately rejected the notion with a wave of his hand.


"Oh? How can Young Master be so sure?"


Old Eagle was somewhat surprised.


"A tiger won't steal food from stray dogs and a lion won't associate with hyenas. Other brigands might engage in blackmail and extortion, but never a bandit like Black Dragon Zhao. He must have a deeper meaning in this action."


These words caused Old Eagle to widen his eyes as an ill omen emerged in his heart.


"Young Master, you aren't saying that…"


"Correct! This matter definitely involves the Yao Clan and King Qi!" Wang Chong firmly declared.


"But the time is too short. Their reaction couldn't be this fast, could it?"


Old Eagle didn't dare believe it.


Although he had also suspected the Yao Clan and King Qi, their relationship with the Wang Clan being as hostile as it was, Old Eagle still did not think that their reaction would be so fast.


"Hmph, there's always an evildoer behind the abnormal. As you said, the Dragon Bandits treat plundering as second nature, but their boss Black Dragon Zhao rarely takes part himself. Moreover, he has so many bandits paying him tribute each year. Why does he want to steal our Hyderabad ore? When did bandits begin to forge swords? If no one was commanding him, he would never do such a thing!"


Wang Chong said with a grim smile, "If we want to know if this was the work of the Yao Clan and King Qi, I have a very simple method. Old Eagle, send someone to see what the Yao Clan and the King Qi Residence have been up to these last few days. If the Yao Clan and the King Qi Residence have been just as busy as usual, then it's probably not them. But if they're unusually quiet, then there's no need to ask. It was definitely them."


Old Eagle moved quickly. A black falcon flew out.


An hour later, someone in the capital completed Wang Chong's test.


Bang!


Wang Chong smashed his fist down, pulverizing a stone.


"It really was them!"


Wang Chong's complexion was ashen.


Old Eagle's complexion was not doing much better.


Wang Chong's conjecture had been correct. The ever-busy and overbearing Yao Residence and King Qi Residence had been abnormally calm these last few days. Something strange was clearly going on.


"Young Master, what should we do next?" Old Eagle asked.


Whether the Yao Clan and King Qi had done this was not important right now. What was important was taking back the Hyderabad ore.


A thousand jun of Hyderabad ore was no small amount. Even though Old Eagle didn't much understand Wootz Steel swords, he still knew that the value of this ore was an astronomical sum.


Even the great clans of the capital could not fathom such a number.


With one order, the Yao Clan and King Qi had dealt Wang Chong a heavy blow! This time, they had struck Wang Chong's weak spot.


Wang Chong said nothing, his complexion still dark.


He had never once been in such a situation.


Based on the reports from Old Eagle's falcons, the Dragon Bandits were numerous and had more than a thousand experts.


And their boss, Black Dragon Zhao, was a high-tier Profound Martial realm expert.


Even if Wang Chong fought to the end, he wouldn't be able to deal with such a character.


Moreover, Qixi was the territory of Protector-General Fumeng Lingcha, his mortal foe. In the Regional Commanders incident, Fumeng Lingcha had been the one who had most desired Wang Chong's death.


Wang Chong could not let him know that he had lost a thousand jun of Hyderabad ore in his territory, or else he would be in even more trouble.


As for the Yao Clan and King Qi…


He had been ambushed by them while returning from the training camp mission and had teetered on the verge of death. If anyone from the Wang Clan dared to leave the capital, Wang Chong could be sure that they would be assassinated in the middle of the journey.


Moreover, when they had been dealing with him, the Yao Clan and King Qi had been overcautious, but if he sent out just the experts of the Wang Clan, these two factions would have free rein and act without fear.


At the moment, a wolf waited in front of Wang Chong while a tiger lurked behind him!


The Yao Clan and King Qi were definitely waiting for him to strike, and in Qixi, an abyss was waiting for him!
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The spirit vein gradually fell quiet. Old Eagle stared at Wang Chong, his brows tightly furrowed.


He was only skilled in taming eagles and other birds, but this had interfered with his cultivation on the martial path. With his True Martial realm Tier 9 cultivation, even if he was only half a step from the Profound Martial realm, he was still no match for Black Dragon Zhao.


And Black Dragon Zhao still had many bandits and brigands under his command.


These problems caused Old Eagle's brow to furrow in thought.


"It would be fine if Brother Ma and the others were here!"


Old Eagle had begun to think of Ma Yinlong. After finishing off King Sosurim, Ma Yinlong had left. Solitary Wolf had been dispatched to Jiannan while Steel Arms had been sent on a secret mission by Wang Chong. None of them would be able to return in the short term.


If the three of them were here, although they would still be no match for the Profound Martial Tier 7 expert that was Black Dragon Zhao, they would at least have some methods of response and wouldn't be so powerless.


"…It seems that I can only call him!"


Wang Chong gave a long sigh.


"Who is Young Master speaking of?"


Old Eagle suddenly began to shiver all over. At this moment, he truly couldn't think of anyone who could resolve the current situation.


Wang Chong only laughed in reply.



……


Eight hours later, the travel-stained Li Siye arrived from the Deflecting Blade Manor to appear in front of Wang Chong.


As he gazed at the over-two-meter-tall giant that was Li Siye, even burlier than a bear and bursting with explosive strength and an oppressive aura, Wang Chong couldn't help but internally sigh. He was truly somewhat reluctant.


Wang Chong had originally intended to think of a way to keep Li Siye until the start of next year, perhaps even until the war broke out in the south.


But in the current situation, with fire at his doorstep, he could no longer care about such plans.


This one thousand jun of Hyderabad ore was the most important component of Wang Chong's plan. Without this ore to forge Wootz Steel swords, when the time came, he would not be able to fully utilize his abilities.


All the thought and time he had put in beforehand would be useless.


And as the future Invincible Great General, a valiant existence who could singlehandedly change the tides of battle, Li Siye was Wang Chong's only candidate.


"You better have thought this over. You only get one opportunity!"


Li Siye towered over him, a faint smile on his face. His voice rumbled like thunder.


After he had waited for so long, Wang Chong had finally come to ask him for help. As long as he finished this mission, he could truly and openly return to the Western Regions.


"Of course!" Wang Chong said without hesitation.


Surveying those around him, Wang Chong had to admit that probably only Li Siye had the ability to pull off this mission.


"Good! That's exactly what I've been waiting for!"


Li Siye looked up to the sky and roared with laughter. Without another word, he turned around to leave. What Black Dragon Zhao, what Dragon Bandits? His goal was to subjugate the Western Regions and pacify all the kingdoms.


How could a trifling bandit block his path?


"Wait a moment!" Wang Chong suddenly shouted.


"What? Youngster, are you going back on your word?"


Li Siye turned around like a quaking mountain, his eyes fixed on Wang Chong.


"You've got the wrong idea. Give me three days. I feel that you're still missing a suitable weapon!" Wang Chong earnestly said.


"Oh?"


Li Siye hesitated for a moment. He had originally planned to refuse, but after thinking some more, he still nodded, even though he didn't need any special tricks to deal with some group of bandits.


However, lacking a weapon suitable for his physique truly was his weakness. Ever since he had become an officer, he had never found a suitable weapon.


"Fine!"


Li Siye finally nodded.


Leaving the mountain, Wang Chong went home. It had been a long time since Wang Chong had diligently and personally forged a weapon.


Wang Chong took up a ruler and personally measured Li Siye's height, the width of his palms, the proportions of his upper body and lower body, and the thickness of his shoulders. He then spent another day drawing blueprints, after which he entered his cave.


Unlike any other time, Wang Chong entered the cave this time with four pieces of Hyderabad ore.


This scale surpassed that of his previous forgings. Even the previously unconcerned Li Siye's interest was piqued.


Though how could he not care about his first weapon?


Dingdang! Dingdang!


The cave echoed with the constant hammering of metal. Sparks sprayed while thick smoke poured out from within.


From night to dawn and from dawn to night, Wang Chong worked without rest, putting all his energy into the process. This mission involved all his plans and failure could not be permitted.


So Wang Chong treated it with unprecedented importance!


"Take out a million taels of gold and find me the best inscription masters in the capital, the strongest! In one day, I want this sword to be covered in sharpness, toughness, and dexterity inscriptions until it can't take anymore!"


After two days, Wang Chong had finally walked out of the cave, his face exhausted and blackened from smoke.


"One million taels?!"


Old Eagle's face was covered in shock and even Li Siye couldn't help but blink.


"There's no time. This matter has to be resolved as quickly as possible. The situation could change at any time. The more we delay, the worse it will get," Wang Chong tiredly said.


Although a million taels was a massive sum, a thousand jun of Hyderabad ore was worth even more. Abnormal times called for abnormal measures, as it would be too late otherwise.


Moreover, a million taels of gold spent would result in something worth a million taels of gold.


This sword was forged from four pieces of Hyderabad ore, even more than the amount he had used to forge 'Death's Abyss'.


Solely in terms of weight, this sword already weighed more than 130, bordering on 140 jin!


Even a True Martial realm expert would find it difficult to use this sword.


Being able to raise it did not mean that one could freely use it.


This sword had been forged by Wang Chong specifically for Li Siye. In short, it was unique. Even spending a million taels of gold on it would only increase its value, not lower it.


Wang Chong could be sure that the strength of this sword would surpass any that he had forged before.


"Understood!"


Hearing the resolve in Wang Chong's voice, Old Eagle immediately walked in. In the cave was an incredibly heavy bundle wrapped in black cloth.


Old Eagle took the bundle and left.


One day later, Old Eagle finally returned with the bundle.


"Young Master, it's all finished. Three inscription masters in total attached various kinds and sizes of inscriptions—seventy-two in total. No more can be added," Old Eagle sternly said.


A million taels of gold had not been spent in vain. The number of inscriptions on this weapon left all others in the dust.


Wang Chong said nothing, only rapped on the anvil in the cave.


"Yes!"


Old Eagle nodded and swiftly retreated. He even released ten-some eagles, falcons, and nightingales to keep watch on the surroundings.


No one had ever been allowed to observe the last few steps of Wang Chong's forging process, and this naturally included Old Eagle.


This was a secret only Wang Chong was allowed to know, the greatest and most expensive secret in the entire Wang Clan.


The cave was frighteningly quiet. Only at dawn did the sound of hammering begin to come from the cave, each blow like a peal of thunder.


"It's enough!"


When the sun was three poles high1, Wang Chong finally walked out of the cave. He carried with him a giant longsword, two meters long, wrapped in shark skin.


The black sheath was not embedded with jewels. It was pitch-black with a few simple lines of gold filigree.


Though it had not been extravagantly decorated, it seemed to exude an extreme magnificence!


"Don't lightly open this sword. Only open it when you truly need it!" Wang Chong advised as he placed the sword in Li Siye's hands.


Li Siye had been standing guard at the entrance of the cave. He did not immediately take the sword, instead looking at Wang Chong with a rather strange look.


"Okay!"


Solemnly taking the sword from Wang Chong, Li Siye weighed it in his hands. A hint of satisfaction appeared in his eyes. He then turned around, waiting no longer, and strode away.


His heroic figure swiftly vanished into the distance.


"Old Eagle, help me send a message to Big Uncle to have him and King Song mobilize as many troops as possible. In the name of suppression, transfer troops from Beiting, Qixi, and Longxi and, in a joint operation, have them head toward where the Dragon Bandits are located. Also… do as much as possible to avoid alarming Fumeng Lingcha!" Wang Chong ordered.


The Dragon Bandits did not consist of Black Dragon Zhao alone. He also had several thousand powerful bandits at his side. Wang Chong would not place his hopes solely on Li Siye.


One person's strength could not possibly deal with several thousand men and horses! But things were different with the army of the Imperial Court.


The only problem was that Qixi was Fumeng Lingcha's territory. If things were done improperly, it would attract his notice.


"Also, go to the King Song Residence and find the old butler. Although it should be very difficult to borrow peak Profound Martial experts, borrowing Profound Martial Tier 1, 2, or 3 experts shouldn't be a problem. Have them go and help Li Siye.


"In addition, you should go as well. I need to know what's happening at all times. Use carrier pigeons and falcons to keep in touch," Wang Chong ordered.


"Yes, Young Master!" Old Eagle immediately answered. Although he wasn't very strong, as his strength was still paused at the peak of the True Martial realm, his skill in taming eagles and other birds allowed him to send information as quickly as possible.


"Also, Young Master… do we need to call over Steel Arms?"


"There's no need!"


Wang Chong had been attracted by the idea, but he ultimately chose to shake his head. Steel Arms had his own mission, and even if he were here, he wouldn't be able to deal with Black Dragon Zhao.


This tyrant of the western roads could probably only be dealt with by Li Siye.


"Yes, Young Master."


Old Eagle deferentially nodded and swiftly departed.


"…I hope that everything will go smoothly, that they will succeed."


He had done everything he could do. As he watched Old Eagle, a hint of concern flashed through Wang Chong's eyes.


Li Siye was still far from the Invincible Great General of his past life. Wang Chong had no idea if he could succeed.


And with the Yao Clan and King Qi involved, even if he did succeed, he might not be able to find the location of the Hyderabad ore easily.


"No, I still have to go and see Yang Zhao. If he steps forward, not even King Qi will dare object. Moreover, his suspicion won't be attracted this way."


With this thought, Wang Chong quickly began walking toward the palace.

______________

1. The Chinese expression 'The sun is three poles high' does not refer to any particular time. It literally refers to when the sun is higher than the height of three bamboo poles; that is, it's pretty late in the morning.↩
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Wang Chong went to see Yang Zhao at noon but didn't return until late in the night.


"Whether it succeeds will all depend on luck."


Speaking to himself, Wang Chong began to climb the spirit vein mountain.


All the arrangements had been made, and Yang Zhao had promised to help the Bureau of Military Personnel send an army to assist in suppressing the Dragon Bandits of Qixi Desert.


Li Siye's abilities and the Imperial Court's suppression force should be enough to threaten the Dragon Bandits and Black Dragon Zhao. Now it was time for Wang Chong to enter the spirit vein, calm his heart, and proceed as quickly as he could on the path of martial cultivation.


And this was all he could do at present.


After reaching the True Martial realm, Wang Chong had many things that he could cultivate. One of these was a supreme True Martial realm technique that Wang Chong had learned of in his last life:


"Leaping Dragon Spear!"




……


Time flew by, and ten-some days were gone in a flash. While Wang Chong was quietly cultivating in the spirit vein and patiently waiting for news, the capital was in a ruckus.


An invisible net had been cast from the capital, seeking to envelop Qixi in the extreme west.


Li Siye, carrying the giant sword forged by Wang Chong, constantly changed horses so that he could travel all day and night to reach the Western Regions.


It was a long journey from the capital to Qixi, and not even a month would be sufficient. Li Siye's method was practically the only method to shorten this time and hasten the journey to Qixi Desert.


And when Li Siye was traveling by day and night to Qixi, Old Eagle and King Song's experts were following close behind.


And the soldiers and horses mobilized by the Bureau of Military Personnel had also smoothly arrived at the Qixi Protectorate, the Beiting Protectorate, and the Big Dipper Army. A joint operation of these armies as a suppression force was not rare. The Imperial Court had conducted these sorts of activities before when encountering such powerful bandits.


In brief, under Wang Chong's promotion, a giant net formed from many factions was swiftly closing around Qixi Desert.




……


Whoosh!


Roaring winds stirred up the gravel and dust in the sea of sand, obscuring the sky. The area around Mount Qiongqi was shrouded in dust.


But the Dragon Bandits were still keeping vigilant watch on the area around Mount Qiongqi.


Although this sort of sandstorm was extremely dangerous to an ordinary person and difficult to endure, the bandits living here had grown used to it ages ago.


All the bandits had used clothes and cloth to cover their noses and mouths, as well as their mounts'. Patrolling in these sandstorms was practically instinct for them.


The guard around Mount Qiongqi seemed relaxed, but that was only on the surface. At various critical areas, the garrison had been increased, and all of them seemed very vigilant.


In their previous raid, they had killed no small number of Sindhi monks. These monks had not been weak, and one had even been a Profound Martial realm expert who had been personally killed by their boss.


After so many years, their boss rarely took part. Later on, news began to spread that the shipment they had robbed belonged to an important figure in the capital.


All of the Dragon Bandits were extremely nervous.


Everyone knew that such an important figure would not just leave things at that! But the Dragon Bandits were not so afraid that they would flee.


In their time in Qixi, they had already experienced far too many suppression forces from the government. Even Fumeng Lingcha of the Qixi Protectorate had been unable to deal with them, much less anyone else.


If they really couldn't beat the great army sent by that important figure in the capital, they would just hide in the desert.


Hwoom!


The winds swept gravel across the earth. The ground around Mount Qiongqi shook and a strange feeling came with the wind.


"They're finally here!"


At almost the same time, at the peak of Mount Qiongqi, a tall and erect figure slowly opened its eyes. Even in the sandstorm, these eyes shone with a brilliance that no one dared to look at head-on.


Black Dragon Zhao sat imposingly on a stone chair at the summit. At his left and right were the elites of Qiongqi, all of them gazing somberly in one direction.


An hour ago, he had already sensed a strange aura suddenly appearing in his perception. Moreover, it was heading straight toward his Mount Qiongqi, without any detour.


For a hundred li around Mount Qiongqi, no other life flourished except him and his Dragon Bandits! This person was undoubtedly charging toward them.


"Hmph, that's quite fast. It's only been a little more than twenty days but they were still able to rush over here."


There was a disdainful look in the corner of Black Dragon Zhao's eyes, and he invisibly and involuntarily exuded an ambitious and ruthless air.


It took at least a month and a half to travel from the capital to Mount Qiongqi. For this person to get here, they had clearly traveled through the day and night. This was an indicator of how important that shipment was!


But it was just one person…


Wasn't this underestimating him too much?!


If it was the Qixi Protector-General Fumeng Lingcha, even if he came alone, he would still flee, not even staying half a minute to mess around with him. In order to guard against Fumeng Lingcha, he had even installed many spies around the Qixi Protectorate.


As soon as Fumeng Lingcha left his stronghold, as soon as Fumeng Lingcha looked in his direction, a carrier pigeon would immediately be sent to Mount Qiongqi.


But anyone else?


Not everyone would be a Great General of the empire! And in all of the Great Tang, it was only those few people that he feared.


Sending one person to take away the ore he had stolen was truly wishful thinking!


"Boss, they're here!"


A voice suddenly came from his side. In an instant, almost half of the Dragon Bandits on the summit turned to the same direction.


A black silhouette had suddenly appeared amongst the fierce sandstorm, slowly making its way toward Mount Qiongqi, toward the bandit ranks.


He walked very slowly, but with abnormal resolve and weight. It felt like not even a sea of blades or mountains of fire would be able to stop him, nor would a bottomless abyss, and certainly not some sandstorm!


This person had a frightening, enormously powerful, and forever invincible will!


"It's a true man!"


Black Dragon Zhao looked toward the sandstorm, the disdain in his eyes slowly transforming into a shred of respect.


Very few people could make him change his mind with just their figure, but this person had unquestionably done it.


Boom!


In the sandstorm, Li Siye slowly walked toward Mount Qiongqi. When he eventually drew close enough, he fiercely took the sword of Wootz Steel that Wang Chong had forged and thrust it into the ground, sheath and all.


The surrounding earth quaked. Half of Mount Qiongqi quivered at Li Siye's strike.


"I'm finally here!"


Li Siye rested his hands on the hilt of the massive Wootz Steel sword and breathed heavily. After twenty-some days of overnight travel and running three fine warhorses to death, he had finally reached Mount Qiongqi of the distant Qixi.


Standing at the base of this great mountain, he could finally clearly make out the people looking down on him from the summit. There was the heroic figure of Black Dragon Zhao, his black robe drifting in the wind, and there were the elites of the Dragon Bandits, experts at Tier 7, 8, and 9 of the True Martial realm.


"Black Dragon Zhao?"


Li Siye's voice was brimming with energy, echoing in the air like claps of thunder. The moment it left his mouth, his voice suppressed the sound of the sandstorm. Several of the warhorses were alarmed, neighing as they reared up.


Li Siye had rested only intermittently on his twenty-some-day journey, yet no exhaustion could be seen in his eyes. There was only deep excitement and a longing for the battle soon to come.


"He really is a true man!"


Black Dragon Zhao looked down from the summit and gave a rare compliment. At such close distances, Li Siye could see him clearly, so Black Dragon Zhao could naturally see Li Siye clearly.


Li Siye's massive constitution and burly body was even larger than the strongmen of this generation. Just by standing at the base of the mountain and nothing more, he seemed like a warrior Buddha, unleashing an extremely oppressive aura.


He hadn't even begun to move yet, so one could just imagine how powerful his true strength was.


"I am Black Dragon Zhao!"


Black Dragon Zhao's voice rumbled, brimming with majesty.


"How should I address Your Excellency?"


"Li Siye!"


Li Siye imposingly stood at the foot of the mountain, the sliver of a smile on his face. Since he had found his main objective, everything would be fine.


"Li Siye?"


Black Dragon Zhao frowned, doubt appearing in his eyes. He had eyes and ears across the world, his reach extending to wherever bandits or brigands could be found.


He knew all the true experts of the world, from Silla and Goguryeo in the east to the kingdoms of the Western Regions. But this Li Siye…


Black Dragon Zhao shook his head. This name was completely unknown to him. It seemed like this person was not the formidable individual he had imagined.


"…Are you from the capital?"


When Black Dragon Zhao spoke again, his expression was much more relaxed.


"Yes!"


Li Siye gave a toothy grin. He didn't need to think much to know what Black Dragon Zhao thought of him, but he also didn't care.


His reputation might be nonexistent now, but in the future, his name was sure to be known throughout the world.


"Since you're Black Dragon Zhao, everything is fine. Bring out the Hyderabad ore!"


Li Siye's voice continued to thunderously resound in the heavens, his words beyond doubt.


"HAHAHA!"


The moment Li Siye spoke, before Black Dragon Zhao had time to speak, the thousands of Dragon Bandits surrounding Mount Qiongqi finally couldn't help themselves and roared with laughter.


Even Black Dragon Zhao on the summit couldn't help but faintly smile.


"Warrior, I respect you as a true man. It doesn't have to be this way. Join my Dragon Bandits! I have a place for you at my side!"


Amidst the howling winds, Black Dragon Zhao extended a hand and pointed at the empty spot at his side.


"Hahaha, an officer is an officer and a bandit is a bandit. Our paths are different, so we can't live together! I will ask again, Chief Zhao, are you willing to hand over the Hyderabad ore shipment you stole?"


Li Siye's hands rested on the Wootz Steel sword.


"Hand it over? Hahaha! Why? Because of you?"


Black Dragon Zhao's face was covered in scorn. Since this man wasn't willing to surrender, there was no need for him to be courteous.




"Yes."


Li Siye solemnly nodded, apparently unaware of the ridicule in the bandit king's voice.


"Are you serious?"


"Of course!"


Li Siye once more solemnly nodded.


"Hmph, this being the case, then come and take it!"


Black Dragon Zhao's expression chilled. As he spoke, his long hair fluttered in the wind while his arms slowly spread apart.


Rumble! As his arms spread, the thousands of Dragon Bandits charged out from behind the mountain and surrounded Li Siye.


At the same time, even more True Martial Tier 7, 8, and 9 experts walked out from behind Black Dragon Zhao.


This was a pool of dragons, a den of tigers.


This was Black Dragon Zhao's territory.


"Hahaha, I already knew that you would be like this!"


At the foot of the mountain, Li Siye's hand gripped the sword as he heartily laughed. Li Siye's eyes showed no fear as the vast sea of bandits approached, only extreme excitement, excitement for the battle about to take place.


His life was foreordained to be one of battle!


"…Since you're not willing to hand over the ore, I'll take it myself!"


His voice resounded across the world. Li Siye gripped and then fiercely pulled out the Wootz Steel sword that Wang Chong had specifically forged for him.


Boom!


There was a flash of light, and then a dazzling dragon of white light suddenly soared into the skies…
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Several days later, falcon after falcon, eagle after eagle, flew through the air, trailing blurs behind them in the night sky as they flew to the capital.


"What! Li Siye succeeded? He relied on only his own strength to kill the Dragon Bandits and retrieve the Hyderabad ore?"


After receiving the news that Old Eagle had sent via falcon, Wang Chong was so shocked that he almost didn't believe his eyes.


Although he knew that Li Siye had a chance to succeed, he had never expected the method used. While the armies from Longxi, Qixi, and Beiting were still en route and before the experts of the King Song Residence and Old Eagle had time to catch up, Li Siye had relied on his own strength to defeat all the Dragon Bandits and retrieve the Hyderabad ore.


Wang Chong had gone through many troubles, finding Big Uncle to mobilize the strength of the Wang Clan and then getting in touch with King Song and Yang Zhao to use the Bureau of Military Personnel, but all of it had been useless.


Li Siye alone had finished off the Dragon Bandits!


"Just how did this fellow manage to do it?"


Wang Chong stood on the spirit vein mountain, his hand gripping Old Eagle's message. His mind was a mess, and he was so surprised that he could barely speak.


That was thousands of Dragon Bandits! All the strongest bandits of the western roads had basically been gathered under Black Dragon Zhao's banner.


In military terms, Black Dragon Zhao's Dragon Bandits were equivalent to a legion!


Li Siye had relied on his own strength to defeat the Profound Martial Tier 7 Black Dragon Zhao as well as his several thousand Dragon Bandit elites!


Wang Chong just couldn't believe it!


This was too inconceivable. After all, Li Siye was far from reaching the level of the Invincible Great General from his last life.


Wang Chong wrote several letters to Old Eagle, but even more information was still en route.


A few days later, Old Eagle arrived at the spirit vein mountain. Even though a week had passed since the incident, extreme shock was still evident on his face.


"Just what in the world happened?" Wang Chong asked.


"Black Dragon Zhao is dead and the Dragon Bandits are done for. The mission was completely accomplished…!"


Old Eagle took a breath, his face still dumbstruck.


The moment he had received the news, he had traveled by day and night to the capital, constantly changing mounts to arrive as quickly as possible.


Old Eagle had been one of the first to receive the news and had even had a little bird keeping watch on that side. But this matter had shocked Old Eagle no less than it had Wang Chong.


"When the army from the Bureau of Military Personnel rushed over, the place was covered in corpses, both of people and horses. They were everywhere, and they had all been cleaved in two. Even the sand in the desert had been dyed red. The ground was covered in cracks and large rocks. It was an incredibly miserable scene…"


Old Eagle also had eyes and ears in the armies from Longxi, Beiting, and Qixi. These had been arranged by Wang Chong, and all of them obeyed Old Eagle, making it easier for him to manage and get information.


Presently, Old Eagle fully recounted all the information he knew.


Wang Chong said nothing, listening in shock while Old Eagle described the scene. What he heard was completely a strategy for fighting on the battlefield. Li Siye had just enlisted in the army and had not taken part in any serious battles yet, but one could already see the style of the Invincible Great General.


Wang Chong knew in his heart that the scenes Old Eagle described just so happened to align with the army that Li Siye would lead as the Invincible Great General.


Their fighting primarily relied on cleaving through the opposition, energetically attacking and never retreating no matter how numerous their opponents were.


Li Siye had exhibited precisely this sort of style in this battle.


"This is destiny!" Wang Chong whispered to himself. Li Siye had not yet become the Invincible Great General from his last life, but he was already beginning to show his outstanding traits.


"…In addition, I received news from Li Siye. He said that he convinced ten-some elites from the Dragon Bandits to renounce their old ways and join his side. He's currently leading them back to the capital," Old Eagle added.


"Ah!"


Surprise blossomed on Wang Chong's face. This news had truly surpassed his expectations.


"This really is his style!"


Wang Chong had a strange expression on his face as he mentally sighed.


In Wang Chong's view, Li Siye's 'persuasiveness' was a natural gift. In those bitter battles involving hundreds of thousands of troops, no matter how formidable their opponents, Li Siye's soldiers had never retreated.


It was fine if Li Siye himself didn't retreat, as he was very strong, but the soldiers who followed persistently and firmly followed him without fear. What could it be except his personal charm?


Even though he hadn't yet become the Invincible Great General, Li Siye's abilities were already obvious.


"It's unfortunate. Do you really have to let such a person go?"


Old Eagle looked at Wang Chong, regret on his face.


He had no idea that the giant of a man that Wang Chong had transferred from Beiting and who caused such a ruckus in front of Deflecting Blade Manor was such a powerful existence.


This valiant fighting force had even killed Black Dragon Zhao. It was far too unfortunate to let such a man go.


"I can't do anything about it. A man cannot succeed without honesty. Since I promised this to him, I naturally have to do it."


Wang Chong knew what Old Eagle was thinking and waved his hand to indicate that he should dispel such notions.


Old Eagle didn't know of Li Siye's background or his reputation, so it was hard for him to not be dumbstruck at his feats.


But such matters were no secret to Wang Chong.


To have the future Invincible Great General serving under him for a period of time was already quite difficult. It was already something to be proud of!


"In the end, it's not possible to keep such a powerful individual!" Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


Future Imperial Great Generals were not so easy to tame. Wang Chong could only calmly accept this result.


One could only say that fate was not that easy to change.


For Wang Chong, retrieving the one thousand jun of Hyderabad ore was already a surprising harvest.


With this problem resolved, Wang Chong could heave a long sigh of relief.


After sending away Old Eagle, Wang Chong returned to the depths of the spirit vein to continue cultivating the Leaping Dragon Art.


Ten-some days later, Li Siye returned to the capital. With him were ten-some Dragon Bandit elites at Tier 7, 8, or 9 of the True Martial realm.


Li Siye had also brought several Sindhi monks back with him.




……


"I already helped you by sending those monks to your home! I found them west of Qixi desert. They were all injured. Two of them were called Ablonodan and Arloja. Apparently, they knew you."


On the spirit vein mountain, Li Siye's tall body seemed like a mountain.


That bitter battle had not only failed to tire or frustrate him, it actually made him look even more energetic. There even seemed to be some unspent energy in his body.


"Thank you," Wang Chong sincerely said. He had already learned of this news from Old Eagle's carrier pigeons, but he still expressed his thanks.


"…I also had that Hyderabad ore sent to your home," Li Siye said. "Following your orders, I left a few people there to stand guard."




"Mm."


Wang Chong nodded and then casually threw over something the size of a pill.


"This is for you!"


"What is it?"


Li Siye's eyes flashed with surprise as he subconsciously caught the item.


"Medicine!" Wang Chong said. "You probably took on some pretty serious injuries this time. Swallow it. It can help you resolve any hidden injuries."


"Haha, it's just a minor matter."


Li Siye laughed and nonchalantly waved his hands. His body was far stronger than the bodies of others, and after so many days, he had basically recovered. Such concern was unnecessary.


"Don't be careless. A single ant hole can break a dam of a thousand li. The build-up of the smallest injuries can eventually cost you your life," Wang Chong said indifferently.


Li Siye truly was powerful, but even the most powerful of people would still get injured. In his last life, it was precisely because Li Siye attacked so fiercely that he disregarded his own defense, coupled with his usual carelessness, that he accumulated all sorts of injuries and hidden ailments. In the end, at the crucial moment, when he was excited by the prospect of battle, all his accumulated injuries broke out at once, leading to his death.


Since he had met Li Siye in this life, he could try and help change what he could. The longer Li Siye lived and the healthier he was, the longer the empire could last.


Wang Chong had already had enough of the feeling of fighting alone in his last life.


"…I also have a bag of pills here. In the future, after a minor battle, swallow a small pill. After a major battle, swallow a large pill. There are three large pills. If you habitually take care of yourself, you'll see the benefits eventually."


Wang Chong threw a bag to him.


Li Siye froze for a moment but still chose to take the bag.


"Ha, you're giving me this medicine, but I also just so happen to have something for you."


"Oh?"


Wang Chong appeared surprised.


"I found it on Black Dragon Zhao's body. It was in a small jade box kept close to his body. It seems to be a treasure map, but I personally have no interest in such things. If you're interested, there's no harm in taking a look. But don't get your hopes up. It looks to me that Black Dragon Zhao also didn't make much progress."


As he spoke, Li Siye took a pouch and threw it to Wang Chong like it was an old shoe.


"Treasure map?"


Wang Chong blinked, his surprise deepening. If Li Siye had no interest in this treasure map, why would he?


In terms of wealth, Wang Chong was currently richer than a king. If there really was some hidden treasure, it probably couldn't compare to Wang Chong's current fortune.


And besides, just the one thousand jun of Hyderabad ore was an astronomical sum, one that many great clans would not be able to reach even if they worked a hundred years.


But something that Black Dragon Zhao would keep close at hand could not be as simple as hidden treasure.


"Just what is it?"


Inwardly curious, Wang Chong opened up the pouch Li Siye had thrown. When he saw what was inside, he was flabbergasted.


Inside the pouch was actually a piece of animal skin of a type that Wang Chong had never seen before, the skin of some ancient beast that was covered in scales of various sizes.


Wang Chong felt intense ripples of energy from this piece of animal skin. Moreover, for a few moments, Wang Chong's soul felt an incredible danger.


"What is this?"


Wang Chong extended a hand and subconsciously grabbed the black animal skin.
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"This is Qilin hide!"


The scent of incense inundated the air of the spirit vein mountain. In the center of a hall, the Demonic Emperor Old Man looked at the black hide on the table and gave an assessment that not even Wang Chong expected.


"Qilin hide? Let me see!"


The moment the Demonic Emperor Old Man spoke, a curious and tender little hand shot out from the side of the table, aiming for the black hide.


"Don't!"


"Careful!"



……


The faces of Wang Chong and the Demonic Emperor Old Man flickered, but they were too late to do anything. The little lady of the Wang Clan had always been one to act on impulse, and always without the slightest warning.


Roooaaar!


The energy in the hall suddenly changed as the scene Wang Chong had experienced earlier replayed itself: at almost the same moment that Wang Xiaoyao grabbed the hide, the resounding roar of a beast, brimming with cruelty and bloodthirst, suddenly exploded within the hall.


An invisible and ruthless energy swept through the hall like a fierce gale, also sweeping up the three people inside.


Plop!


The hide dropped the ground as Wang Xiaoyao loosened her grip. Her face was pale from fright.


"I already told you not to lightly touch it."


Wang Chong bitterly smiled. His little sister had always had such a rash nature. This hide was quite evil. Just by sitting on the side, he and his master had felt a psychological attack. One could imagine what sort of blow his sister had received by directly touching it.


"Little rascal, if you continue to be so impulsive and disobedient, don't blame your master for being rude in the future."


The Demonic Emperor Old Man glanced at the Wang Clan's little lady, a solemn expression on his face.


Wang Xiaoyao acted more disciplined this time, not even daring to speak.


Although she had a rebellious nature that not even Wang Chong could handle, she was extremely afraid of the Demonic Emperor Old Man. And this time, the psychological blow from the Qilin hide had truly given her a beating, and she still hadn't recovered, so she didn't dare to say a word.


"Master, the Qilin is a beast of auspicious omens, so why is this hide so evil? And besides, do things like Qilins really exist in this world?" Wang Chong asked.


Dragons, Qilins, and their ilk were all legends. In this life or the last, Wang Chong had never seen one, but he had seen all sorts of birds, beasts, bugs, and fish.


Crocodiles, lions, tigers, elephants, orangutans… Wang Chong was sure that the roar from that hide was none of these beasts.


It didn't even sound like a sound an ordinary beast could make.


"Hehe, Chong-er. Just because we can't see it doesn't mean it doesn't exist. Since we warriors can obtain the strength of myths through cultivation, why would it be strange for something like a Qilin to appear? When I was young, I once saw an Earth Python. Its tail was on one end of the mountain while its head was at the other.


"Though rare, these mystical creatures do exist."


The Demonic Emperor Old Man fiddled his beard and smiled as he gave this astonishing statement. But after thinking about it, Wang Chong found that he couldn't argue.


It was true. Since warriors could surpass mortals to become sage-like existences, why would it be strange if something like a Qilin existed?


And besides, weren't those foreign invaders that were going to descend on the Central Plains in the future even more strange?


"…I've never seen a Qilin, but you've read the Book of Songs2. You should know that the records of antiquity in the ancient books speak of the Qilin. If there's black in the world, there's also white, and where there's good, there's evil. If there are Qilins who represent auspicious signs, there are naturally Qilins who represent the evil and dark." (The Book of Songs, also known as the Classic of Poetry or Shijing, is a collection of Chinese poetry that is touted as one of the 'Five Classics' said to be compiled by Confucius. Reading and memorizing these classics formed a key part of the curriculum for any person who aspired to be an official in ancient China.)


The Demonic Emperor Old Man spoke very calmly.


Wang Chong had nothing to say. Wang Chong knew that the ancient books had records of Qilins. During the Spring and Autumn period, there was a saying that when a sage appeared, a Qilin would follow.


And these records had even found their way into the history books.


But such records were far too unreliable, and Wang Chong had always treated them as myths. Until he encountered this hide.


"But I don't actually care if this is Qilin hide or not. What I care about is this!"


As he spoke, the Demonic Emperor Old Man extended two fingers out of his sleeve to take up the black Qilin hide on the table. Unlike Wang Xiaoyao, however, nothing happened when the Demonic Emperor Old Man grabbed it. It seemed like an ordinary hide.


"What I care about is the treasure map drawn on this hide!"


The Demonic Emperor Old Man turned over the black hide, revealing a very different sort of treasure map. Here was a complicated diagram of lines, and mountains and rivers had been drawn all over it, a few complex symbols affixed upon it. It was completely incomprehensible and seemed very much like a maze.


"…In the pugilistic world, there is a legend regarding a supreme and matchless technique called 'The Supreme and Infinite Origin Immortal Art'," the Demonic Emperor Old Man said.


The name of this technique left his little sister looking clueless, but Wang Chong's heart fiercely thumped. When Li Siye had given him this 'map', Wang Chong had not felt much of anything.


But now that he had heard the name of this technique, Wang Chong felt completely different.


In the Central Plains, there were ten legendary supreme arts: 'Art of God and Demon Obliteration', 'Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art', 'Myriad Spirit Sea Art'… 'Supreme and Infinite Origin Immortal Art' was one of these.


And this art could be ranked in the top three of these ten techniques!


But Wang Chong had discovered that this technique had been lost ages ago, in the era of the Great Sui Dynasty.


If he wanted to obtain this technique, he didn't even know where to start. Thus, Wang Chong had not even thought about it or made it one of the items he wanted to seek out.


"…Now that I'm talking about it, this technique is actually closely related to our lineage. Do you remember what I said to you before? It's extremely easy to progress in the Little Yinyang Art and the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art, because we don't even need to cultivate them. We only need to continuously extract energy from others to possess the cultivation that might take other people ten years to obtain in a short time.


"Relying on this technique, I was able to dominate the pugilistic world as an expert that could look upon the world with disdain. But when there is benefit, there is surely detriment. The deeper you cultivate, the closer you get to perfection, and the higher you raise your level, the more intense and conflicted the Stellar Energy in your body will become, and the more likely you are to suffer a cultivation defect. I spent almost sixty years trying to refine all the different Stellar Energies in my body into one, but I ultimately failed.


"In the end, this was the reason that traitorous and wicked disciple was able to get one over on me."


Saying this, the Demonic Emperor Old Man looked at Wang Chong, a hint of worry in his eyes.


"Chong-er, you're advancing too quickly in your Little Yinyang Art. Unlike us sectbound people, you don't need a reason to kill people in the army, but this is by no means a good thing.


"One should learn from the mistakes of one's predecessors." The Demonic Emperor Old Man had experienced these things and had almost died from them, causing him to completely give up on these techniques and switch to cultivating the Myriad Spirit Sea Art.


But the strength of the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art could not be doubted. As long as one could kill a sufficient number of opponents and take their cultivation for one's own, one could quickly become a peak expert.


The Myriad Spirit Sea Art could not compare in this aspect. The difficulty in cultivating the latter was many times higher than the difficulty of cultivating the former.


Even though anyone who reached the peak with either would still stun the world!


"Master, be at ease; I know what I am doing," Wang Chong sincerely said.


"It's fine as long as you understand. The massive defect of the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art is not impossible to fill. If you can obtain the Supreme and Infinite Origin Immortal Art, the two techniques will complement each other, and the defect of the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art will become invisible. However, no one has ever been able to do this.


"The lineage of the Supreme and Infinite Origin Immortal Art is too mysterious. Its true rise to fame was during the Great Sui Dynasty, so I've never mentioned it to you before. I'm afraid that over the centuries, this is the only clue to finding that technique."


The Demonic Emperor Old Man looked at the treasure map on the table and sighed.


This was a cruel joke of fate!


If he could have gotten his hands on this technique long ago, he wouldn't have ended up like this. But now, the world truly was playing a joke on him. His Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art had already been destroyed and even his dantian had been crippled, making it impossible for him to cultivate this technique.


"But how did such an important item end up in Black Dragon Zhao's hands? And what's up with this map?"


Wang Chong's brow furrowed.


"In the last years of the Sui, the whole world was in chaos and warlords were vying with each other for supremacy. The Supreme and Infinite Origin Immortal Art was probably lost amongst the common people at this time. Black Dragon Zhao, a blockade to the west who plunders for a living, probably managed to accidentally gain the map to this technique.


"As for this map, I heard some rumors about it in my time in the pugilistic world. I heard that the senior who cultivated the Supreme and Infinite Origin Immortal Art had drawn his supreme technique on an ancient map, completely different from the maps we have now. That ancient map symbolized the origin and inheritance of this technique and was also a tradition one had to follow to inherit the technique. One hears of many legends but believes few, so I didn't expect that this legend was real!"


The Demonic Emperor Old Man sighed.


Wang Chong's forehead creased. This was the first time he had heard of such a thing. The ten supreme and mystical techniques of the Central Plains—excluding Su Zhengchen's Art of God and Demon Obliteration and the Demonic Emperor Old Man's Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art, for which there were clues he could use to find them—could essentially only be encountered through luck.


It wasn't actually that strange for the Supreme and Infinite Origin Immortal Art to use the geography of ancient times as clues on its map.


But time could transform a great sea into a mulberry field and the earth was ever-changing. The geography of ancient times was completely different from that of the Great Tang. It was basically impossible to rely on the geographical features on this map to find out where the Supreme and Infinite Origin Immortal Art had been buried!


He could only rely on guessing!


______________


1. In Chinese, this technique is called 太上无极混元大罗仙功. 太上, supreme/most high; 无极, limitless/infinite; 混元, primordial chaos/origin; 大罗, greater overarching, usually referring to the 大罗天, the highest of the heavens in Daoist cosmology; 仙功, immortal art.↩

2. The Book of Songs, also known as the Classic of Poetry or Shijing, is a collection of Chinese poetry that is touted as one of the 'Five Classics' said to be compiled by Confucius. Reading and memorizing these classics formed a key part of the curriculum for any person who aspired to be an official in ancient China.↩
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The Demonic Emperor Old Man waved his hands and said, "You don't have to worry about this. Let me handle the matter of the Supreme and Infinite Origin Immortal Art. Just have that eagle tamer under your command work with me."


"But Master, you…"


Wang Chong gazed at his seated master, a hint of worry in his eyes. Although his master's hair had turned from white to black and he looked considerably younger, Wang Chong could still feel that his vitality was not as good as it appeared.


And if he focused, he could even sense a strand of chaotic energy in the old man. This was a residual effect from being ambushed and having his dantian broken.


The Myriad Spirit Sea Art required the warrior to cripple their cultivation. Only by crippling one's main dantian could one convert the countless acupoints into myriad spirit seas.


But the crippling of cultivation and reconstruction required by the Myriad Spirit Sea Art was completely different from the ambush and dantian destruction that the Demonic Emperor Old Man had experienced.


Although the Demonic Emperor Old Man had reached a certain level in the Myriad Spirit Sea Art and could attack in a variety of manners that no ordinary person could deal with, the severe damage dealt to his dantian in that ambush meant that he could not endure long battles.


The moment a battle went on for too long, he would immediately suffer a cultivation defect and die. This was why Wang Chong had never thought about sending his master when the one thousand jun of Hyderabad ore from Sindhu had been stolen.


Moreover, once his whereabouts were exposed, there was a chance that those who had ambushed his master, those grandmasters and authorities of the pugilistic world, as well as that 'traitorous disciple', might take notice. They would flock to his location, and probably not even the strength of the Wang Clan would be able to protect his master.


And the Wang Clan might even end up being swept into the battle between martial powerhouses.


Thus, Wang Chong did not dare to lightly use his master's strength.


The area his master, the Demonic Emperor Old Man, lived had even been declared a forbidden ground by Wang Chong that not even trusted associates like Zhao Jingdian could easily approach.


Wang Chong did not think he could keep this secret forever, but he would try to buy as much time as possible!


The hall was quiet.


"Chong-er, your master appreciates your filial piety, but I, your master, dominated the world for my entire life. I have never feared anything. Do you think I will do as you hope and live for the rest of my life here like a turtle in its shell?" the Demonic Emperor Old Man said.


"Master, please be at peace. Your disciple will definitely find a way to help you completely repair your dantian," Wang Chong said sternly, kneeling on the ground.


"Haha, just having these thoughts is enough for me. Master knows what he should do."


The Demonic Emperor Old Man patted Wang Chong, a gleam of gratitude flashing in his eyes. He had dominated the pugilistic world, the mere mention of his name causing hearts to quail, and yet in his old age, the Demonic Emperor Old Man realized that his proudest achievement was not his killing of those righteous and evil experts of the pugilistic world or his dreadful inspiration that struck fear in the hearts of men, but this young disciple that he picked up in his waning years.


Whether a person was speaking sincerely or saying one thing while intending to do otherwise was something that he could sense.


And he could sense an extreme sincerity in Wang Chong, true concern and desire to help him.


After growing so used to the constant backstabbing of the pugilistic world, the Demonic Emperor Old Man dearly treasured this sort of sincerity.


"Your master is much older than you, and I have seen many things and experienced far too much. I know what can be done and what can't. And the Supreme and Infinite Origin Immortal Art is closely related to the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art of our lineage. In my younger years, I attempted to find it once. Alas, my efforts were fruitless. If we have managed to come upon some definite clue, we cannot let it go, no matter what.


"If we can obtain that legendary supreme technique of the righteous path, perhaps our Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art can accomplish what the seniors of our sect could never do. We can surpass the pinnacle realm of Consummate Perfection and reach an even higher plane!" the Demonic Emperor Old Man declared.


As he spoke, his voice resounded with passion and enthusiasm. Making up for the flaws in the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art was his lifelong dream, an effort that he had devoted almost half his life to.


Now that his hope was close at hand, nobody could stop him, no matter who they were. As for whether he could still cultivate with his dantian broken… this was no longer one of his worries.


"Disciple understands."


Wang Chong sensed his master's desire and said no more. After deferentially kowtowing three times, he retreated.



……


After arranging for Old Eagle to assist his master, Wang Chong no longer concerned himself with the search for the Supreme and Infinite Origin Immortal Art.


He placed all his mind on cultivation.


As time slowly passed, Wang Chong made great progress every day. He had grown much stronger, a far cry from where he first started, and he was steadily on the path to charging the second tier of the True Martial realm.


"Woooo!"


A long and clear cry, like that of a dragon or phoenix, shook the firmament. At this same moment Wang Chong's body strode like a rainbow toward the empty air ten-some zhang away.


Hum! Beneath his feet, the spiritual energy in the surroundings began to gather, forming into white, cottony Origin Energy. Wang Chong stepped upon it, turned, and then strode for an even higher space.


Bang! At the second step, Wang Chong's energy was finally exhausted. He became a dragon waving its tail and then suddenly a shooting star, crashing toward a mountain fifty-some zhang away.


Boom!


There was a world-shaking boom as a massive rock weighing almost ten thousand jin exploded into powder together with the hard ground. Dust plumed in the air, reaching altitudes of several dozen zhang.


After some time, a heavy and energetic foot stepped out of the seething dust. Wang Chong, a silver spear in his hand, walked out of the shrouding dust.


His posture was erect, his gaze disdainful, and he exuded an invisible aura of power.


Whoosh!


A gale blew past, sweeping away the plume of dust behind him. A massive pit, ten-some meters deep, was revealed behind Wang Chong.


"The Leaping Dragon Art can only spiral to the second layer. My strength still isn't enough…!"


Wang Chong dismantled the silver spear and placed the pieces into a leather bag, after which he gave a long sigh.


The Leaping Dragon Art was extremely powerful. With each leap into the air, one would be able to attract the Origin Energy in the earth. At its best, one could leap into the air nine times.


And at the ninth layer, the power of the attack was inconceivable, with every action and movement able to manifest the image of a dragon.


This power surpassed experts of the True Martial realm and could even defeat experts of the Profound Martial realm.


This supreme technique did not rely on the body's own power, but the Origin Energy drawn from the depths of time and space with each leap. It borrowed the energy of the world to defeat opponents.


Wang Chong was almost at the second tier of the True Martial realm, so he could essentially leap two steps into the air. To warriors of True Martial Tier 4, just a brush from his attack would lead to injury and a strike would lead to certain death. As for blocking, that was simply out of the question.


"The Leaping Dragon Art coupled with the Stellar Energy Iron Cloak will offer me enormous protection at the True Martial realm. I just need to wait until they mature," Wang Chong said to himself.


As he spoke, he opened his right hand. Whoosh! A black shadow rose up from Wang Chong's body and then fell into his hand, shrinking until it was the size of a peach. It was a miniature Iron Cloak, formed of Stellar Energy.


In this period of secluded cultivation, Wang Chong's greatest harvest besides his progress in the Leaping Dragon Art was his success in cultivating Iron Cloak Li's Stellar Energy Iron Cloak.


Although his cultivation was inferior to Iron Cloak Li's, Wang Chong had a far greater and more meticulous sense and control over Stellar Energy.


Iron Cloak Li's Stellar Energy Iron Cloak could attack and defend. With these two supreme techniques, Wang Chong was basically flawless in the True Martial realm.


Whoosh!


The Iron Cloak flew out of his hand like a bolt of lightning and covered a rock ten-some zhang away. As the Iron Cloak shrank, cracking sounds came from the rock as it was crushed.


Wang Chong lightly shook the Iron Cloak from afar, causing the countless tiny rocks to crash down into a pile.


"How elusive! In the end, Iron Cloak Li prioritized first impressions, and his thoughts were too simple. The Stellar Energy Iron Cloak isn't merely something so simple as an energy barrier!"


Wang Chong gave a brilliant smile and then began to walk. As he walked, a wave of his hand caused the Iron Cloak to return to his body.


Fweet!


Wang Chong placed his index finger and thumb into his mouth and made a clear and sharp whistle. He soon heard the clopping of hooves as a trail of dust began to travel to him from the foot of the mountain. In the blink of an eye, the greenish black figure of a White-hoofed Shadow appeared before Wang Chong, affectionately licking his face.


"Is it time to go?"


A clear and cold voice came out of the mist. At some point, Huang Qian-er in her snow-white gown, mounted on a horse, had appeared behind Wang Chong.


In these few short months, Huang Qian-er's entire person had undergone a significant transformation. She had gotten stronger, but she had also gotten colder and more aloof. She seemed to be not of this earth, a fairy that did not partake of mortal foods.


Huang Qian-er had also clearly gained a lot from these months in the spirit vein. She had grown considerably stronger.


Perhaps it was because of the Thunderclap of Dainty Hands, but Wang Chong felt that the more powerful Huang Qian-er became, the more aloof, serene, and transcendent she seemed, growing increasingly estranged.


Another person might have felt ashamed in front of Huang Qian-er, but Wang Chong was not.


"Let's go. It's time to leave anyway!"


Wang Chong mounted his horse and was soon galloping down the mountain. Huang Qian-er followed closely, and the two quickly left the spirit vein.


About half a day after leaving the spirit vein, Wang Chong reached the vicinity of Deflecting Blade Manor. But Wang Chong did not head into Deflecting Blade Manor as he usually did, instead choosing to stop at a mountain slope nearby.


"Wang Chong, you're finally here!"


At practically the exact moment Wang Chong's horse stopped, two people suddenly charged out of the lush forest behind the slope. They had elated expressions, apparently having waited for a long time.
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"Huang Qian-er, stop!"


Before the pair could approach, a long spear had shot out in front of their necks, shocking them out of their wits. Wang Chong hurriedly ordered Huang Qian-er to stay her hand.


"You're saying that you came to Deflecting Blade Manor just to see them?"


Huang Qian-er measured up the three people, a doubtful look in her eyes. Even though she had spent a long time at Wang Chong's side, there were still some things that Huang Qian-er did not know.


The messages that Wang Chong sent through carrier pigeon, for example.


"Yes!"


Wang Chong smiled. He naturally hadn't left the spirit vein because he was strong enough. It was because he had received a plea for help from the Fifth Prince, Li Heng.


"Can Huang Qian-er give us some space?"


Wang Chong made an inviting posture.


"Hmph! You think I care!"


Huang Qian-er raised her head high and gave a cold snort before turning and leaving. Although she was very curious as to why Wang Chong was secretively meeting with these two, her pride did not allow her to linger.


Although she left with her horse, she did not go far. She waited only fifty-some zhang away.


"Who is that woman?"


Li Heng looked at the figure of Huang Qian-er fifty-some zhang away, a strange look flashing through his eyes. He truly had been scared out of his wits a moment ago.


Although he was often berated by Li Jingzhong, even slapped at times, that was because Li Jingzhong had a special status, having raised him from a child.


This was truly the first time someone outside the Imperial Palace had pointed the tip of a weapon at his neck.


"My bodyguard."


Wang Chong gave a simple explanation. Huang Qian-er was a daughter of the Huang Clan and was quite distant from the imperial household, so it was quite normal for Li Heng to not know her.


Both Li Heng and Li Jingzhong showed rather ambiguous expressions at Wang Chong's answer.


Wang Chong knew that their thoughts had gone awry, but he only smiled, giving no additional explanation.


"Your Highness, what's wrong? What has you so anxious and bothered?" Wang Chong asked.


Li Heng's message by carrier pigeon had come in a great rush. If not for that, Wang Chong would not have so quickly left the spirit vein.


"Wang Chong, you have to think of some way to help me in this matter."


Li Heng's face instantly became fraught with concern as he touched upon the main subject.


"…Right now, I can only think of you."


"Yes, Young Master, you have to think of a way to help His Highness. Otherwise, His Highness will assuredly be doomed."


Li Jingzhong piped in on the side, his concern no less than Li Heng's.


"Just what in the world happened?" Wang Chong asked.


"Imperial Father has summoned me into the palace!" Li Heng concisely stated.


"His Majesty has summoned you into the palace…"


Wang Chong was dumbstruck. This should be a good thing, but seeing Li Heng's worried face, he quickly reacted.


"Did somebody intentionally facilitate this?"


"Yes, Third Brother arranged it," the Fifth Prince said, fear evident in his words. Of the princes of the imperial clan, the Third Prince was the most dreaded. He schemed against his rivals and was never picky about his methods. At the same time, he also rarely left behind any information that could be used against him.


"What's going on here? It's not like His Majesty just transferred you to Kunwu Training Camp today. Why does he suddenly want to summon you back to the palace? A sufficient reason should be needed, no?" Wang Chong voiced aloud. In the month or so that Wang Chong had spent in the spirit vein, something must have happened that he had no knowledge of.


"The fact that His Highness has recovered his ability to cultivate has been discovered."


It was Li Jingzhong that offered this information.


"How could this be? It should only be a few people who know of this matter, right?"


Surprise covered Wang Chong's face.


Li Heng had always been inconspicuous in the training camp. Wang Chong himself had spent several months in the camp before accidentally running into Li Heng and discovering that they were in the same camp. Moreover, amongst the princes, it had already been 'proved' that Li Heng had no hopes in cultivation, thus leading him to be the least observed of the princes.


As long as Li Heng himself did not leak the information and Li Jingzhong did not leak the information (which Li Jingzhong would actually never do), their inconspicuous demeanor should have kept the news hidden.


"I ran into Nihuang in the training camp…!" Li Heng somewhat helplessly said, after which he gave the whole story.


As they say, 'a blessing is no disaster, and a disaster can't be avoided'. Li Heng's demeanor had always been abnormally inconspicuous amongst the princes.


Ever since he had gone through the blood reformation and become able to cultivate, he had become even more inconspicuous. He essentially spent his time in the mountains outside the training camp.


As for Wang Chong's Deflecting Blade Manor, Wang Chong had warned him that Princess Nihuang was there and that he should do his utmost to avoid it. If there was nothing he needed, he should stay away from Deflecting Blade Manor, dispatching a servant whenever he needed to send a message. If he needed to talk, he should go at night so as to avoid Princess Nihuang.


Li Heng had taken all these warnings in, but what he hadn't expected was that when he was coming back from the forest, he would encounter Princess Nihuang taking a stroll in the training camp.


When the two ran into each other, Li Heng froze.


Princess Nihuang possessed a much higher cultivation level than his, and she also had an unfathomable old nanny of profound cultivation at her side. The old nanny noticed what had happened to Li Heng to moment she grabbed his wrist.


Li Heng had gone ghastly pale, and it took ages for him to come to his senses.


He had always been able to lead a peaceful and inconspicuous life because he couldn't cultivate and was no threat to the other princes.


Thus, he had kept a good distance from the cruel and callous War of the Princes and suffered few attacks.


But if he could suddenly cultivate again, everything would change. He would become the target of excruciating observation while being barraged with attacks both open and hidden that he could not defend against.


There was no brotherly love in the imperial household, and the conflicts between the princes were as cruel as could be. They would not end in something as simple as injury or denouncement.


All would be fine if Li Heng could secretly cultivate until he gathered enough strength, but right now, he was still incredibly weak.


This would make him a target of even fiercer attacks, perhaps even from multiple sides at the same time.


If a threat could be removed while it was still weak and young, one wouldn't just sit back and watch as it grew up! This was a tacit rule amongst the imperial household.


Anyone who understood this point would understand Li Heng's anxiety.


"…But if it was Princess Nihuang who exposed your ability to cultivate, why was it the Third Prince who broached the matter?" Wang Chong asked.


"This is exactly why I don't like staying in the palace."


Li Heng sighed.


"Because the princes aren't always in conflict," Li Jingzhong said. "They occasionally work together. It's not convenient for the First Prince to show his face here, so it's best to work through the Third Prince. Moreover… those assassins who were sent to kill His Highness in the past were basically all dispatched by the Third Prince."


Li Jingzhong had lived his entire life in the palace, so he had developed a keen eye for the political struggles, fights for power, and constant backstabbing, and knew the tricks of the trade.


"But that's not the crucial point. The crucial point is that when the Third Prince brought up His Highness with His Majesty, he showered His Highness with praise, saying that His Highness was endowed with intelligence, having made great leaps in progress and already reached Origin Energy Tier 8! He requested that His Majesty bestow a great reward."


Li Jingzhong sighed.


"But the Third Prince clearly knows that though His Majesty inquires little about the War of the Princes and is completely relying on the strategy of raising Gu1, what His Majesty hates the most is if one of the princes is deceiving him. Though the Third Prince is full of commendations, he really wants to push His Highness into a pit of fire."



"In the current situation, Imperial Father has already summoned me into the palace. If I enter the palace and display the full extent of my talents, I will commit the crime of deceiving the sovereign and also attract the envy and hatred of my brothers. If I don't show off my talents, I will still be committing the crime of deceiving the sovereign, and my other brothers still won't let me go. All my choices are wrong."


Li Heng's brow was tightly knit, his words and face fraught with worry and anxiety.


To have no influence or backing, no protection from the maternal clan, and no strength to protect oneself while deep in the palace was a harbinger for disaster.


Having no strength to resist the princes while also attracting their hatred, Li Heng's fate was obvious.


In truth, that he was able to keep enough composure to find Wang Chong to discuss countermeasures was already quite decent.


Another person might have completely lost their nerve.


Wang Chong silently frowned. The situation before him had completely surpassed his expectations. He had wanted to keep as far from the War of the Princes as possible.


This was not his domain of expertise.


"Wang Chong, only you have met Imperial Father, and you were even released after being jailed in the imperial prison. You're the only one that can help me with this."


With these words, Li Heng finally revealed the reason he had come to find Wang Chong.


'A sovereign does not go back on their words'. Once the words emerged from the Son of Heaven's mouth, he would never alter them. Other sovereigns might be liable to give an order in the day and change their mind at night, but it was an extremely rare occurrence with the Sage Emperor, Son of Heaven.


In the previous decades, the Sage Emperor's words essentially decided whether one lived or died. Even after living in the palace for so many years, Li Heng had only heard of a scant few times where someone like Wang Chong—who had been vilified by all the Hu generals, stirred a great storm, and been imprisoned—was able to come out alive.


In the aftermath, everyone could see that the Sage Emperor cherished Wang Chong. This was beyond doubt.


"Young Master Chong! The heart of a sovereign is difficult to fathom. That you were able to so confidently present that memorial, not even caring that you would anger the world or anger His Majesty, must be because you were able to fathom the thoughts of His Majesty. Please, Young Master, you must show mercy and save His Highness."


As Li Jingzhong spoke, tears welled up in his eyes.


Although this fellow was no good person and those tears were not guaranteed to be real, Wang Chong had to admit that this wretch, Li Jingzhong, was undoubtedly sincere in his pleas for him to save Li Heng.


This is a problem… Wang Chong inwardly said, deep furrows appearing on his brow. He knew the affairs of his clan because that was his clan, but his grasp over such matters had caused Li Heng and Li Jingzhong to completely overestimate him.


And the result of the Regional Commanders incident hadn't been because he had grasped His Majesty's thoughts and knew that he would be fine. He just hadn't cared whether he would live or die.


But nobody would possibly believe that.


Moreover, in his memories, nothing like Li Heng being suddenly summoned from the training camp to enter the palace had ever happened in his last life. It was unquestionably his involvement that had led to this peril.


This abrupt and unexpected incident simply had no precedent. In other words, Wang Chong's memories were utterly useless here


______________


1. 'Raising Gu' refers to a practice of placing numerous poisonous insects in a jar and letting them kill each other until only one remains. The poison from the survivor, the concentrated poison of all the insects killed, is then extracted to be used in assassination.↩
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The forest and hill were quiet, Li Heng and Li Jingzhong not saying a word as they looked with anticipation at Wang Chong. Even the distant Huang Qian-er seemed to sense something and she too looked from afar at Wang Chong.


"What's the latest that you need to enter the palace?"


"I have to go tonight. I have only two hours at most," Li Heng replied.


Time was very short. If not, he would not have so urgently sought Wang Chong.


"It seems that I won't be able to rely on Big Uncle this time!"


Li Heng's words instantly caused Wang Chong's heart to sink. When he got the news of Li Heng's matter, he had instinctively thought about seeking out his big uncle.


In this aspect, his big uncle had accumulated a vast amount of experience. Though this might not guarantee that he could fathom the heart of the Sage Emperor, the foundation of decades could at least offer Wang Chong some clear advice.


But Old Eagle had sent news that some incident had taken place in the Imperial Court that had delayed his big uncle. He wouldn't be available for four to six hours.


In other words, he could expect no help from his big uncle.


Right now, Wang Chong was truly fighting alone.


It seems like I can only rely on myself, Wang Chong mentally said to himself, his brow furrowed tight.


There was a massive risk associated with this matter. If he did it well and helped the Fifth Prince avoid this disaster, Li Heng would have enormous trust in him. This, coupled with the matter of Li Heng's blood reformation, would truly make him a member of Li Heng's inner circle.


Though this seemed like a minor matter now, in the future, even if he spent the entire fortune of his clan, he might not be able to get into the good graces of this future Son of Heaven of the Great Tang and become a member of his circle.


This chance would only come once. If he succeeded, he would gain Li Heng's absolute trust and become a future valued minister of an Emperor, just like his grandfather.


But similarly, if he failed, Wang Chong would pay an absolutely massive price. All the effort he had put in beforehand, including Li Heng's blood reformation, would be written off in one go, and Li Heng would even begin to doubt his abilities and keep his distance.


And the most disastrous result would be that his meddling would lead to a large shift in the Great Tang's fate.


Like how the Wang Clan had not gone extinct, King Song had not been demoted, the Regional Commander system had not been completely eliminated, and he had become sworn brothers with Yang Zhao…


All these things were completely different from his memories. If all these things could be altered so greatly, who could guarantee that Li Heng, this future true dragon and Son of Heaven, would not be buried?


These were all things that Wang Chong had to consider.


How can one catch a tiger cub without entering the tiger cave? Perhaps I should start changing things…


Wang Chong looked at the expectant face of Li Heng before him, a thought flashing through his mind. The current Li Heng was still far from that skilled and intelligent Emperor with great ambitions.


It was the experiences from the earlier part of his life and Li Jingzhong's influence that caused his personality to have so many flaws.


It was only because of this weak personality that when faced by this difficulty, he couldn't make up his mind and went to find Wang Chong.


But if this were the future Emperor famed for his talent and intelligence, he would have never acted this way.


Ice three feet thick would not form from a single day of cold. If Wang Chong wanted to change his personality and remove those weak and indecisive elements, making his personality more valiant, resolute, and persistent, this might be his best chance.


"Your Highness, do you believe in me?" Wang Chong suddenly asked.


Li Heng froze for a second before blurting out, "Of course!" Wang Chong had basically given him a new lease on life. If he didn't trust in him, he wouldn't have come running to this place.


"Then it's fine! Your Highness, if His Majesty questions you, you should give it your all. Don't hide anything, and don't show a single sliver of fear!" Wang Chong firmly stated, his eyes gleaming with incredible resolve.


Wang Chong's determination stunned and surprised Li Heng and Li Jingzhong.


"But won't that make me a target? Won't all my brothers regard me as an eyesore, a thorn in their side?" Li Heng said in shock. "Moreover, His Majesty might think that I was intentionally hiding things from him."


"A blessing won't be a disaster, and a disaster can't be avoided. The fact that Your Highness can cultivate has already spread throughout the court. Your Highness cannot change this. This being the case, what use is there in Your Highness's continuing to hide it?" Wang Chong said calmly.


"But what about Imperial Father? How will Imperial Father see me? He will only think that I'm a deep schemer who was intentionally hiding things from him. When the time comes, he will definitely be furious. What happened to Eighth Brother was enough of a lesson!"


Li Heng spoke with fear and unease.


The Eighth Prince, Li Long, was once dearly beloved by the Sage Emperor. Though his rank was very low, he was treated as well as the First Prince and Third Prince. But Li Long colluded with a minister in court, and when that minister was exposed, so was the Eighth Prince's involvement. The Eighth Prince strenuously denied any relationship with this minister, repeatedly declaring before the Sage Emperor that he had never associated with him.


Later on, the Sage Emperor became infuriated and exiled the Eighth Prince to the cold palace, stripping from him his status of prince. The Eighth Prince Li Long was both fearful and stunned, both sorrowful and regretful. In the end, he died of depression in the cold palace.


This happened ten years ago.


There was no one who did not know of this incident within the palace. All the princes now knew that though His Majesty could disregard the struggles between the princes, did not mind the princes colluding with ministers, he would not accept deception from anyone!


There was no crime with more onerous penalties than the crime of deceiving the Emperor, because that carried the death penalty. Once one became branded with the crime of deceiving the Emperor, one could essentially bid farewell to a life in politics!


Wang Chong sternly said, "Your Highness, you are wrong. If His Majesty were sure that you had deceived him, you wouldn't even be summoned into the palace and he would have already dealt with your crime. His Majesty's summons is proof that His Majesty does not completely believe the Third Prince and still has a little hope in you. Moreover, Your Highness still does not understand that every step in the palace is frightening, and the War of the Princes is incredibly dangerous. At the moment, the only person that can save you isn't me, nor is it anyone else, only His Majesty! Only His Majesty can be your greatest backer!"


"Imperial Father is my greatest backer?"


Wang Chong's words struck Li Heng and Li Jingzhong dumb. It was evident that this was the first time anyone had said such things to them.


"Your Highness, do you still not understand? Only by obtaining His Majesty's favor can you truly be at ease. Anything else, whether it's hiding in Kunwu Training Camp or doing your best to be inconspicuous, aren't even solutions. Only His Majesty can truly ensure your safety."


Wang Chong sighed.


"In truth, if you use this opportunity well, it won't bring you any harm. On the contrary, your performance in front of His Majesty is an excellent chance to get good treatment."


Although Wang Chong did not have much concrete experience in politics, he had read many history books.


He still had a clear understanding about the essence of the War of the Princes that other people could not even hope to achieve.


At the root, the War of the Princes was just a group of people fighting around one man, and this man was the Sage Emperor, the Son of Heaven, who looked down from on high.


The lives and deaths of all the princes, their happiness, their anger, their sorrows and complaints, were all in the grasp of this man.


If one did not clearly understand this and was lost in the moment or in the struggles, then one might end up winning the battle while losing the war and truly lose out.


Li Heng and Li Jingzhong had become speechless long ago. It was obvious that the pair had never even considered the idea Wang Chong was discussing.


"But if I do this, His Majesty will believe that I've deceived him in the past, or that I'm a deep schemer, or that I'm too shrewd…" Li Heng said anxiously.


"You are wrong," Wang Chong said sternly. "His Majesty has grand plans. To the north, they extend to the Yin Mountains. To the south, they reach to Jiaozhi. To the east, they stop at Goguryeo, and in the west, they reach the Cong Mountains, and then to the Western Regions, the Abbasid Caliphate, and Charax Spasinu. The current power and prosperity of the Great Tang Empire was created through His Majesty's rule. His Majesty esteems a person's courage and power. If Your Highness continues to cower in fear in the hopes of not offending His Majesty, that will be like driving a carriage north to reach the south, climbing a tree to catch a fish, walking backward on the path. If Your Highness can show your true strength and also proactively express your desires… I believe that not only will His Majesty not rebuke you, he will even view you in a new light!"


His thoughts grew clearer and clearer. The current Son of Heaven was a martial sovereign who appreciated strength. The presence of so many Hu Great Generals on the border was the manifestation of this appreciation.


As long as one knew the heart of the sovereign and acted according to what he liked and appreciated, one would be fine. The heart of a sovereign was difficult to fathom, but anyone could see his will.


Though something might go undergo myriad transformations, none of them would stray far from the original. It was just like how even if there was a thick fog before one's eyes, as long as one could determine which direction was north, one would never get lost.


This was Wang Chong's first foray into the most dangerous War of Princes in all of the Central Plains. Wang Chong was deeply aware that with this step, he could never turn back.


"…Your Highness, just think about the path His Majesty took to gain the throne and you will understand. His Majesty had to walk through blood and fire with each step. If he did not possess a mighty strength and a firm will, he would not have reached his current place. If Your Highness continues to cower and yield, do you really think His Majesty will view you as useful?"


Wang Chong had been watching Li Heng's reaction all this time. He knew that his words from before weren't enough, so he tossed in one last piece of kindling onto the fire.


As expected, Li Heng's body trembled as he heard Wang Chong's last words, his expression immediately transforming. None of the princes did not know of that period of history when the Sage Emperor was still a minor player.


The palace coup before his ascension was spoken of like a legend.


Li Heng had heard this story frequently ever since he was a child, so he was naturally familiar with the details. In Li Heng's heart, his imperial father was a god.


Wang Chong's words were finally working.


"Your Highness, you have nowhere left to retreat. Only by pressing forward and giving it your all will you have a sliver of hope! This will be your only chance," Wang Chong said.


"But if he does this, His Highness really will become everyone's target!" Li Jingzhong said nervously. "His Highness has no backer in the palace, so it's impossible for him to defend against the other princes. If his performance is too dazzling, the other princes will want to get rid of him even more."
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Wang Chong couldn't help but shoot another glance at Li Jingzhong. Although this fellow was sinister and crafty, his words here were not completely unreasonable.


"For this matter, I can find some way to get you in touch with Consort Taizhen. With her help, the other princes won't dare touch you for a while. But all this will have to wait until you get through this trial," Wang Chong said.


The name 'Consort Taizhen' energized both Li Heng and Li Jingzhong, and neither looked as worried.


In the Regional Commanders incident, the Wang Clan and Consort Taizhen were sworn enemies. They had known that the relationship between them had somewhat recovered, but they had never expected that Wang Chong would have means of mobilizing Consort Taizhen.


Li Jingzhong intently asked, "Young Master Chong, can you have Consort Taizhen appear…"


Wang Chong shook his head, interrupting Li Jingzhong's question. He was acquainted with Consort Taizhen, but they were only acquaintances. With Consort Taizhen's status, he could not randomly decide what she did.


Especially now!


Time was short and there was not much time to think. Wang Chong talked with Li Heng for a little longer, and then Li Heng and Li Jingzhong left.


I hope that they can succeed.


As he watched Li Heng and his servant ride away, a hint of concern glimmered in Wang Chong's eyes. He had done everything he could. He had too little time to do anything else.


Whether or not Li Heng could succeed was a complete unknown.


"That person… is a prince of the imperial clan?"


Someone spoke from the side. At some point, Huang Qian-er had walked over.


"How did you find out?"


Wang Chong blinked. Huang Qian-er was still at the True Martial realm. She shouldn't have been able to hear anything at that distance.


"Hmph, you think I was eavesdropping?"


Huang Qian-er only needed to see the look in Wang Chong's eyes to know what he was thinking. She unhappily snorted and coldly turned away.


"…It's how he walks! Although you didn't tell me, do you think I couldn't see it? Only the princes and princesses in the palace walk like that!"


The atmosphere suddenly became a little stiff. A gentle breeze blew over, causing Wang Chong to shiver, and an indescribable awkwardness hung in the air. This woman was truly far more intelligent than he had imagined!


Wang Chong coughed once or twice before being interrupted by Huang Qian-er.


"There's no need to explain. Speak—where are we going next?"


Huang Qian-er spoke dispassionately, her face a sheet of ice.


This was the first time Huang Qian-er had adopted an aggressive posture in front of Wang Chong. She was clearly dissatisfied at Wang Chong's evasive demeanor just now.


Wang Chong scratched his nose, knowing that he was wrong. He inwardly gave a bitter laugh, but he didn't argue with her. But Huang Qian-er's words had reminded him of something.


"Given the time that has passed, it should be done by now."


Wang Chong raised his head, his eyes scanning the sky. This sudden action attracted Huang Qian-er's notice and she raised her head as well, viewing the sky with surprise.


It was only a few moments before a large eagle flapped over from the western horizon.


Wang Chong raised his right hand to receive the eagle and then took the letter from the eagle's leg.


"As expected!"


Wang Chong nodded, a satisfied look on his face. After reading the letter, Wang Chong crushed the letter into bits that spilled from his fingers.


"Let's go, to the capital!" Wang Chong said as he mounted his horse.


"Not to Deflecting Blade Manor?"


Surprised, Huang Qian-er subconsciously glanced at the nearby Deflecting Blade Manor. This place was only a few kilometers from there.


"No, I have other things that I need to do."


Wang Chong smiled. In his mind, he recalled that Arab he had captured several months ago during the training camp mission, and also that group of mysterious Tibetans Li Cangqi had mentioned who had encouraged the bandits to actively and flagrantly plunder.


After such a long time, it was only proper that he had some understanding.


"Ride!"


Wang Chong's legs gripped the flanks of his horse, urging the horse to turn toward the capital.




……


"Is the investigation done?"


Near the city gate, Wang Chong looked down at Old Eagle and several Wang Clan guards.


"It's all done."


Old Eagle lowered his head, his expression respectful.


"All the clues point to the Ü-Tsang diplomatic mission in the capital. Also, I secretly brought Li Cangqi near their hostel to confirm. Li Cangqi was able to recognize several of the Tibetan guards as those mysterious Tibetan experts that appeared at their mountain stronghold…"


Li Cangqi had been the bandit chieftain who had first informed Wang Chong about the Iron Cloak Bandits.


"In addition, based on our investigation, the leader of this diplomatic mission is the Ü-Tsang First Prince. He's already spent three months in the capital," Li Cangqi added.


"The Ü-Tsang First Prince?"


Wang Chong frowned, a pensive look in his eyes. After a while, he suddenly smiled.


He knew who this Ü-Tsang First Prince was!


Of the several princes in the Tibetan Empire, this prince was the most hostile toward the Great Tang. Practically all of the decisions Ü-Tsang made regarding the Great Tang showed signs of the First Prince's involvement.


Ironically, however, the next Tsenpo of the Tibetan Empire would not be the ardent First Prince who put his all into defending his empire and who felt that it was only right that the throne be passed to him!


Moreover, if Wang Chong was right, this ardent and active First Prince who arrogantly thought himself to be a big deal had probably stirred up another incident in the capital.


"Where is that First Prince now?" Wang Chong asked.


"The north of the city!" Old Eagle immediately replied.


"Move out!" Wang Chong turned his horse and left.


Leaving the city gate, they traveled through many streets and blocks to finally arrive at the northern region of the Great Tang capital. At the intersection of the Imperial City and the Court of Judicial Review, Wang Chong finally found the Ü-Tsang diplomatic mission.


This was a large practice ground in the northern region of the city. It was set aside specifically for the Imperial Army, the nobles, the descendants of the great clans, and the young geniuses of the capital to exchange pointers. It had been constructed in His Majesty's youth.


When this practice ground was first constructed, it was bustling. The descendants of great clans and the scions of nobility flocked here, training for the sake of the Great Tang. Many talents of the empire had been brought up here.


But after several decades of peace, the martial path had lost its allure. Only a scant few princelings or scions could be found here now.


In Wang Chong's memories, this place should have been rather deserted.


But after arriving, Wang Chong realized that he was utterly off the mark. The practice ground before him was completely packed, and there were even many soldiers of the Imperial Army keeping order.


The banners representing the various squads of the Imperial Army were planted in the surroundings.


Within the practice ground, many descendants from great clans and noble scions were exchanging fists and palms, moving around here and there with furious expressions.


Rumble!


Wang Chong brought Huang Qian-er and the others to the edge of the ground, but he couldn't see what was happening inside. All he could hear was rumbling and quaking from within.


"Aaahh!"


An intense boom came from within, like two mountains crashing into each other. After that came a blood-curdling scream, and then absolute silence.


"Damn it!"


"Bastard! This isn't fair!"


"That damn Chamberlain of Dependencies! They only know how to threaten their own side. They really should all go and die!"




……


Reluctant cries rose from the crowd.


"Kunusi… Qilinaluo… Xiyanahu…"


With the clopping of horse hooves came an arrogant voice speaking in a tongue that was clearly not of the Central Plains. Even if one did not understand Tibetan, one would still be able to hear the ridicule, disdain, and smugness in those words.


The crowd instantly grew even angrier.


"Kill him! Kill this pack of barbarians!"


"Bastard! Could it be that despite all the experts in the Great Tang capital, there's no one who can deal with these barbarians?"


"This is the thirty-third one. Damn, whoever can kill this bastard will get one thousand taels from this old man. Gold ones!"


"This old man will give two thousand taels!"


"I'll put up five thousand taels! As long as you can kill him!"




……


The crowd was once more infuriated. All the noble scions and descendants from great clans standing around the practice ground began to curse, and the crowd began to grow restless.


Just when the crowd's rage had reached its peak, someone gave a shout.


"Impudent!"


At the edge of the practice ground, an expert dressed in the uniform of the Chamberlain of Dependencies stuck his head out of a building and said with the sternest of looks, "In competitions of martial arts, injuries are inevitable, and death is also difficult to avoid. And this is the First Prince of the Tibetan Empire, a member of their diplomatic mission. If a visitor is injured, if the First Prince of Ü-Tsang is injured, leading the two countries into war, can all of you bear the consequences?


"Everyone, listen well. The First Prince of Ü-Tsang can only be captured alive, not harmed. Otherwise, the law will punish you severely!" he reprimanded harshly.


The furious and raucous crowd fell silent. Everyone looked toward that expert of the Chamberlain of Dependencies with fear in their eyes.


"These fellows are going overboard! Only capture alive and without a single injury! How can one fight when one's hands and feet are tied?"


Although Huang Qian-er had only just arrived and wasn't clear on what was happening in the practice ground, she still showed a hint of anger upon hearing these words.


Huang Qian-er knew nothing about any Ü-Tsang diplomatic mission, as she normally did not involve herself in such matters, but she had a very deep understanding of fighting.


If two people were to fight and one of them was fearless and could use any move they wished while the other was only allowed to capture alive and not injure their opponent, there was no way such a fight could happen.


Even if one was 100% more powerful than the opponent, one would not even be able to use 30% of their power because of the fear that they might injure their opponent.


There was simply nothing fair about this type of fight!


"Haha, what's strange about the Chamberlain of Dependencies appearing here?" Wang Chong jeered.
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In the empire, the reputation of the Chamberlain of Dependencies had long since soured.


The Chamberlain of Dependencies was responsible for receiving visitors from other kingdoms and concerned itself with matters of etiquette. It only had to report to the Son of Heaven and did not interact much with the aristocracy, the great clans, or the common people.


Thus, the Chamberlain of Dependencies was rather biased to foreign countries.


Wang Chong did not find it at all strange for the Chamberlain of Dependencies to appear here.


Right when Huang Qian-er was speaking, the crowd grew restless. The dense ranks suddenly parted like a wave as several guards of the practice ground dragged the blood-spattered corpses of a man and horse from inside.


They left a long and gory streak of blood in their wake.


The bloody scent, that person's wide-open eyes, open mouth, and the large hole running through his chest made the sight somewhat unbearable for Huang Qian-er, and she quickly averted her gaze.


"It's an Imperial soldier!"


Next to her, Wang Chong also had a rather dark expression.


In his last life, he had actually heard of this incident in the northern region of the capital, but hearing about it and seeing it with one's own eyes were two completely different things.


This young Imperial soldier had died at the hands of a Tibetan, but it was actually the Chamberlain of Dependencies that had blood on its hands.


"Those bastards of the Chamberlain of Dependencies—they really should be dragged out and fed to dogs!"


"They protect these foreigners wherever they go; they must be being paid off!"


"Hmph, the spies in the Great Tang are probably all in the Chamberlain of Dependencies!"


"This lot of bastards only know how to use their connections to intimidate and bully the people of the capital. Since they love foreigners so much, just send them abroad!"




……


The crowd grew agitated once more at the sight of this bloody corpse.


"Hahaha, Prince, did you hear that? Did you hear? You haven't started fighting and these Great Tang people are already making a fuss."


In the inner circle of the practice ground, the muscular figure of Tibetan Great General Dusong Mangpoje listened to the curses from the surrounding crowd with a smirk on his lips.


This challenge activity had completely been the result of the First Prince's actions. This sort of competition, which was tantamount to a quarrel between children, was completely beneath Dusong Mangpoje.


Though he didn't have any praise, he also had no objections. Now, however, Dusong Mangpoje found it rather amusing.


They had clearly killed someone, someone from the Great Tang, but the result was that the Great Tang had split into two sides and begun arguing with itself.


The First Prince, riding a light brown horse, proudly said, "Heheh, what do you think, Lord Dusong? My proposal isn't bad, right? I've been saying for a long time that our activity might be frightening, but harmless. I was wrong. It's not scary at all. The current Great Tang is not the Great Tang of the past… They no longer have the right to be our opponents!"


These words were spoken completely in Tibetan.


"First Prince, you shouldn't get too careless," Dusong Mangpoje cautioned. "There's a saying in the Central Plains that an emaciated camel is still larger than a horse, and a centipede can die, but it will never fall over. The Great Tang truly isn't what it once was, but it still can't be underestimated."


He still took the prudent approach toward the Great Tang, but he had to admit that the Great Tang was not the one he had seen in his last two visits. It was no longer that powerful and valiant empire of war that inspired dread in all who looked upon it.


It had already had lost that edge, that energetic drive!


The First Prince chortled and said, "Great General, relax; I know what I should be doing. After today, we'll leave the Great Tang and return to the empire. After a little more than three months, we can report on the results of our mission!"


Dusong Mangpoje nodded, and then he turned to a Tibetan horseman at his side. The horseman patted the back of his horse and then galloped in a circuit around the practice ground.


"Tang people of the Central Plains, listen well! The First Prince says that your experts of the Central Plains cannot take even a single blow! But do not say that we Tibetans are looking down on you. Is there still anyone else? Is there anyone amongst the younger generation of the Central Plains that can last a single fight? The First Prince will give all of you another chance! If no one responds, the First Prince will leave!"


The Tibetan horseman did not speak in Tibetan this time, but shouted in the language of the Central Plains.


Although his voice was somewhat stiff, his tone rather strange, everyone could understand his words.


The fearless voice of this Tibetan once more provoked the crowd. It had always been the Great Tang suppressing others. Never had Tibetans bullied them in front of their doorstep, acted so brashly in the capital.


A few people were already stamping their feet in rage.


"Fight! Everybody go and fight!"


"Is there any formidable expert around? Hurry up and bring him down!"




……


The people in the crowd looked around. A few scions with extraordinary strength instantly found it hard to hold back, but just as they were about to step out, they were immediately pulled back by the people from their clans.


"You're crazy! This is the First Prince of Ü-Tsang! What if you actually injure him! The Chamberlain of Dependencies is easy to handle, but if you injure that First Prince and cause a war between Ü-Tsang and the Great Tang, can you bear the results? Can the clan take them? Bastard, do you plan to bring calamity down on the clan for your personal desires?"


This harsh voice instantly cooled the riotous mood. Those powerful scions in the crowd immediately came to a halt.


Wang Chong stood at the edge of the crowd. His ears listened and his eyes watched, and a tinge of concern flashed through his eyes.


A First Prince of Ü-Tsang could not shake the foundations of the Great Tang, and the death of an Imperial Army expert was no serious injury to the empire. To speak frankly, the Chamberlain of Dependencies' policy of 'flattering the enemy' was also not enough to affect the Great Tang in a war or change the outcome of a battle.


These were all trifling matters in the capital that had no significance to the state.


Wang Chong was more worried about another thing: the hearts of the people!


When a person was wounded by a saber or sword, blood would flow out, and the injury would quickly become visible. But it was impossible to see the wounds inflicted on the hearts of the people.


'Ice three feet thick is not formed in a single day of cold'. The collapse of an empire was not a one-day affair. When anything was fermenting, there would always be subtle signs.


And the hearts of the people were the clue to all these signs.


The people of the Chamberlain of Dependencies had no idea what sort of blows they were inflicting on the hearts of the empire's people with the orders they issued. These spectating people before him had no idea what sort of blows they inflicted on the hearts of the empire's people with their fearful retreat.


Only many years after the incident had passed and people looked back would everyone suddenly realize that this incident had inflicted the most grievous of wounds on their hearts.


No one had ever brashly killed and injured so many people in an important place like the capital and then successfully walked away.


And in the Central Plains, under the feet of the Son of Heaven, no one had ever been able to defeat his people!


Of course, it wasn't like the foreigners or Hu had never made challenges in the capital before, but this was the first time a Hu, a foreigner, had made a challenge in the Central Plains and obtained complete and overwhelming victory!


This was an absolute humiliation to the Great Tang!


The people of the Great Tang were proud and conceited, making the blow inflicted upon their hearts by this incident even greater.


Although one also had to consider that the First Prince of Ü-Tsang was abusing his identity and the Chamberlain of Dependencies was involved, once news of this incident spread around, those people who heard of it would not know of these other factors.


They would only know that in a place right under the Son of Heaven's feet, where the heroes and geniuses of the Great Tang were gathered, no one was able to deal with a Tibetan.


The hearts of the people would be dealt a critical blow.


Coupled with the following defeats in battle, the once proud, confident, and dignified people of the Great Tang would be beaten down to the earth. They would lack confidence, become meek, and even begin to doubt their abilities.


When the hearts of the people were lost, that was when the empire would truly collapse.


Wang Chong felt a deep ache in his heart.


Wang Chong had a deep reasoning behind his running over to deal with the Tibetan incident instead of the Fifth Prince's matters.


Wang Chong had already begun to get suspicious when he heard about the Ü-Tsang diplomatic mission, and begun to draw connections. Old Eagle's reports had only been to prove his conjectures.


Seated on his horse, Wang Chong suddenly asked, "Old Eagle, is my suit of armor ready?"


"It's ready."


Old Eagle nodded and solemnly said, "Following Young Master's orders, I already had the Zhang Clan send it over."


Wang Chong slightly nodded, a satisfied look in his eyes.


After several months, that massive door of Deep Sea Xuan Metal he had found in the base of the Iron Cloak Bandits had finally been transported back to the capital, and even to the territory of the Zhang Clan.


The capital's Zhang Clan had treated this Xuan Metal door of seven to eight thousand jin with great importance. When transporting the door, they had sent clan elders to guard the convoy.


When it arrived in their clan territory, they gathered all the elite smiths amongst the clan elders to work on the door.


Even the patriarch of the Zhang Clan took part.


A strategic resource like Deep Sea Xuan Metal was no minor affair, and Wang Chong had even realized that this seven- to eight-thousand-jin door provided enough metal to forge seventy to eighty suits of Deep Sea Xuan Metal armor.


Such objects would have critical roles to play in any kingdom and would not be treated lightly. If not for Wang Chong, the Zhang Clan would not even have the right to touch such an object.


Thus, one could easily imagine the importance the Zhang Clan placed on this matter.


The patriarch of the Zhang Clan had personally supervised every step of the forging of Wang Chong's armor. Wang Chong had felt that just an ordinary suit of armor would be enough.


But the patriarch of the Zhang Clan had sent a letter saying that he would use the finest of smiths and then find the finest of inscription masters to add the best toughening inscriptions to the armor. They would forge the toughest suit of armor for Wang Chong to express the respect the Zhang Clan held toward Wang Chong.


Wang Chong had originally intended to refuse, but after thinking about it, he decided to accept. To tell the truth, Wang Chong was bursting with anticipation to get his first look at this suit of armor.
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"What are you up to?"


A questioning voice came from the side. It was Huang Qian-er, her eyes warily fixed on Wang Chong. She had been at Wang Chong's side this entire time, so she had heard loud and clear his conversation with Old Eagle.


"Haha, what I should be doing," Wang Chong carefreely said from his horse. When he saw a few members of the Zhang Clan walking over, he hurriedly waved his hand to them.


"You're simply no match for him. You also saw that Imperial soldier. He had a much higher cultivation level than you, but he still died to that Ü-Tsang First Prince."


Huang Qian-er was incredibly wary of Wang Chong's intentions. Her mission was to ensure Wang Chong's safety, not send him to death.


"You're not capable of dealing with that person!"


"You're underestimating me too much."


Wang Chong grinned. As he began to leisurely take off his robe, he ordered those members of the Zhang Clan to open the boxes and pass over the upper body of Deep Sea Xuan Metal armor.


The Zhang Clan truly had put some effort into this armor. Wang Chong reached out to appraise the armor and immediately felt his hand sinking down. This armor was not simply its weight of one hundred jin.


In both its shape and tenacity, this armor appeared to be incredibly strong, giving off the aura of a miniature fortress.


Wang Chong raised the armor over his head with both hands and quickly donned it. His body felt abnormally comfortable, like a fish in water or a bird in the forest. The armor was extremely well-fitting.


"…Since I'm planning to step into the arena, I naturally have an idea of how to win, or else I wouldn't be doing this. And besides… if I don't step in, do you intend to go in my place?"


Wang Chong turned to look at Huang Qian-er, a faint smile on his face.


Huang Qian-er's mouth opened, ready to speak, but then she hesitated. There were so many people here, so many experts, but none of them were stepping forward. It wasn't like there was no reason for this.


It wasn't difficult to defeat the Ü-Tsang First Prince, but if one were to wound him or kill him, no one present would be able to assume the responsibility for the ensuing war.


Huang Qian-er was at Wang Chong's side to ensure the safety of the Huang Clan, not to kill a First Prince and bring another disaster on the Huang Clan.


"Haha, this is enough!"


With his indifferent smile, Wang Chong quickly took the helmet from a member of the Zhang Clan and placed it on his head.


Boom!


At this moment, a mountain-toppling explosion came from the center of the crowd. The originally silent practice ground grew restless once more.


"Let's go in and see!"


Wang Chong's expression shifted as he immediately urged his horse into the practice ground. By flashing the token he had, he smoothly squeezed his way in.


He looked around, and then with a swish, Wang Chong leapt into the air, jumping to the roof of a nearby building.


Here, Wang Chong could look down and clearly see what was going on in the center of the practice ground. Wang Chong's intuition had not been wrong. Someone finally became unable to suppress their rage and rode their horse into the practice ground.


"…Come! Foreign barbarians! I'll let you experience the power of the Central Plains!"


A furious voice resounded over the massive practice grounds. Wang Chong's gaze followed the thunderous gallop of hooves and saw a fully-armored young man, seemingly a scion from a great clan, carrying a large spear. He was one with his horse, leaving behind a trail of thick dust as he charged toward the Ü-Tsang First Prince.


This momentum seemed almost invincible, capable of sweeping away everything in its path!


But in the next moment, the crowd buzzed as an infuriating sight took place. As everyone stared, a figure shot forward.


The Ü-Tsang First Prince made no attempts to dodge or defend himself, heading straight for that youth's spear as if seeking his death.


"Bastard!"


The young scion was stunned. His goal had been to discipline this prince, not to kill him.


There was no time to think. He pulled on the reins to avert his horse's charge.


The warhorse neighed and its four legs almost simultaneously stiffened as it charged past. Snickt! A bloody light flashed, and before that young scion had managed to do anything, a cut had been made on his chest, blood spilling out from within.


"Despicable, shameless! He's doing it again!"


"Is there any skill in using such a contemptible move!"


"Do these Tibetan barbarians know nothing of rules?"


"He knows that we don't dare injure him! That bastard!"


"I didn't think that the grand First Prince of Ü-Tsang would be this sort of character!"




……


The crowd standing around the practice ground was about to explode from rage.


"Heheh, when two kingdoms fight, the weak become the food for the strong. That's how it is between kingdoms, so that's how it should be in martial arts competitions. What courtesy and etiquette? These rules of the Central Plains are simply laughable!


"It's not like I made you. You did it yourselves. If this is of your own doing, who else can you blame?"


On the other side of the practice ground, the Ü-Tsang First Prince turned his horse around. As the crowd showered him with curses, he sneered, caring not for their rebukes.


He had never been a person of the Great Tang, so why should he care about their curses? It wasn't as if they could harm him.


"Come! Since you want to seek your death, I'll fulfill your wish!"


His gaze fixed on the distant young scion, the Ü-Tsang First Prince gave a sinister laugh and urged his horse forward. Now it was his turn to attack.


But just like before, the prince put no thought in defense, pouring all his energy into his attack.


In an instant, the young scion's complexion turned ghastly.


"Do you still think that I can't kill him?"


The sound of a gown flying through the air coupled with an alluring scent resounded next to Wang Chong's ear. Wang Chong continued to look down at the practice ground, not even turning his head as he asked his question.


"You can't touch this person. Do you not see all those people standing there? It's not that you can't deal with me, but that you can't even touch him. Even though your Wang Clan is a clan of generals and ministers, even if your grandfather's reputation is known throughout the world, the consequences are not something your Wang Clan can endure!"


Huang Qian-er sternly rebuked him with an icy face.


Not long after Wang Chong had flown up onto the building, she had followed him up.


"Ha! That's because you don't understand me much. Don't you know? The more unkillable a person is, the more I want to kill them."


Wang Chong looked at that light brown horse in the practice ground, a jeering smile on his lips. It was like he was looking at someone about to die.


What a wise plan!


Wang Chong watched as the Ü-Tsang First Prince used his own body as a shield, charging here and there, treating his life without care as he coldly sneered.


In martial arts competitions, these competitions of life and death, there were few rules. In this aspect, he actually admired the Ü-Tsang First Prince.


But though his strategy of using his own body against his opponents might work against others, it was useless against Wang Chong.


Whoosh!


Unclenching his hands, Wang Chong quickly leapt down from the building and returned to his horse. The battle was already over. On the practice ground, that young scion was in desperate straits, his body covered in saber wounds. If nothing surprising happened, his death was assured.


"It's time for me to step forward."


Wang Chong urged his horse forward.


"Wait a moment…"


Huang Qian-er jumped down from the building, but before she could stop Wang Chong, Old Eagle pulled her back.


"Young Miss, be at ease. When Young Master does something, he does so with purpose, and he would never do something without some understanding. Since he's moving, he must have his reasons. I hope that Young Miss can keep your trust in Young Master," Old Eagle solemnly said.


The encirclement and annihilation of the Goguryeon assassins had given Wang Chong Old Eagle's complete trust. Moreover, Old Eagle's trust was not so blind.


The Deep Sea Xuan Metal armor Wang Chong was wearing was meant to deal with master archers, and many toughening inscriptions had been attached to it. Even if a master archer shot an arrow with all their strength, it wouldn't be able to pierce through, so why would the saber or sword of a Tibetan?


In addition, Old Eagle was not someone who only had courage and no plans. He had already moved a master archer to stand guard in the vicinity.


If something really did happen, Wang Chong's Deep Sea Xuan Metal armor and the bow and arrows of the master archer would buy enough time.




……


On the practice ground, warhorses galloped. Li Chen had never thought it possible that just a few short exchanges would leave him so tired.


Sweat drops the size of beans constantly seeped out of his skin, following the line of his eyebrows and the bridge of his nose until they dropped down from his chin. The salty sweat dripped into his eyes, even blurring his vision.


The small spear in his hands had never felt heavier. The thick stench of blood hung in his nose, and Li Chen knew that all this blood was his.


"Bastard!"


Li Chen clenched his teeth and cursed. He felt a little regret, not at his own arrogance, but at his underestimation of his opponent's shamelessness.


In these last few days of challenges, his opponent had already grasped the minds of the crowd, and he had also snatched the advantage of bringing the Chamberlain of Dependencies here. He continued to use his body to block, to ram, to press, to approach, to snatch… in short, he used almost every method of self-harm to make others afraid to strike out for fear of injuring him.


The prince himself attacked with full force, doing anything he wanted.


This was an unfair battle!


Li Chen knew that he couldn't last for much longer. His body was not just bleeding blood, but strength and Stellar Energy.


Li Chen had a mind to end the fight, but with so many people watching, he found it impossible to just retreat. Moreover, an intense dignity did not allow him to do this.


"Enough! Step down!"


Just when Li Chen felt like he was enduring endless suffering and found it hard to continue, a voice came out of the crowd, accompanied by the clopping of hooves, and a fully-armored figure suddenly rode a horse out of the crowd.


Wang Chong, riding the White-hoofed Shadow and fully equipped in Deep Sea Xuan Metal armor, gripping a silver spear with a tip forged from Wootz Steel, slowly rode his horse into the practice ground.


The vast practice grounds instantly quieted down. When Wang Chong appeared, everyone inadvertently exhaled at the same time.


This battle was already hopeless, and no one wanted to see the tragedy from before replay itself.
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"Ha!"


On the other side of the practice field, the Ü-Tsang First Prince coldly laughed. This battle was already reaching its end and he was about to enjoy the pleasure of victory. How could he let the words of a single person disturb him?


The Ü-Tsang First Prince became one with his neighing warhorse, transforming into a surging trail of dust charging straight toward Li Chen.


"Hmph!"


Wang Chong snorted as if having expected this sort of scene. He raised his right hand, and then, bang! A streak of lightning seemed to sear through the sky as a thick metal arrow crossed half the practice ground and brushed past the prince's horse, thudding into the ground.


Neigh! The light brown horse whinnied and reared, and the Ü-Tsang First Prince atop had a nasty expression.


"Bastard!"


Before the Ü-Tsang First Prince could raise any objections, a furious roar exploded out of the golden-roofed building at the edge of the practice ground.


That arrow ordered by Wang Chong had not injured the Ü-Tsang First Prince, but it had provoked the official from the Chamberlain of Dependencies within the building.


"Where did this bastard come from? Did you not understand what I said? You cannot injure the Ü-Tsang First Prince! Are you deaf? An injury amongst the members of the diplomatic mission will lead to a dispute between the two countries. Which clan has a bastard son like you? Are the words of the Chamberlain of Dependencies just wind blowing by your ears?"


The official of the Chamberlain of Dependencies in the building was implacably furious.


They had already issued a warning and had the Imperial Army standing guard here, but there were still people who didn't listen. It was truly absurd!


“Somebody! Quickly take him away!"


Standing at the balcony, the official extended his index finger at the distant Wang Chong, his complexion ashen, his voice harsh.


The crowd around the practice ground became restless as several Imperial soldiers rushed toward Wang Chong.


And on the other side, the Ü-Tsang First Prince looked no better than the official. That arrow just now had not been merciful. If he had not reacted quickly, he would have been shot through.


"A master archer!"


The Ü-Tsang First Prince twisted his head around and glared at Wang Chong, hatred instantly making Wang Chong his target.


At the same time, everyone in the practice ground also focused on Wang Chong.


"I already said that this battle was already over. Since you insist on feigning ignorance, I'll say it again. Doesn't Ü-Tsang want to acquaint itself with the young elites of the Central Plains? Don't you want to find someone who can defeat you? Then, your wish is fulfilled. Tibetans have always esteemed strength, so they shouldn't have this little skill and only know how to bully the weak, right?"


Wang Chong leisurely sat on his horse. The first part of his words had been spoken in the tongue of the Central Plains, but he had ended by speaking in flawless Tibetan language.


When Wang Chong spoke this smooth string of Tibetan words, the originally angry Ü-Tsang First Prince and even the Ü-Tsang Great General Dusong Mangpoje and the other Tibetan warriors behind him were visibly affected.


The Great Tang of the Central Plains regarded the Tibetans as barbarians that were not even worth their contempt, so no one would ever go and learn the Tibetan language. Other than a few people in the Chamberlain of Dependencies, this was the first time they had encountered someone in the Central Plains who could speak Tibetan.


This was actually not a very good feeling.


Moreover, this also meant that they could no longer communicate with each other in Tibetan in front of these people of the Great Tang.


"Who are you? How can you speak the language of us Tibetans!"


The Ü-Tsang First Prince narrowed his eyes as he finally turned his body to fully face Wang Chong. He had suddenly grown very interested in this fully-armored horseman of the Great Tang.


He was even more interested in him than he had been in that Great Tang scion who he had beaten black and blue.


"Moreover, since you want to step forward, that's also fine. You should know the rules for this match. Only those below the age of twenty-six have the right to participate in this challenge. The Great Tang of the Central Plains is reputed for its illustrious heroes, famed as a gathering of young elites. They shouldn't need to cheat for this sort of challenge, right!"


The Ü-Tsang First Prince had a proud expression, but his eyes flashed with cunning.


"…What are you looking around for? Why aren't you seizing him?"


A severe voice spoke, after which Wang Chong heard the stomping of footsteps behind him, several powerful energies rapidly approaching. He chuckled and, without even turning his head, he cast a dazzling token behind him, which landed in front of two Imperial soldiers.


Upon seeing that lively dragon on the token, the Imperial soldiers trembled and came to a halt.


"Hahaha, didn't you want to know who I was? Just as you wish, I'll tell you!"


Wang Chong looked across the practice ground at the Ü-Tsang First Prince. He possessed incredibly keen insight, so he already knew what this prince wanted.


His right hand gripped the brim of his helmet and pulled. A head of long, pitch-black hair toppled down. A white face was revealed beneath the close-fitting armor, the face of a handsome young man.


"Ah!"


A chorus of shouts rose from the crowd at the sight of this young and exceptional face.


In the building at the edge of the practice ground, an official of the Chamberlain of Dependencies who had been quietly sitting the entire time, clearly one of high authority, suddenly stood up. His entire person seemed to have been struck by lightning as his complexion rapidly changed.


"It's him!"


At this moment, he finally recognized who this youth who had suddenly appeared on the practice ground was. The one person who was most unwelcome in the Chamberlain of Dependencies, who was most loathed, was unquestionably this youth before his eyes.


Whether it was the Regional Commanders incident or the Goguryeon Assassins incident, everything that Wang Chong had done had easily reversed the great efforts of the Chamberlain of Dependencies.


The Wang Clan had gained the glory and reputation they had desired, but in order to calm the unease they had created in the capital, the Chamberlain of Dependencies had expended a great deal of money and energy to calm the foreign envoys. They also had to convince the Hu and other foreigners in the capital that all this was an accident, that the empire's policy toward the foreign countries would not change.


Without question, the entirety of the Chamberlain of Dependencies was unanimous in their hatred for the youngest scion of the Wang Clan.


"Bastard! Didn't I tell them? They can't allow this scion of the Wang Clan to get close. How did he manage to mix himself in the crowd!"


The veins on the forehead of that high official from the Chamberlain of Dependencies were throbbing. He suddenly felt a very ill omen that this practice grounds affair might get out of hand.


Anywhere this scion of the Wang Clan appeared would become a complete mess.


The official pinched his forehead and said, "Stop him. No matter what, he cannot be allowed to harm the First Prince of Ü-Tsang!"


"Milord, I'm afraid it's too late…" an expert of the Chamberlain of Dependencies said. As he watched those two people approaching Wang Chong, he said with deep concern, "Neither that Tibetan or that scion will agree with us. Moreover, Wang Chong also has King Song's token with him…"


These final words struck the lethal point of this mighty official. Like a deflated leather bag, he toppled back into his chair.


King Song's token!


Like a mighty wall, it had blocked out all his ideas!




……


"There's no need to worry! In the magnificent Great Tang, there's no need to send anyone powerful to deal with you. Just sending me will be enough."


Wang Chong had no idea that an official of the Chamberlain of Dependencies was already keeping watch on him from the building. While speaking, Wang Chong put his helmet back on. With only his eyes showing, he urged his horse forward.


"How arrogant! Since you want to die, I'll fulfill your wish!"


A vicious look appeared in the Ü-Tsang First Prince's eyes. Without another word, he urged his horse to the other end of the practice ground.


Wang Chong looked around and saw that the defeated scion had been carried away. He gave a cold laugh and rode his horse to the end of the practice ground opposite the prince.


Wang Chong did not leak a single strand of energy from his body. This prevented the Ü-Tsang First Prince from seeing what sort of move he would use and just how strong he was.


Two people, one to the east and the other to the west, looked at each other across the vast practice ground. The atmosphere instantly grew tense.


Old Eagle, Huang Qian-er, the official from the Chamberlain of Dependencies, Dusong Mangpoje, and all the scions around the practice ground were completely focused on this pair.


It was so quiet that it was possible to hear a falling leaf.


Whoosh!


Wang Chong's hands extended a silver spear in front of him, its Wootz Steel tip pointed at the distant prince.


"Hmph!"


Wang Chong snorted, and all the Stellar Energy in his body suddenly jolted to life, his entire person suddenly exuding a somber aura.


He was not coming here to take revenge for what had happened on the western roads.


To issue such a challenge in the middle of the capital, these Tibetans were acting far too arrogant. Even the people from the Chamberlain of Dependencies would not be able to protect them.


Boom!


The earth quaked, and in the next moment, the White-hoofed Shadow exploded forward, bringing Wang Chong like a bolt of lightning toward the Ü-Tsang First Prince.


"Come!"


The prince gave a fierce smile as his light brown horse neighed and shot forward with an equally majestic momentum.


In the shortest of times, these two warhorses had pushed their speeds to the limit.


Forty zhang, thirty zhang!


Boom!


There was a rumble of metal. Without any hesitation, Wang Chong had released the Halo of Dusk Stallion.


A massive halo extended from Wang Chong's body to the feet of the White-hoofed Shadow and then began to expand. The massive halo weighed more than a thousand jun and caused the ground to slightly sink.


Hum! After the first halo appeared, there was another flash of light as another halo emerged.


"Hahaha!"


The appearance of the halo beneath Wang Chong's horse caused a resounding roar of laughter to echo over the practice grounds.


"Brat, so this was all the skill you had! And here I thought you were strong! You're dead for sure!"


Light flashed around the galloping horse as the space behind the Ü-Tsang First Prince darkened. In this darkness flashed the faint image of a massive black yak. It persisted for only a second before entering the prince's steed.


The Ü-Tsang First Prince's speed instantly quickened.


At this instant, there was a clattering of metal. One, two, three… five halos expanded under the hooves of the prince's mount.


Boom!


Space rumbled as the two riders and two warhorses reached extreme speeds. Like two shooting stars, they rushed heedlessly toward each other.


There was no holding back, no hesitation.


Their speeds were so fast that a massive gale stirred over the practice ground, its roar howling through the world!
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"Not good!"


In the crowd, Huang Qian-er's face instantly tensed up at this sight, her heart beginning to fiercely beat. The strength of the Ü-Tsang First Prince was not something Wang Chong could match, no matter what he said.


Old Eagle was also showing some concern.


Although he spoke calmly, he was no less nervous than Huang Qian-er.


And the crowd was also gasping in surprise.


"Heheheh, this brat is dead for sure!"


The horseman of the Tibetan diplomatic mission were gathered together, sneering as they watched Wang Chong like he was a corpse.


No one was optimistic about Wang Chong's chances, not even those who hoped to see the prince defeated. At this level, Wang Chong was no match for the Ü-Tsang First Prince.


"Hmph, you did this yourself. Don't blame me!"


In the building at the edge of the practice ground, a figure from the Chamberlain of Dependencies stood at the balcony, his hands resting on the railing as he chortled.


The Chamberlain of Dependencies could not deal with Wang Chong, but if Wang Chong sought death, they couldn't be blamed. Even if the Sage Emperor were here, he wouldn't be able to put this crime on their heads.


At this moment, probably the only person still confident in Wang Chong was himself.


Twenty zhang!


Ten zhang!


Eight zhang!




……


Time seemed to slow to a crawl for a moment. When Wang Chong was only six zhang from the Ü-Tsang First Prince, his clear eyes flashed with a cold light, and changes immediately began to take place.


Whoosh!


Wang Chong's palm shook and a cold light shot forward through the air. However, this cold light was not aimed at the prince, but at the light brown horse beneath him.


Bzzt!


In the blink of an eye, Wang Chong's peach-sized Stellar Energy Iron Cloak fell into the horse's open mouth and into its belly.


At such short distances, not even the Ü-Tsang First Prince had time to respond.


Swoosh!


Just when the two were about to collide, White-hoofed Shadow at its max speed, its course almost impossible to alter, the horse suddenly turned, drawing a curve in the air just a few zhang away from the prince as it brushed past.


This move not only astonished the crowd, but stunned even the Ü-Tsang First Prince. Everyone knew that the faster one moved, the harder it was to alter one's course.


The massive inertia was not so easy to disperse. Rashly changing directions would only lead the warhorse to break its bones under the force of inertia and crash to the ground.


No ordinary horse could pull off such a maneuver.


Rumble!


Before there was time for any further thought, the warhorses rumbled past each other. The light brown steed of the prince neighed and, like a rock rolling at high speeds, fell together with the Ü-Tsang First Prince.


Whoosh!


And at almost the same time, Wang Chong, now ten-some zhang away, turned around with an S-shaped maneuver, almost instantly reversing his course. Not only had his speed not dropped, he was now moving even faster. He was one with his spear, the tip swiftly approaching the prince, who was just now extracting himself from the corpse of his horse.


"Not good! The Serpent Loop! How does this youth know such an advanced horsemanship technique!"


In the distance, the observing Ü-Tsang Great General Dusong Mangpoje's pupils constricted. He had instantly recognized the exquisite horsemanship technique Wang Chong had used, and his entire person changed.


"The Serpent Loop!"


This was one of the supreme equestrian techniques in the world. In narrow confines, elite riders could make a 180° turn while not stopping and even increasing their speed.


On the battlefield, where cavalry was powerful and of utmost importance, one could easily imagine how useful such a technique was.


But in both the Great Tang and Ü-Tsang, this horsemanship technique was not something an ordinary person could grasp. One had to be at least a general to be able to have such subtle control over a horse's movements.


This was not something an ordinary youth from a great clan or a scion of the capital could grasp, but Wang Chong was truly too well-practiced in this maneuver.


Dusong Mangpoje felt his heart tighten as an intense sense of danger filled his mind. With a whoosh, he immediately shot out of the crowd.


Dusong Mangpoje's reaction was fast, but Wang Chong's was faster.


Rumble!


In the vast practice ground, Wang Chong trailed dust and cracked the earth. The speed of the White-hoofed Shadow coupled with the Halo of Dusk Stallion and Wang Chong's own strength bestowed Wang Chong with the power to rival an expert of True Martial Tier 5.


"Come!" Wang Chong fiercely shouted, the silver spear in his hands bursting with a frightening light. The current Wang Chong exuded an awe-inspiring strength, like that of a war god.


At this moment, the Ü-Tsang First Prince, whose mount had been slain, gave a sinister smile and did something that no one expected.


He did not retreat in the face of Wang Chong's full-force attack. Instead, he took out his saber and slashed at Wang Chong, completely exposing his body and making no attempts to defend himself.


"Bastard!"


"Despicable!"


"Shameless!"


"This move again!"




……


The crowd around the practice ground were infuriated at this sight and began to curse. The spectators were far too familiar with this sight. The Ü-Tsang First Prince was clearly up to his old tricks, intending to use his body as a shield. He planned to use the method he had used against those other scions to deal with Wang Chong.


"Hmph! You're seeking your own death! Don't blame me!"


Unlike the others, Wang Chong sneered at this sight, viewing the prince as a dead man. The Ü-Tsang First Prince had truly found the wrong person if he thought this move could work against him.


Other people might shrink back, not daring to kill him, but he, Wang Chong, was not like the rest!


Bang!


With a world-shaking boom, Wang Chong and his horse finally crashed against the prince in mid-air.


It was like two comets clashing in the void. Powerful waves of energy swept through the practice ground like furious winds.


Boom!


Right when they crashed against each other, Wang Chong jumped off his horse. Clang! Before the crowd could respond, a cold light flashed from Wang Chong's head to his feet. Catching the Ü-Tsang First Prince's at his most unprepared, Wang Chong had fiercely thrust his Wootz Steel sword through the prince's skull!


This had been the time to strike!


Crimson blood fountained out of the Ü-Tsang First Prince's head, covering his eyes, brows, nose, and lips.


The prince's eyes were wide open, his lips quivering, but he could not speak a single word.


Crash!


His body toppled forward like a wooden pole. Even until the end, the prince's eyes were wide open as if in disbelief that Wang Chong would dare to kill him.


Two countries at war!


The Ü-Tsang Empire at war with the Great Tang, millions of common people swept up in the chaos, countless corpses on the battlefield… Was he really not afraid?


Did he not know of the consequences?


He… really dared to kill him!


Boom!


After a moment of silence, the practice ground erupted in cheers. At this moment, no matter if they knew Wang Chong, no matter what great clan they belonged to, they all raised their hands and excitedly cheered.


Wang Chong had done it!


Wang Chong had actually killed that arrogant Ü-Tsang First Prince!


Crack!


In a nearby building, the official from the Chamberlain of Dependencies smashed the wooden railing.


"Bastard! The Wang Clan… does the Wang Clan want to rebel?!"


The official's complexion was a sickly green with a dash of purple while blue veins bulged out of the palm that was still smashed into the railing. His excessive shock and anger were causing his entire body to shake in agitation.


The First Prince of Ü-Tsang!


The First Prince of Ü-Tsang! …That evil creature from the Wang Clan had actually killed him! This was an absolute disaster!


Did he know what he had done!?


In this moment, he felt unsteady, like the heavens themselves were about to flip.


And in this building, any member of the Chamberlain of Dependencies who had a little understanding of politics had ghastly pale complexions.


They could already sense the calamity about to come.


A similarly pale complexion appeared on the faces of another group.


"The Ü-Tsang First Prince… He really did kill him!"


Huang Qian-er tightly gripped her sleeves, her petite face pale. The weaker Wang Chong's defeating a stronger opponent should have been a joyous occasion.


But right now, Huang Qian-er's fear had been provoked by another matter.


The First Prince of Ü-Tsang had been killed, and at Wang Chong's hands. She could already anticipate the intensity of the coming storm.


And the Wang Clan would be at the center of this storm.


The Huang Clan had just surrendered to the Wang Clan. If the Wang Clan became involved, the Huang Clan probably wouldn't be able to escape.


Wang Chong had been too impulsive!


"Boy, pay with your life!"


Suddenly, a bellow of rage silenced the cheers. Above the massive practice ground, a flood of golden Stellar Energy rushed down like an avalanche, sweeping toward Wang Chong.


Compared to this destructive energy, the battle between Wang Chong and the Ü-Tsang First Prince had been child's play.


In the face of this furious blow, even steel would be pulverized, let alone a body of blood and flesh.


"Not good!"


Old Eagle shouted in surprise and immediately raised his arm and sent out a signal. Boom! A thick metal arrow, dragging a white trail of energy, shot toward the practice ground like a lightning bolt.


Yet when the thick metal arrow of a master archer struck the golden flood of Stellar Energy, it was like it had struck steel, letting out a boom before bouncing away and breaking into pieces.


All this had come too suddenly. No one had expected the Tibetans to be concealing such an expert in their ranks. Even Old Eagle could not react in time.


"Young Master…"


Old Eagle's heart sank as he charged forward. But he was already too late. Wang Chong seemed about to die under the flood of golden Stellar Energy. Suddenly, everyone heard a deep voice.


"Dusong Mangpoje! You lost your cool so quickly?"


The voice was not loud, but these simple words seemed to be a natural enemy to that surging flood of destructive Stellar Energy. It suddenly stopped where it was, as if time and space had slowed!
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On the practice ground, Wang Chong and Dusong Mangpoje were separated by ten-some zhang. Dusong Mangpoje's leather jacket and cloth gown fluttered in the wind as he stared at the Great Tang youth. For the first time, he appeared surprised.


His joining the diplomatic mission was such a secret that only a very small number of people knew. Not even many people in Ü-Tsang knew.


Dusong Mangpoje could not imagine how this secret that had been kept for more than three months could be exposed by this dubious youth of the Great Tang.


At this moment, a storm was stirring in Dusong Mangpoje's mind. For the first time, he found himself unable to see through someone.


But Dusong Mangpoje was far from the only person to be shocked.


"Dusong Mangpoje!"


In a distant building, a figure tightly gripped a balcony railing, his eyes wide as he looked down in utter disbelief at the figure standing in the square.


On the battlefields between the empire and Ü-Tsang, very few people did not know of Dusong Mangpoje's name. This Great General of Ü-Tsang assuredly had a place on the blacklist of the empire.


In the capital of the empire, one would have to queue for an attempt on his life.


Without this person, Ü-Tsang would be greatly weakened.


However, though many people had heard of Dusong Mangpoje's name, few had actually ever seen him. Even if he was right in front of them, few people would be able to recognize him.


The Chamberlain of Dependencies was responsible for all the diplomatic missions for the foreign countries, and they had taken special care with the mission from Ü-Tsang.


But not even they knew that Dusong Mangpoje, this mighty figure of Ü-Tsang, had sneaked his way into the Great Tang.


He was right under their eyes!


"Young man, what are you saying?"


Dusong Mangpoje spoke in Tibetan. His expression was calm, and he had regained his composure so quickly that other people might think that everything from a moment ago had been an illusion.


"Hahaha, Dusong Mangpoje, do you really not know what I'm saying?"


Dusong Mangpoje spoke to Wang Chong in Tibetan, but Wang Chong didn't take the bait. In front of countless scions, he spoke in the language of the Central Plains.


"If I remember correctly, the legendary Dusong Mangpoje can speak both Han and Tibetan. And also… haha, Dusong Mangpoje, if I were you, I would leave the Great Tang as quickly as possible, leave this troublesome place and not remain in the capital of the Great Tang for a moment longer."


Wang Chong gave a hearty laugh. Not only did he not retreat, he rode his warhorse forward, slowly approaching the Great General of Ü-Tsang.


Wang Chong had only guessed that Dusong Mangpoje might be attending to the Ü-Tsang First Prince. After all, rumors changed as they traveled from person to person, so they couldn't be treated as truth.


But Dusong Mangpoje's reaction had already settled the problem. If Wang Chong had only been guessing at the start, he could now be sure that this Tibetan man before him—who, despite his not-at-all-imposing body and restrained aura, still seemed courageous and strong—was the Ü-Tsang Great General famed throughout the world, Dusong Mangpoje.


Ü-Tsang did not have many famous generals, but Dusong Mangpoje was undoubtedly one of the most important ones. The armies he led were fierce and valiant, and he was extremely intelligent, not relying solely on martial skill.


In the wars between the Great Tang and Ü-Tsang, the Great Tang had always held the upper hand, but once Dusong Mangpoje appeared, he seemed to offset this advantage.


Many generals, high-ranking officers, and veterans of a hundred battles had died to his armies, and the vast majority of these generals and officers had arisen from the great clans and noble houses of the capital.


One could say that as long as a clan had members in the western armies, they had a hate for Dusong Mangpoje that extended into their bones.


This hostility was incredibly intense and proactive. After all, as long this person still existed, the descendants of the great clans on the western border would continue to be injured or killed in great numbers.


Wang Chong was sure that there were a large number of people from the great clans in the capital, and perhaps even the Emperor in the palace himself, who would be happy to take Dusong Mangpoje's life!


A Great General was no trifling matter!


Wang Chong knew that let alone himself, even all the experts of the Wang Clan would probably be powerless against this Great General.


But just because he couldn't kill him, and the Wang Clan couldn't kill him, didn't mean that there weren't other methods.


There were more than enough people in the empire that could kill him!


As long as Wang Chong exposed his identity, it didn't matter if he was right. Everything else would be handled and finished by other people.


You were the one who did this! Wang Chong inwardly sneered.


In normal circumstances, it was basically impossible to deal with foreign Great Generals like Dusong Mangpoje outside of the battlefield. But he had been too proud, felt that his movements were secretive enough, that nobody would recognize him, and infiltrated the capital of the Great Tang Empire.


"Young man, what is your name?"


Dusong Mangpoje still spoke in Tibetan. His eyes flashed with an indescribably dangerous light.


He had already understood this youth's intentions. It didn't matter what he said or did, as this boy had already decided to use this method to deal with him under the eyes of the public.


Perhaps at another time, Dusong Mangpoje might have paid him no attention and crushed him to death with a single palm. But now, he only felt a sharpness, like he had actually hit a hedgehog.


"Wang Chong! You probably don't understand right now, but in the future, you'll definitely know."


Wang Chong smiled from his horse.


"Hmph, you're not afraid that I'll kill you right now?"


Dusong Mangpoje squinted, continuing to speak in Tibetan.


One spoke Tibetan and the other person spoke the language of the Central Plains. The languages were completely different, but they communicated without any problems.


"Afraid! Of course I'm afraid!"


Wang Chong chuckled and added, "But can you believe this: if you don't kill me, you still have a chance of leaving the Great Tang alive, but if you kill me, you won't even leave this practice ground?"


Dusong Mangpoje narrowed his eyes and said nothing, his sharp gaze attempting to see into Wang Chong's soul.


For the first time in his more than three months in the Great Tang, he had seen someone that he could not comprehend at all, and it was a young man still in his teens.


Killing intent budded in his eyes, but he still did nothing.


He was not confident, and he could not completely see through this youngster's background.


But no matter the youth's origins, he was right about one thing. Starting from now, this imperial capital of the Central Plains was not safe for him.


The more he delayed, the less safe it became.


"Young man, I won't kill you this time, because your clan is about to face an even greater problem!"


Dusong Mangpoje gave a profound look at Wang Chong and said, "The First Prince is not someone you can kill just because you want to!"


"Hahaha…."


Dusong Mangpoje's words made Wang Chong almost break into laughter. However, this was still a Great General of Ü-Tsang, a falcon of the plateau, that was now speaking these words.


It was too bad that he knew what was actually going on.


"Great General speaks well. I also happen to have a few words that I want to say to General."


Under the crowd's strange looks, Wang Chong suddenly leaned over and whispered a few words into the ear of the Ü-Tsang Great General.


Just these words sent a shock through Dusong Mangpoje's body. He fiercely turned his head to look at Wang Chong, his face looking like he had seen a ghost. That indistinct killing intent in his eyes had completely vanished.


"HAHAHA…."


Wang Chong leaned back and laughed. Patting the back of his horse, he galloped off to the other end of the practice ground, where the Ü-Tsang diplomatic mission was.


Wang Chong stopped in front of these Ü-Tsang horseman and smirked.


"Chihan!"


The first sentence of Tibetan Wang Chong spoke caused a massive change in the expressions of these horsemen.


"Beware of your little brother! The throne truly is yours, but alas, you might not be able to sit on it in this life! Hahaha…"


After saying those words, Wang Chong laughed. He stopped playing around with them and galloped off. Whether it was Ü-Tsang Great General Dusong Mangpoje or the Tibetan horsemen on the practice ground, not one of them attempted to stop him. They simply watched as he arrogantly rode away.


"Move out!"


Dusong Mangpoje's eyes twitched as he shouted his order. He then took up the corpse of the Ü-Tsang horseman that Wang Chong had killed and broke through the crowd.


This place was no longer safe. Even though nothing had happened yet, Dusong Mangpoje already felt an incredible danger.


This mission had completely failed. Every step he took now in the capital of the Great Tang Empire was dangerous. Dusong Mangpoje didn't even know if he could reach the Tibetan plateau alive.



Just like that youngster had said, every second he remained here added to the danger.


Rumble!


Ten-some elite Tibetan cavalry said not a word as they dejectedly followed Dusong Mangpoje out.


"Congratulations to user! For altering the practice ground incident: Tibetan Challenge, you are awarded 10 Destiny Energy!


"Congratulations to user! For altering the conflict over the Ü-Tsang throne, you are awarded 5 Destiny Energy!"


……


Two voices rang out in Wang Chong's mind. At almost the same instant, the quiet practice ground exploded in cheers!


"Wang Chong!"


"Wang Chong!"


"Wang Chong!"


……


Wave after wave of cheers thundered into the sky. Few people knew just what Wang Chong had done, but everyone knew that those insufferably arrogant Tibetan emissaries had left in dejection. And once again, it was Duke Jiu's grandson, Wang Chong of the Wang Clan, who had done it.


I really did gain both fame and fortune here!


As Wang Chong listened to the cheers of the crowd, his lips slowly curved into a smile. The harvest from the practice ground incident had been worth coming down the spirit vein mountain.


Defeating the Ü-Tsang First Prince had been worth 10 points of Destiny Energy and saying those words had been worth 5. He had easily gained 15 points of Destiny Energy, almost reaching the number of points he had gained for killing the Goguryeon assassins.


Wang Chong was beginning to realize that as long as he could influence those major incidents that affected the empire, the resulting harvests would be far more than what he could achieve from simply working himself to the bone.


With the 79 Destiny Energy I had before, I now have 94 Destiny Energy… It's just a pity that Ü-Tsang is too far. The heavens are high and the Emperor is far away. I could only say those words. Otherwise, if I continued to poke at the issue, I could have made a lot more than 5 points of Destiny Energy, Wang Chong thought to himself, feeling a little regret.


But just saying those words had been worth 5 points of Destiny Energy. That was already rather decent.
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Wang Chong walked into the crowd, where he was greeted by cheers from all around. After so many days, someone had finally done something to elate the hearts of the people.


"Young Master!"


With joy on his face, Old Eagle led a group of people through the crowd to greet Wang Chong. Only Huang Qian-er stood on the side, a look of concern in her eyes.


"Wang Chong!"


Just when the crowd was at its most excited, a voice as cold as the autumn frost came from the center of the crowd.


Under the escort of the Imperial Army, an ashen-faced and apoplectic official of the Chamberlain of Dependencies furiously strode through the crowd. He seemed ready to issue a barrage of criticisms.


In this incident, Wang Chong had come completely uninvited, forcing himself into the proceedings. The Chamberlain of Dependencies had already found him completely unbearable, so for this official to last until now was actually rather decent.


"Wang Chong, you're quite the bold one. Do you know what sort of disaster you've wrought? Despite the disaster you've brought down on the Wang Clan, you can still stand here and laugh!"


The icy voice was like a cold gust, silencing the area ten-some zhang around him. Everyone looked toward that ill-intentioned official and Wang Chong standing across from him.


Many of their eyes showed fear.


The Chamberlain of Dependencies was a very special existence in the capital. They were not imbued with any actual authority, yet they wielded more authority than any other organization.


This was because the Chamberlain of Dependencies could bypass the Imperial Court and directly beseech the Emperor. When necessary, they could even act on their own discretion and give their report later.


This was a power that had been bestowed on the Chamberlain of Dependencies when it was first established.


They possessed this enormous authority so that they could accomplish the missions important to the imperial clan. For instance, they were responsible for the offerings made on Mount Tai, the offerings made every year to the temples and gods, and also the ceremonies and offerings for the imperial ancestral temple.


All of these things had great significance toward the imperial clan, thus bestowing abnormal power and authority on the Chamberlain of Dependencies.


The noble houses, the great clans, and the rich families might seem to be higher existences to the common folk, but in front of the Chamberlain of Dependencies, they were naught but insignificant grasshoppers.


"Hahaha, Milord, Wang Chong weighs his conduct and deeds and finds nothing out of line. What is this disaster that the Chamberlain of Dependencies speaks of?"


Wang Chong gave a faint smile. Not only did he not retreat in the face of this official, he even waved his sleeve and began walking toward this mighty figure.


"By saying this, are you saying that you don't know?"


The official's eyes seemed to be spitting fire, and if looks could kill, Wang Chong would have been dead a thousand times.


"Do you not know what sort of person the First Prince of Ü-Tsang is? This is the successor to the Ü-Tsang Empire, a true crown prince. Our Chamberlain of Dependencies had thought of every possible means to protect him, but you ended up killing him with your sword. Do you know how great a disaster this is? The several decades of peace between the empire and Ü-Tsang have been destroyed by you!


"Your Wang Clan should just go and explain yourselves to the Sage Emperor.


"Come! Seize this scoundrel!"


The official from the Chamberlain of Dependencies suddenly pointed a finger at Wang Chong.


"Who dares!"


Old Eagle fiercely roared, his foot stomping on the ground as he rushed in front of Wang Chong. His arms spread apart and his eyes bulging, he firmly warded Wang Chong with his body.


"Hmph, with the authority bestowed by His Majesty and the decrees of Emperors Gaozu and Taizong, the Chamberlain of Dependencies can act as it sees fit. After provoking such a disaster, you didn't think you could just leave, did you?"


The official waved his hand. Countless Imperial soldiers and experts from the Chamberlain of Dependencies immediately filed in and tightly encircled Wang Chong and Old Eagle.


The Ü-Tsang First Prince had followed the procedures, joined the diplomatic mission, and presented his credentials. Everything had been done according to regulations. Yet in a place so close to the Imperial City, in a small practice ground, he had been killed under the eyes of the Chamberlain of Dependencies.


This was no minor crime.


Not even the Chamberlain of Dependencies could bear the penalties for such a crime. Yet when one thought about the calamity that would ensue with the death of the Ü-Tsang First Prince, this incident was a trifle.


If the Chamberlain of Dependencies wanted to smoothly dissociate themselves from this incident, they could not let the main culprit, Wang Chong, escape!


"Anyone who dares to attack Young Master cannot blame Old Eagle for being rude!"


Old Eagle's arms were spread apart while his eyes had gone red from worry. The surrounding guards from the Wang Clan and the Zhang Clan began to unsheathe their weapons.


"Whatever, it's the only thing that can be done…"


Huang Qian-er internally sighed, her right hand gripping the silver sword on her back as she moved in front of Wang Chong, but she did not unsheathe it yet.


This battle was already unavoidable.


The entire empire would begin to feel the ripples from the Ü-Tsang First Prince's death. The quakes were certain to shatter the earth and sunder the skies, and all of the great clans, including the Huang Clan, would be swept up in it.


No matter what happened in the future, if she at least protected him today, she could be considered to have performed her duty to the utmost.


"Bastards! Do you intend to rebel? Come; no matter what, we have to seize him today!"


The official from the Chamberlain of Dependencies once more jabbed his finger at Wang Chong, this time with even more rage.


Clangclangclang!


In an instant, sabers and swords had left their sheaths, their cold lights glimmering. Two groups stood in stalemate, ready to fight at any moment.


"Ha! Put these sabers and swords away."


Just when the tension was at its worst, Wang Chong suddenly laughed and pushed his way past Old Eagle's spread-out arms.


"Young Master?!"


Old Eagle hurriedly turned his head, instantly nervous. The Chamberlain of Dependencies was not joking. If Wang Chong was taken away by them, if they didn't kill him, they would at least remove a layer of skin. And it was clear that the Chamberlain of Dependencies wanted to beat Wang Chong to death and make him a scapegoat.


"Relax, Old Eagle; things won't reach that point."


Wang Chong grinned and waved his hands to comfort Old Eagle, his face the picture of relaxation. Under the surprised gazes of the two groups, Wang Chong walked out from his side and to the official from the Chamberlain of Dependencies.


"What's your name?" Wang Chong asked.


"Zheng Chenzhou, what of it?" Zheng Chenzhou coldly said, believing that Wang Chong intended to remember his name so that he could take revenge in the future. But how could the Chamberlain of Dependencies possibly fear a threat from the Wang Clan?


"Haha!"


Wang Chong suddenly laughed. Under the stunned gazes of the experts from the Chamberlain of Dependencies, he stretched out a palm and patted Zheng Chenzhou on his face.


"If these are the 'experts' of the Chamberlain of Dependencies, I can't blame them for not being able to see the forest for the trees and letting themselves be walked all over."


"What are you trying to say?"


Zheng Chenzhou evaded Wang Chong's palm and raised his head to fiercely glare.


"Haha, the Chamberlain of Dependencies is responsible for receiving all the foreign countries, but are you not even able to tell the difference between a real and fake prince?"


At Wang Chong's words, let alone the group from the Chamberlain of Dependencies, even Old Eagle and Huang Qian-er were dumbstruck.


"What are you trying to say?"


"After attending upon a fake prince for more than three months, are you still not able to tell the difference? Fool! Did you think that if that was really the Ü-Tsang First Prince, those armored Tibetan cavalrymen would have so easily left? Didn't you think that their reaction was too flat for the death of their First Prince? Attending on them for three months appears to be a waste. You couldn't even see that it was a fake prince. And you still let them kill so many people in the practice ground!"


……


One stone could stir a thousand waves. Before Huang Qian-er or Zheng Chenzhou could say anything, the surrounding crowd immediately fell into a clamor.


"A fake prince? How is that possible?"


"Doesn't mean that we were all deceived by the Chamberlain of Dependencies, that it was a fake prince who killed so many of our people?"


"Damn, can it be?"


"How can it not be? If it weren't a fake, why would Young Master Wang dare to be so direct and kill that First Prince with a single blow?"


"So we were all tricked?"


"Bastards! That pisses me off!!"



……


The crowd was buzzing with talk, everyone showing vexation and fury in their eyes. That 'First Prince' in the practice ground had not actually been that strong.


But precisely because he was the Ü-Tsang First Prince and was constantly using his body as a shield, so many people were afraid of striking him and ended up being killed.


If they had known his true identity, he would have already been chopped meat!


In an instant, everyone was furious at being tricked.


Old Eagle and Huang Qian-er speechlessly looked at each other.


Hiss!


Zheng Chenzhou took in a long breath as he looked in a daze at Wang Chong. He suddenly found himself unable to speak. He had originally intended to seize Wang Chong so as to give an explanation to his superiors.


But now, catching him was no longer important.


If what Wang Chong said was true, then the Chamberlain of Dependencies was guilty of a massive dereliction of duty.


"How do you know?" Zheng Chenzhou sternly said. Although he did not nod, even he had already begun to believe. Killing the First Prince of Ü-Tsang was no minor matter, as it involved both countries.


Wang Chong's actions had been far too straightforward, so straightforward that there had been no hesitation. If he had known the truth about this Ü-Tsang First Prince beforehand, known that the one on the practice ground was fake, then his actions were completely understandable.


Moreover, if the First Prince of their empire had died, then Dusong Mangpoje and his soldiers had left too swiftly. Although they also had to think about their own safety, one had to consider the situation.


If the same thing had happened to the Great Tang Empire, they would not have left so easily. Even the main culprit, Wang Chong, had not been removed.


"This was never anything difficult. It was just that all of you treated the Tibetans too simply. This is the grand First Prince of Ü-Tsang, the future successor to the throne. How could he lightly expose himself to risk, and even use his body to block sabers and swords? Even if he agreed to it, Dusong Mangpoje was there. Do you think he would allow it? It was so obvious, yet none of you questioned a thing!


"A simple game of 'Cat for Crown Prince'1 had you running in circles. If I didn't appear, how many more people were you intending to let him kill? Truly idiotic beyond compare! Is the life of a Tibetan more precious than the life of someone from the Great Tang?



"There's no need to trouble yourselves with the matter of the Ü-Tsang First Prince. Our Wang Clan will take it on. Use this time to think about how you will explain to His Majesty why you let thirty-some scions and young geniuses die in vain!"


After saying this, Wang Chong pushed aside Zheng Chenzhou and left.


And Zheng Chenzhou stood there, dumbstruck, not even trying to stop him. Wang Chong's words had already completely surpassed his imagination.


Zheng Chenzhou's mind was completely blank. He simply couldn't accept that he had been fooled by a lot of Tibetans.


"How could this be…!" Zheng Chenzhou muttered to himself, but Wang Chong was already far away.


______________


1. 'Cat for Crown Prince' refers to a legend from the Song Dynasty. The Song Emperor Zhenzong was childless and one of his concubines, Consort Li, was pregnant. A rival, Consort Liu, plotted with a eunuch to have the newborn baby, the would-be crown prince, exchanged for a skinned civet cat. Consort Li was demoted, but the baby survived, the maid who was supposed to dispose of him giving him to an imperial prince to raise as his own son.↩
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When Wang Chong was leaving the practice ground, deep within the palace, the Fifth Prince, Li Heng, was pacing around, his head lowered and his heart full of worries.


In front of him was a threshold that was not even a foot high. Yet this threshold was like a high and invisible wall, solid and thick. With a pressure that made it hard to breathe, it stood in front of Li Heng.


Everything was quiet, but Li Heng felt cold sweat on his brow and an indescribable anxiety in his mind.


More than two hours had passed since the audiences of the wei1 period had concluded, but Li Heng had still not received a summons.




Li Heng knew that his destiny rested entirely on that small threshold.


Suddenly, the door opened, and a sharp voice came from deep within the hall.


"Report, Fifth Prince Li Heng is to present himself!"


Bzzt! Like a heavy hammer had struck his heart, Li Heng began to quiver all over as he instantly broke out of his stupor. The long-awaited summons was finally here.



Li Heng took a deep breath, steadied his mind, tidied his clothes, and then raised his feet and nervously crossed the threshold.




Boom!


The sounds of his feet falling seemed as heavy as mountains in Li Heng's ears.


The hall extended so far that it seemed to have no end. Li Heng felt an icy cold under his feet. Other than solemn-faced palace guards, each of them five zhang tall, there was no one else on the path.


It was so quiet that one could hear a pin drop.


After some time, though it seemed like both an instant and countless epochs, when Li Heng felt like he could walk no further, the world before his eyes suddenly opened and a dazzling bright light shone in front of him.


At the same moment came that boundless, esteemed, and divine energy, as unfathomable and massive as the heavens and earth.


This energy caused the pressure on Li Heng's body to increase by more than a thousand times.


"This son, your servant, pays respects to Imperial Father!"


Li Heng crossed the threshold. Not daring to raise his head, he kneeled on the ground, respectful and trembling in fear. Even though he was twenty years old, the godlike figure seated in the upper reaches of the hall still inspired just as much as respect in him as it had when he was a child, perhaps even more.


The torches flickered, but the figure seated high above did not move.


And below that figure, Li Heng felt energies both extremely weak and extremely powerful.


These were the princes of the palace. It was obvious that he was far from the only person who had been summoned here today.


The great hall was absolutely quiet. Cold and cruel gazes came in from all sides to fall on the main door, at the kneeling figure of Li Heng.


There was no such thing as familial love in the imperial clan!


Not even the wisest of sage kings or the most incompetent of tyrants could change this iron law. So it had been for dynasty after dynasty, generation after generation!


Li Heng could not feel the slightest bit of warmth in the palace, only the deepest chill.


"Rise!"


After some time, a majestic voice resounded from the upper reaches of the hall.


Still trembling in fear, Li Heng stood up, but he still did not dare to raise his head. Following the usual regulations, he walked with head lowered to the very end of the hall.


Although he was the esteemed Fifth Prince, Li Heng had the least backing amongst the princes, and he was also the weakest. Thus, when being ranked, he always stood at the very end.


The other princes had never cared about his status as the Fifth Prince, nor had the Sage Emperor.


To Li Heng's surprise, after he took his place, the Sage Emperor did not immediately begin to question. He seemed to be forgotten.


The other princes all began to look away, and the atmosphere suddenly seemed to move again, turning back to normal.


Li Heng was like a ball of air, standing at the end of the line with no one paying attention to him.


A massive energy like a towering mountain stood in the place closest to his imperial father. Although it was like the luster of a gem before the bright rays of the sun, to the rest of the princes, it was inconceivably strong.


Li Heng knew that this was the energy of the First Prince.


No matter how they were ranked, the First Prince, as the future heir, was always standing closest to his imperial father, right beneath his feet. No one could ever change this.


In every audience, his imperial father would always question the First Prince on the politics of the court, renovations for the army, cultivation on the martial path, the lives of the common folk, and many other questions in every possible aspect.


Each meeting was a test. It wasn't just the First Prince, but every other prince that was subjected to this test. As each person took on their imperial father's test, they would also be displaying their talents.


There was none of the comfort and warmth found between the fathers and sons of the common people in the imperial clan. This was the reason Li Heng avoided the Imperial Palace.


The politics of court, foreign relations, irrigation of farmland… Li Heng understood not one thing that came from the mouths of the other princes.


It wasn't that his knowledge was too shallow, but that he had never had any sort of resources. He had never even had a tutor to teach him.


Li Heng did not dare to hate or complain. As he usually did, he stood at his place, his head lowered, trembling in fear as he obediently did nothing.


The First Prince, the Second Prince, the Third Prince, the Fourth Prince… and then it was the Sixth Prince, the Seventh Prince—all the princes stepped forth to receive the Sage Emperor's test.


And when it was finally his turn—


"Very well, let's end things here for today!"


In the upper reaches of the hall, that majestic and grandiose figure suddenly waved its hands.


Just like that, Li Heng had been callously passed over. A strain of irrepressible disappointment flashed through his eyes. Though disappointed, he also felt rather fortunate, but he quickly regained his composure.


This sort of thing had already happened many times in the palace.


"…Today is a gathering of a father and his sons, so there's no need to talk too much of politics. Come, send out the dancers and music! We feast!"


This order seemed to open the floodgates. The side doors of the hall opened and countless beaming maids and eunuchs filed in, carrying plates of fruit, tables and chairs, wine pots, and incense.


In just a moment, a table and chairs of ancient style had been arranged before the princes, and atop the table were fruits, cakes, drinks, and fine foods.


Once all the princes were seated, bong! With the ringing of bells, the music started, and several gorgeous palace maids dressed in white filed in, seeming like fairies from beyond the clouds.


"Imperial Father!"


Just when the palace maids were prepared to walk into the center of the hall and perform a dance, a voice suddenly interrupted the music.


"Imperial Father, this soft palace music detracts from the iron-blooded style of my Great Tang. This lowly son of yours has heard that Fifth Brother has prepared a sword dance to perform before Imperial Father so as to entertain his brothers. I hope that Imperial Father allows it. Fifth Brother, don't you think so?"


The Third Prince suddenly got up from his seat. After finishing his words to the upper reaches of the hall, he suddenly twisted his head to turn to Li Heng, his eyes shining with icy and aggressive light.


For a moment, time seemed to stop. The sounds of music, dancing, talking, airflow, and eating… all vanished.


The originally relaxed atmosphere instantly grew taut, brimming with the silent odor of swords and sabers in the darkness.


All the maids and eunuchs almost immediately lowered their heads, fear in their eyes. The other princes, on the other hand, began to laugh as they turned to face Li Heng seated at the end of the table.


Even the First Prince, seated at the front of the table, though not full of ridicule as the other princes, still put down his chopsticks and turned to look.


The entire hall had become so quiet that one could hear a pin drop.


It's here!


Li Heng felt that invisible pressure tightly closing around him, so powerful that he almost couldn't breathe. His complexion instantly changed.


He had originally believed that he had escaped this disaster. Unexpectedly, his third brother refused to let him go. That he had not made trouble at the beginning wasn't because he hadn't paid him any mind. He had just left the opportunity so that he could use it now.


The sneers, the laughs, the malicious satisfaction, and the hostile gazes made Li Heng suddenly begin to sweat.


He had never experienced these things before.


It was his first time being the center of attention, but it was never something he had wanted.


Third Brother really isn't willing to let me go! Li Heng said to himself. He had never even learned how to sword dance and had no idea how to start. The other princes had also never done such a thing.


Li Heng knew that the Third Prince had done this on purpose.


"Your Highness, you must remember that in the palace, the more you say, the more mistakes you can make, and the less you say, the fewer mistakes. This is the lesson this old slave has learned from his decades of experience. Your Highness, you must remember this."


Mysteriously, the words Li Jingzhong had said to him before he entered the palace rang in his ear.


They weren't sure of what would happen once he entered the palace, and Li Jingzhong could not enter, so he had given Li Heng this last word of advice.


"Imperial Father, I…"


Li Heng was just planning to refuse when he suddenly heard the voice of the Third Prince.


"Hmph, Fifth Brother, what's wrong? Why are you hesitating in front of Imperial Father? Do you want to take back your words? Are you suddenly unwilling?"


The voice was cold and suffused with jeers. It seemed to have already seen through him.


"Third Brother, you—"


Li Heng stood up, but just when he was about to speak, an ancient mountain seemed to press down on him. Li Heng suddenly felt a majestic, grand, and awe-inspiring gaze descending upon him.


Imperial Father!


Li Heng's heart trembled as he immediately swallowed back his words. Yet right when he was about to say something else, he once more heard the Sage Emperor's calm and indifferent voice.


"Enough. Lin-er, do not make trouble for your fifth brother!"


Blood suddenly rushed into Li Heng's head. This was not his first time being overlooked, but this time, Li Heng suddenly found it impossible to bear. Suddenly, the words Wang Chong had said to him in Kunwu Training Camp floated up in his mind.


"Your Highness, how can one catch a tiger cub without entering the tiger cave? You have nowhere to retreat. If you want to change your current situation, change His Majesty's attitude to you, you have to be extremely proactive and courageous.


"When you enter the palace this time, the Third Prince and the others will definitely think of every way to make trouble for you. In normal circumstances, you would definitely shrink back. So, no matter what, you have to do the exact opposite. You have to take the initiative and show yourself in front of His Majesty. This audience is your best chance, no matter what your chances of success are. Only by confronting mortal danger can one grow. If you want to gain His Majesty's favor and regard, I'm afraid that this is your last chance!"
……




Blood continued to rush into Li Heng's head. He could endure the ridicule, cruelty, indifference, assaults, and assassinations from the other princes, but the only thing he couldn't endure was the indifferent gaze of his most respected and beloved imperial father.


"Imperial Father, I'm ready! This lowly son has prepared a sword dance to offer to Imperial Father!"


These words were so resounding that they echoed throughout the entire hall.


Li Heng kneeled on the ground, his body trembling, but his voice incomparably firm.


For a moment, the hall was still. All the princes were dumbstruck, and even the gaze of the Sage Emperor seated high above slackened for a moment. He turned his head and looked down at Li Heng below.


"Proceed!"


It was just one indifferently spoken word, but it stirred countless ripples in Li Heng's heart!

______________

1. The wei period is the time between 1pm and 3pm.↩



                                                                        Chapter 419: One Game Ends and Another Game Begins! 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




Boom!


The great gate opened and a horse galloped out. Outside the palace, Li Jingzhong felt nervous as he saw the Fifth Prince ride out. Pulling at his sleeves, he quickly walked up and took the reins of the Fifth Prince's horse.


"Your Highness, how was it? Your Highness, how was it, how was it…"


Li Jingzhong raised his head, his body practically shuddering from the anxiety running through him. The importance of this matter was not to be underestimated. It could be said to decide the Fifth Prince's fate.


And similarly, Li Jingzhong's fate would also be decided. 'The disgrace of the master is the death of the servant' was a principle known throughout the palace. Thus, one could easily imagine Li Jingzhong's worries as the hours passed.


"Uncle Jing, don't be nervous. It's fine, it's fine…!"


Li Heng sat on the back of his horse, his face flushed with excitement, and even his neck was red. He seemed even more agitated than Li Jingzhong.


The thoughts of what had just happened in the palace still running through his mind, Li Heng couldn't suppress his excitement. His lifetime of inconspicuousness, of cowering, of enduring, of timidity, had vanished into a puff of smoke within that hall.


Li Heng had known that the Third Prince was trying to set him up, and he had also known that once he exposed his martial arts, he might anger the Sage Emperor and be targeted by his brothers and be charged with the crime of deceiving the sovereign.


But Li Heng hadn't been able to care about that much.


After living a substanceless life of bullying, scheming, disregard, and jeering for twenty years, Li Heng finally felt the most intense longing in his heart explode.


Even if he was executed tomorrow, he wanted his imperial father to have a good look at him.


Li Heng didn't know how to do a sword dance, but he still went up and did one. There was no order or technique, nor was it like any other sword dance of this world.


Li Heng's sword dance came from the heart, a bold and unrestrained dance venting the emotions of two decades.


When the sword dance stopped, one could hear a pin drop.


Li Heng waited to receive the worst judgment, but what he heard was the most heavenly tune in the world.


After ten-some years, he finally heard that voice of his father's from his childhood, a voice filled with certainty toward him.


Li Heng could still remember the surprised looks on the faces of his brothers when they heard those words, their marvelous expressions.


"Uncle Jing, Wang Chong was right! He really was right! Come on, let's quickly find Wang Chong…!"


Li Heng's mind was buzzing with excitement.


If not for Wang Chong's encouragement and analysis, even if he gave a performance, he would not have done it with as much courage.


The facts had proved that everything was within Wang Chong's expectations.


If he had even slightly hesitated in today's audience or even rejected the offer, he really might not have escaped disaster.


Wang Chong had been right. As long as he was extremely proactive and did his best, he still had some hope of survival. His Majesty was proactive, and his life had been one forged through all sorts of predicaments.


As long as one was extremely proactive in displaying their abilities, they would be able to receive his imperial father's true favor.


When his imperial father opened his mouth, Li Heng had raised his head and seen clearly what was in those eyes. For the first time in his life, he had felt what his imperial father was feeling.


Li Heng had been like a bird in a cage, but when the sword dance began, he had cut off the chains on his heart, cut away all the worries that plagued his mind and body!


Li Jingzhong said nothing. He looked in a daze at the elated Fifth Prince, his entire body dumbstruck.


He had never seen this sort of Li Heng, this dancing, confident, enthusiastic, infectiously proactive Li Heng.


Even with all his years of service, he had never seen Li Heng like this.


Li Jingzhong had a vague feeling that the Fifth Prince standing before him was no longer very similar to the one he had served.


But as for where the difference lay? Not even he could tell.


"Let's go!"


Li Jingzhong came back to his senses and began to lead Li Heng's horse out.


……


"Hmph! Bastard!"


Upon returning to his palace hall, the Third Prince slapped his palm down in rage, crushing a three-inch-thick ebony table into pieces.


The Third Prince's complexion went ghastly pale as he thought about what had happened in the palace. He had gone through great efforts, taking everything into account, when he had made his plan.


The only thing he had not expected was that the Fifth Prince would suddenly change his attitude and take the initiative to perform the dance.


And to his complete surprise, his imperial father had not found fault. On the contrary, he had even awarded Li Heng a special embroidered robe meant for children of the imperial clan who dwelled within the palace.


An embroidered robe gifted by the Emperor was no trifling matter. Even the slowest of them understood what their imperial father meant.


Starting from now, no one was permitted to scheme against Li Heng. The embroidered robe served as a protective talisman.


Anyone who dared to move against Li Heng would be seeking their death.


Because that would be challenging the Sage Emperor.


"Investigate for me what's going on with Fifth Brother! Not even Imperial Father was able to cure his illness. How was he suddenly able to cultivate and even reach as high as Origin Energy Tier 9!"


The Third Prince turned his head, his mind fuming with rage.


"Your Highness, it's useless."


In the hall, the sharp-eyed, black-robed elder who had appeared near the spirit vein mountain, Phantom Hands, sternly said, "The First Prince already launched an investigation but wasn't able to turn up a single clue. The Fifth Prince was extremely inconspicuous in the training camp. Moreover, the Fifth Prince's illness… was not something even His Majesty could deal with. No normal person could have done this. There is something in this matter that we do not know!"


The Third Prince muttered to himself, a hint of fear in his eyes. This had been one of the reasons he had not sent any more assassins to kill Li Heng.


If Li Heng had some powerful expert protecting him, and this person could help Li Heng change his fate and completely transform his body, then this was not an expert that anyone the Third Prince dispatched could deal with. If the job was done poorly, then clues might be left behind that could be used against him.


This was also why he had made a large detour and used his imperial father to scheme against Li Heng.


In the end, though, he had still failed.


"Damn it!"


The Third Prince grit his teeth and his knuckles cracked as his hand clenched into a fist.


"No matter who they are, we have to find them. I'm actually quite interested to see what sort of person wants to help him. Phantom Hands, take some people with you. Fifth Brother was just rewarded by Imperial Father and is probably at his proudest. Once he leaves the Imperial Palace, he'll definitely go to find that person. Take some people with you and keep a close watch on him.


"Bastard thing! Even if they're an immortal from the heavens, if they dare to involve themselves in the War of the Princes, I'll bring them down to the ground!"


"Yes, this subordinate will go!"


Phantom Hands lowered his head, summoned his helpers, and swiftly left.


……


At this very moment, when Phantom Hands was leading his group out, in the palace halls of all the other princes, the Second Prince, the Fourth Prince, the Sixth Prince, and the Seventh Prince were also keeping a watch on this matter.


Their ever-cowering and seemingly timid Fifth Brother had suddenly become so proactive and show-offish, shocking all of them.


And even more shocking was the Sage Emperor's stance. In this lowkey manner, Fifth Brother's recovery had been exposed.


But not only had the Sage Emperor not charged him with a crime, he had even gifted him an embroidered robe. He had not even asked how this had been possible.


"I truly have underestimated Fifth Brother. I didn't think he was so good at concealing his talents."


"I had originally planned to let him sit quietly and let him be as long as he wasn't too far out of line, but since he has this sort of ambition, I can tolerate him no longer."


"There's only one imperial throne. Since he wants to sit on it, there's no brotherly love to speak of."


"While he's still lacking in strength, he should be gotten rid of as quickly as possible. Otherwise, once his position is steady, how can we deal with him?"


"There are already too many brothers fighting in the palace. We can't have any more!"


……


Li Heng had probably not imagined that his one sword dance had simultaneously provoked the hostility of all the other princes.


If one said that their hostility to Li Heng was confined to their thoughts before, now, after that banquet, these ideas were about to be realized.


There was no familial love in the imperial clan. It didn't even exist between father and son, so why should it exist between brothers?


Not even a sage could resolve this problem, so how could an embroidered robe? All that meant was that they had to work more secretively!


……


Whoosh!


As the day darkened, a black crow flew through the clouds, eventually landing somewhere in the northwest of the city.


"It's here."



Old Eagle raised his palm and received the crow.


"It seems that the Fifth Prince is fine."


Wang Chong, his hands held behind him, looked at the crow in Old Eagle's hand and gave a light sigh of relief. The one he was most worried about right now was the Fifth Prince.


He had been waiting here this entire time for news of him.


"Young Master was right. Li Jingzhong says that the Fifth Prince's ordeal was more scary than dangerous, and he was even rewarded an embroidered robe by the Sage Emperor. The Fifth Prince said that he wanted to meet you, but Li Jingzhong writes in this letter that he stopped him."


Old Eagle nodded after he finished reading the letter.


"This fellow… is actually a little useful."


Wang Chong nodded, a strange look flashing through his eyes as he listened to Old Eagle reading the letter.


Li Jingzhong, this future treasonous minister, actually had a very fast reaction on things like this. He knew that this was not the time for them to meet, so he had stopped the Fifth Prince of his own volition.


Wang Chong hadn't let him live in vain.


"I hope that he can keep being like this…!" Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


Li Jingzhong was gradually beginning to show his true nature. As a future treasonous minister who had almost complete grasp over the Imperial Court and monopolized power, Li Jingzhong had an unquestionable ability to perceive danger and an excellent sense of politics.


With him at the Fifth Prince's side, the Fifth Prince would be much safer and have much more help. At least this was the case right now!


"Let's go. It's also time for us to leave. Right now, we have a very important mission. This is only the beginning…"


Wang Chong raised his head, his gaze seeming to pierce through the buildings as it looked in the direction of the Imperial Palace.


Only he understood that Li Heng's successfully overcoming this challenge was not the end, only the beginning of an even more grandiose and dangerous chess game.


Once one entered this chess game, one could not back out, and only when it reached the end would it finally resolve. Big Uncle, himself, the entire Wang Clan, King Song, King Qi, the First Prince, the Second Prince… all the princes and princesses, no matter who they were, would not be able to back out until the very end.


The victor was always the last person standing and the people at their side!
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Deep within the Imperial Palace, Wang Chong finally met the number one beauty of the Great Tang for the first time. But the moment he met Consort Taizhen, Wang Chong's heart sank. He instantly knew that no matter what plans he had originally had, from this moment on, he had to rethink them.


Because this supreme beauty of the Great Tang was already in a completely different situation from the one that he had understood.


The dark palace curtain swayed as a delicate and fairy-like foot extended out and lightly stepped on the steps of white jade. Those slender and exquisite toes seemed even more crystalline and pure than the white jade underneath them.


And following this slender, jade-like foot was a once-in-a-generation beauty of peerless talent, her figure seemingly carved from ice and jade, her head held high.


"Wang Chong, you're finally willing to see me?"


A voice resounded through the hall, and with this voice, a pair of sharp eyes, a smirk glimmering within them, descended from above onto Wang Chong's body.


And with this gaze, Wang Chong felt his shoulders sink, an invisible pressure bearing down on them.


Wang Chong had never met Consort Taizhen before, but even the most ill-informed and clueless had heard of her. Although Consort Taizhen had sent mighty waves through the Imperial Court, she herself was an ordinary woman of ordinary background.


Though the Yang Clan was a family of regional high officials, it was still far from an influential clan of ministers and generals like the Wang Clan. As for Consort Taizhen, she was just an ordinary woman who knew not one thing about martial arts.


But the current Consort Taizhen was not only exuding the sharp and aloof authority that only the Empress and concubines of the palace would possess, she also had a powerful energy about her that far surpassed his own.


True Martial Tier 9… no, it must be Tier 1 or 2 of the Profound Martial realm. In a few short months, her strength has actually progressed this much!


Wang Chong felt a shiver go through his heart.


Wang Chong had gotten enough of an understanding of the Consort Taizhen incident from King Song to roughly understand Consort Taizhen's situation.


Consort Taizhen didn't know martial arts!


Wang Chong was absolutely sure of this!


And yet in a little more than half a year, not only had Consort Taizhen changed, so had Yang Zhao. The changes with Consort Taizhen, however, were far greater.


"Hahaha, Sister, this is my good brother, so he's also your good brother. Don't make trouble for him!"


A bright and clear voice came in from the side.


There were no outsiders here. Yang Zhao hastily stood up and spoke on his sworn brother's behalf.


'A parting of three days requires one to look at another with a completely new outlook.' The current Yang Zhao was completely different from the one Wang Chong had first met. He wore a white robe and a black hat, and his right hand was stroking his beard. He naturally exuded the vigorous aura of a scholar-official that would inspire admiration in others.


And within him, Stellar Energy flowed, and he possessed a vast energy that only those of Tier 5 or 6 of the True Martial realm could possess.


He had once wandered destitute about the streets of the capital, a bully who had lacked even the strength to truss a chicken. Yet a few months after entering the palace and officialdom, he had undergone such shocking changes that he seemed to have exchanged his body for a new one.


Wang Chong had been diligently cultivating for almost a year, but compared to the few months that Yang Zhao and Consort Taizhen had been practicing, he had still fallen behind.


A forbidden infusion art!


A thought flashed through Wang Chong's mind as he almost inadvertently thought of this class of forbidden art. Wang Chong was no stranger to this art. Back then, his master, the Demonic Emperor Old Man, had planned to bestow all his cultivation on Wang Chong through the use of an infusion art.


This method could create an expert in a short time, but the Demonic Emperor Old Man's death would have been assured. This price was too great, so Wang Chong had refused on the spot.


No matter what sort of infusion art it was, if one wanted to make an expert in a short time, the price would not be small. Thus, these methods had never been recklessly spread.


But the imperial household was clearly different.


I had already heard back then of the rumor that there was a secret group of special servitors. These people begin to cultivate from a young age, and the meaning of their existence is to accumulate energy for the sake of infusing it into the princes and princesses. I didn't care much about it then, but now it looks like the rumor was true.



Wang Chong's mind was in turmoil for a few moments, but he very quickly regained his composure.


Wang Chong immediately lowered his head and reverently said, "Your Majesty is correct. Wang Chong should have come long ago. But this lowly one was participating in the Kunwu Training Camp and could not withdraw. I beseech Your Majesty for forgiveness."


"Hmph, you're quite frank."


Consort Taizhen coldly laughed, but her expression still loosened somewhat. Although she was somewhat angry at the constant hindrances caused by this youngster, she could not disregard the friendship he had with her cousin.


Moreover, it was true that Wang Chong had joined the Kunwu Training Camp.


However, it was not so easy to dispel her anger.


"Speak—what is it that you're here for? It wasn't too long ago that you requested the mobilization of troops from the Bureau of Military Personnel. If there was nothing special, you wouldn't come here. Speak—what is going on?"


As she spoke, she spread her arms apart. Two mysterious and beautiful middle-aged women dressed in white, their energy even greater than that of the old nanny by Princess Nihuang's side, emerged out of the curtain.


These two beauties had hairpins stuck in their hair, grave looks on their faces, and excellent bearing. One to the right and one to the left, they took Consort Taizhen's hands and slowly seated her on the throne of Yuzhen Palace.


In the center of their brows was a striking fire totem in the shape of a teardrop.


A flabbergasted look flickered through Wang Chong's eyes, but he said nothing.


"It's a matter concerning the Fifth Prince!" Wang Chong finally said.


The moment the words left his mount, hum! The atmosphere in the Yuzhen Palace instantly changed, as did the look on Consort Taizhen's face. Even the expression on Yang Zhao's face sank.


Even though he was the one who had introduced Wang Chong, not even he had known what Wang Chong would speak about.


"Wang Chong, do you know what you are saying? You've gone crazy! Somebody, come and send our guest out!"


Consort Taizhen's face was like a sheet of frost. Shooting a glare at Yang Zhao, she immediately stood up and ordered for her guest to be taken away.


Though she had not been in the palace for long, she wasn't blind. The Fifth Prince incident had taken place in the afternoon, but there was no one in the palace who didn't know of it by now.


She was pampered and favored by the Sage Emperor and had entered the ranks of the concubines. There was basically no one in the palace who would dare to voluntarily provoke her.


But even Consort Taizhen knew that there were some things that she could not provoke in this place.


The War of the Princes just so happened to be one of these taboos.


"Wang Chong, you've really gone overboard this time. The War of the Princes is not something we can touch. Do you know what you're requesting of Her Majesty? The Fifth Prince is currently everyone's target, and who knows how many people want to kill him? Anyone who dares to help will become the enemy of all the princes, princesses, and even the concubines. Damn it; if I knew that this was what you came here for, I would never have let you in."


Yang Zhao had a very poor expression. There had been no need for any glares from Consort Taizhen. If he had known about this, he would have immediately blocked Wang Chong.


One could not step lightly into any conflict between the princes. This was common sense. There was no need for the accumulated knowledge of the great clans and their lessons and experiences. Even an ordinary person understood this principle.


The War of the Princes was far too dangerous!


Their position in the palace still wasn't stable. Even if they were favored, this was not a taboo that they could lightly involve themselves with.


It was impossible for them to accept Wang Chong's request!


This had already gone beyond the bounds of an ordinary request!


"Your Majesty!"


Although the temperature had rapidly dropped and the atmosphere was no longer suitable for discussion, Wang Chong did not leave. He had known in advance that this would be no easy task, but no matter what, he still had to try.


"Your Majesty, if an elephant enters a forest, what will happen?"


"What are you trying to say?"


Consort Taizhen coldly laughed. Had Wang Chong gone crazy? A forest, an elephant? She did not feel this question to have any meaning.


No matter what, she would not help the Fifth Prince and put herself in danger.


Yet Wang Chong remained calm, no change to be seen on his face.


"…But what if the forest became like this room, yet the creatures in the forest didn't change, and the elephant didn't change? Your Majesty, in the future, what will happen?" Wang Chong continued.


"Wang Chong, just what are you trying to say?"


Consort Taizhen's eyebrows finally began to rise. She stared at Wang Chong, a vague idea forming in her mind.


"Your Majesty, a forest becomes a room, but the animals and the elephant don't change. Does Your Majesty believe that those animals squeezed together will wait to be stomped to death by the elephant or work together to attack it?"


"Impudent! Are you saying that I'm an elephant?"


This time, Wang Chong was interrupted before he could finish. This comparison was far too rude.


"Your Majesty, forgive me! Wang Chong did not have this intention. But does Your Majesty not feel that your situation and the Fifth Prince's are very similar?"


Wang Chong raised his head, his eyes fixed on the enthroned Consort Taizhen.


"Wang Chong, hold your tongue! Her Majesty's noble body has gained the Sage Emperor's favor. How could she be like the Fifth Prince? Do not speak rashly."


Seeing that Wang Chong's line of thought was about to approach absurdity, Yang Zhao quickly hurried to stop him.


"Hmph, Cousin, sit down. Let him speak! I'm quite interested in seeing just what he can manage to say. How am I similar to the Fifth Prince?" Consort Taizhen sneered.


Wang Chong's thoughts were no mystery to her, but if he thought that a few words could change her mind and make her enter the War of the Princes, then he was far too simple-minded.


Even if the one that came today were that Old Master of the Wang Clan, she still wouldn't change her mind.


"Your Majesty, the elephant is too big. Even if it does nothing, the other animals in the room will still feel threatened. Does Your Majesty not feel that this is similar to your situation? Even if you do nothing, you are still a threat to the other concubines, consorts, and even the princes. If Your Majesty does not enter the War of the Princes, will you truly be able to keep out of harm's way?"


As he spoke, the cold smile on Consort Taizhen's lips faded, and her expression finally began to change.
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Wang Chong was the first person who had ever dared to say such things.


In truth, Consort Taizhen's situation was very poor!


Both the Consort Taizhen incident and the Sage Emperor's favor displayed a Consort Taizhen that shone with boundless radiance, but in reality, whether she was in court or in the palace, Consort Taizhen was under a very heavy pressure.


In the Imperial Court, no small number of ministers still objected to her. Many people did not outwardly protest, but they still grumbled in private. Thus, Consort Taizhen had always endeavored to remove herself from court politics so as to avoid the dissatisfaction of those ministers.


And in the palace, Consort Taizhen had been suddenly promoted and now almost completely monopolized the Sage Emperor's favor. The Sage Emperor had even been willing to oppose all his ministers for her.


The concubines and consorts had already reached their breaking point.


If not for their fear of the Sage Emperor, the Three Palaces and Six Courts1, the numerous consorts and concubines would have joined hands to assault her long ago.




Consort Taizhen knew this, so in the vast confines of the Imperial Palace, she spent her time in only the Yezhen Palace, the imperial gardens, and a few other places she sometimes frequented. Otherwise, she did her utmost to keep her distance from all the other consorts and concubines.


There was no association, and certainly no relationship.


The rejection and hostility in the palace were invisible, but Consort Taizhen could clearly feel the enmity rising from the palaces and courts. This topic was one of her taboos.


No one had ever dared to say such things in front of her, not even Yang Zhao. But now, Wang Chong had exposed this matter in all its grisly glory.


"Wang Chong, you've gone too far!"


Wang Chong's pricking of this pain point had caused Consort Taizhen's expression to freeze into a sheet of ice. Even Yang Zhao's expression had morphed, and he was desperately giving Wang Chong looks.


This bastard scoundrel, did he go crazy today?


Not even he dared to bring up this topic, because Consort Taizhen was not only his younger cousin, but also a consort of the palace.


Wang Chong's boldness was a little too much.


"Hahah, it seems like I'm thinking too much. Although I came for the sake of the Fifth Prince, it was also out of consideration for Your Majesty. Since Your Majesty believes that this lowly subject is speaking nonsense, Wang Chong will say no more. I've troubled Your Majesty. Wang Chong bids farewell!"


Surprisingly, Wang Chong smiled at Consort Taizhen's rage. His expression normal, he clasped his hands and began to retreat out of the hall.


Just when Wang Chong was prepared to leave, a voice came from the upper reaches of the hall, ordering Wang Chong to stop.


"Wait a moment! Halt for this consort!"


In the upper reaches of the palace, Consort Taizhen's eyes were shifting. Although her expression was still icy, her attitude was now completely different.


"Wang Chong, since you said that you were also considering this consort in your thoughts, I will give you one chance. Speak—just how are you thinking about me? If you can't give your reasons, don't blame this consort for being rude."


These words were utterly unexpected. Yang Zhao twisted his head around to glance up at Consort Taizhen, unable to conceal the astonishment in his eyes.


But Wang Chong, who had his back to Consort Taizhen, gave a faint smile, his eyes seeming completely unsurprised. Consort Taizhen now had a most esteemed status, and as a consort, she wielded massive authority.


But in the end, she was still a woman.


Perhaps she had no interest in the Fifth Prince's affairs, but she was certainly interested in her own.


"Haha, Your Majesty!"


Wang Chong turned around, the emotions in his eyes quickly concealed as he faced Consort Taizhen.


"Your Majesty, do you not think that your current situation is very similar to the Fifth Prince's? Fifth Prince suddenly recovered the ability to cultivate and Your Majesty was promoted to consort. Both of you suddenly rose from negligible positions, both of you made others feel threatened, and both of you were rejected by others…"


Wang Chong gazed at the supreme beauty of the Great Tang, a leisurely expression on his face.


"Hmph, are these your so-called 'considerations' for this consort? Your words are too far-fetched. This consort sees no reason to put myself at such risk and help the Fifth Prince," Consort Taizhen said sharply.


Her stance toward the War of the Princes was unchanged. She would avoid it if she could and keep as far away from it as she could. Wang Chong's arguments were not enough for her to invest so much in the Fifth Prince.


And it wasn't like she had some friendship with the Fifth Prince.


"Heheh, of course it's not worth it now. But a hundred years later, when the new Emperor takes the throne, where will Your Majesty go?"


Boom!


Like a bolt of lightning cleaving down from the heavens, Wang Chong's simple question caused Consort Taizhen and Yang Zhao to pale at the same time.


These had been the most impactful words Wang Chong had spoken in this meeting.


"Wang Chong, you're too bold!"


Consort Taizhen and Yang Zhao voiced their rebukes at the same time. Even those two cold-faced beauties standing at Consort Taizhen's right and left couldn't help but shed their indifference and look at this youngster.


His Majesty and one hundred years2! In normal circumstances, one could not even think about such words, much less speak them. Wang Chong's question was tantamount to treason.




"Bastard! Are you cursing His Majesty?"


Consort Taizhen's eyes shone with a cold light as a powerful and dreadful energy exploded from her body.


"Wang Chong does not have this intention. But there is no sovereign in the world that reigns for one hundred years, much less an Emperor that reigns for one thousand. There has been no exception since ancient times. Taizu and Taizong were also no exception. No matter what, a new Emperor is bound to ascend to the throne in the future. Does Your Majesty believe that when the time comes, you can still maintain your current status? With the Sage Emperor here, none of the Three Palaces or Six Courts dare to act rashly, but when the new Emperor ascends, what does Your Majesty believe the consorts and concubines of the Three Palaces and Six Courts will do?



"Wang Chong meant no disrespect. I ask for Your Majesty to please reconsider,"Wang Chong sincerely said.


These words left both Consort Taizhen and Yang Zhao very concerned. No matter how treasonous Wang Chong's words were, there was one thing that he was right about.


His Majesty was no longer young, and the oldest First Prince was thirty-some years old. The question of succession was imminent, already a scheduled matter.


And it was a question they would also be forced to confront.


While the Sage Emperor was there, others would not dare to act wantonly, but when the new Emperor took the throne, everything would be different. Yang Zhao was not guaranteed to be able to preserve his current wealth and status.


It was just like how the Sage Emperor was not guaranteed to be able to protect her.


Consort Taizhen had another serious concern. Since ancient times, it had always been the custom for the oldest to succeed, not the youngest, and it was tradition for the kingdom to be passed on to the son of the first wife. Even if she became pregnant with the seed of the dragon, the ministers would never allow her son to be made crown prince.


This had always been Consort Taizhen's fear, one that she did not even dare to think about.


The two had to admit that Wang Chong's words had struck their weakest and most painful point.


"Wang Chong, did you know that if I wanted to, I could have you put in the imperial prison right now?"


Consort Taizhen slowly raised her head and looked at Wang Chong.


This was her first time seeing Wang Chong, but in just this one meeting, Wang Chong had already angered her multiple times. And all the things he spoke of were her greatest taboos. In normal circumstances, she would never permit anyone to mention them in front of her.


"Haha, Your Majesty, with some things, if Wang Chong doesn't say them, will they no longer happen?" Wang Chong asked.


Consort Taizhen looked dazed. Wang Chong's words seemed irrefutable. She wanted to be angry, but she couldn't work up any rage.


This was because Consort Taizhen knew that though Wang Chong's words were 'treasonous', they were all true, and were things that she worried could happen.


Consort Taizhen even felt that she was borrowing Wang Chong's mouth to voice her innermost worries.

______________

1. During the time of Tang Xuanzong, the Emperor had one Empress, three consorts, and six concubines, hence the Three Palaces and Six Courts.↩

2. The Emperor is usually proclaimed to live ten thousand years, which in Chinese essentially means 'forever'. By saying that the Emperor will die in one hundred years, the immortality of the Emperor is being questioned.↩
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Yang Zhao was also rather dazed.


He was also bursting with the desire for authority, or else he wouldn't have entered the capital. He actually didn't mind getting involved in some War of the Princes, but because Consort Taizhen didn't like anyone mentioning matters of the Imperial Palace in front of her, he had never brought the matter up.


And as time passed, he also began to put the matter aside.


The recent wave of success and the criticisms from all sides had made him further forget those matters, but Wang Chong's words had suddenly reminded him.


Just like Wang Chong said, there were some things that would appear eventually, even if one didn't concern oneself with them or get involved with them.


It would be fine if it were any ordinary matter, but once the War of the Princes dragged Consort Taizhen in, this would affect his own future prospects.


Yang Zhao suddenly turned his head and spoke to his cousin. "Sister, although I also think that the War of the Princes is no matter that we can lightly involve ourselves in, the words of my sworn brother are not completely without reason. It's impossible to remain completely uninvolved. Perhaps we really should contemplate this matter and decide what to do after discussion?"


Let alone Consort Taizhen, even Wang Chong was surprised by these words. Yang Zhao's words were far more effective than his own; after all, these two were cousins and had a much more intimate relationship.


These words that had originally been intended to convince Consort Taizhen had ended up moving Yang Zhao—a rather surprising harvest.


As expected, Yang Zhao's words finally caused the look in Consort Taizhen's eyes to change. In the capital of the empire, this older cousin was the one she trusted the most and found most reliable.


"Brother, the matters of the Imperial Palace are difficult to describe and discern. They are not things that you can understand," Consort Taizhen said. Her stance had clearly softened.


"Moreover, the harem cannot involve itself in politics. This is the custom. His Majesty also does not like it when the women of the harem stick their hands into too many things. If I meddle too much, His Majesty might not be happy. Besides, I really can't see how helping the Fifth Prince will improve my situation."


Her first few sentences had been aimed at Yang Zhao, but the last one was for Wang Chong.


"Hahaha!"


At this question, Wang Chong laughed.


"Your Majesty, do you still not see it? Amongst the princes and the harem, only His Highness the Fifth Prince and Your Majesty are without any supporters and backing. In the palace, not a single person will help him; none of the consorts or concubines from the Three Palaces and Six Courts will back him.


"In the harem and amongst the princes, Your Majesty can only truly pull close to the Fifth Prince. As long as Your Majesty treats the Fifth Prince well, the Fifth Prince, as supporterless as he is, will assuredly rely a great deal on Your Majesty and will definitely not think about betraying you. Moreover, Your Majesty is weak within the palace, and it is difficult to clap with only one hand. If Your Majesty has the Fifth Prince's help, the two of you will present a threat to the other consorts and princes and prevent them from rashly acting.


"More importantly, if, in the future, the Fifth Prince ascends to the throne, he will undoubtedly be extremely grateful to Your Majesty. Even if Your Majesty's status in the future is less than that of the Empress, it won't be by much. Of course, if Your Majesty has other plans, is prepared to harbor the dragon's seed and give birth to a true dragon who will one day ascend to the heavens, that is another matter. Treat these words as if Wang Chong had never said them."


His head lowered, Wang Chong finished his arguments.


Consort Taizhen had been earnestly listening at the beginning, but she couldn't help but giggle at the end, amused by Wang Chong's joke.


"Little thing, what nonsense are you speaking of? Even if I become pregnant with His Majesty's dragon seed, it will be eighteen years until he matures. By that time, the War of the Princes will have already been decided. Where did this plan come from?"


With this laugh from Consort Taizhen, that aura of sharpness and power suddenly vanished. That charming smile, like thousands of flowers blooming as one, was so beautiful that even Wang Chong was dumbstruck for a moment.


And with this smile, the mood in the hall also warmed.


Although Consort Taizhen's laugh was bright and clear, Wang Chong could still hear a faint tinge of regret. If one wanted to fight in the light and shadow, and set up roots in the duplicitous confines of the palace, the best method was conceiving a dragon son.


But Consort Taizhen had just entered the harem; the Sage Emperor's princes were already mature. Even if she had such ideas, it was already too late.


Nothing could change this, and to Consort Taizhen, it was truly a regret.


Wang Chong naturally understood this, so he wisely elected to not continue down this line.


"Wang Chong, can you tell me why you so highly regard the Fifth Prince?"


Consort Taizhen's smile faded as she returned to her normal self. Her bright and beautiful phoenix eyes peered at Wang Chong, implying some deeper meaning.


"Your big uncle supports the First Prince. Everyone in the court knows this, and so do you. And yet you insist that I should support the Fifth Prince. What is going on with your Wang Clan? or perhaps you want to become opponents with your big uncle?


"Also, I've recently heard a rumor that the Fifth Prince encountered some mysterious expert that helped him reform his body, granting him the ability to cultivate, accomplishing the practically impossible. If my guess is correct, that mysterious expert behind the Fifth Prince is probably closely related to you, right?"


Her phoenix eyes blinked, a sharpness glimmering within them as they sought to pierce into the depths of Wang Chong's soul.


Wang Chong's mind trembled as he hurriedly lowered his head.


At the moment, the majority of the Imperial Palace, and all the princes, consorts, and concubines, were trying to find out how the Fifth Prince had suddenly had his body reformed and regained the ability to cultivate. They were also investigating that mysterious person behind him.


If someone were to find out that it was him playing tricks behind the prince, the entire Wang Clan would probably become the foe of all the princes, consorts, and concubines of the palace.


Thus, he had done his utmost to avoid meeting the Fifth Prince in public so as to prevent others from finding out.


And while meeting Consort Taizhen, he had done his best to avoid discussing his relationship with the Fifth Prince. However, Consort Taizhen was clearly not as simple as the outside world imagined her to be. She could not be so easily misled.


Wang Chong had not even brought up this topic, but Consort Taizhen had already guessed at the truth.


"Yes!"


Wang Chong replied without any hesitation.


One could not overestimate someone, but one also couldn't underestimate them. In the outside world, many people believed that Consort Taizhen had relied purely on her looks to reach her position but was otherwise an ordinary woman who lacked any other redeeming feature. But Wang Chong knew that this was anything but true.


No normal woman could be like her and endure so many criticisms for so long. A normal woman could never put up such a powerful struggle in the palace and manage to survive.


Many people, when seeing Consort Taizhen, were liable to focus on Yang Zhao at her side and believe that she relied on Yang Zhao for everything.


But Wang Chong knew that to think so would be the greatest of errors.


Before Yang Zhao had reached the capital, Consort Taizhen had already entered the palace and had even successfully put down roots. With or without Yang Zhao, she was not so soft and incompetent as the average person imagined.


'A trail of dust spurred by a concubine's smile, and no one knows that lychee is coming'1. Consort Taizhen was not so easily deceived or bullied as people might imagine.




Anyone who dared to underestimate the supreme beauty of the Great Tang as an empty flower vase would truly be committing a fatal mistake.

______________

1.  The quoted line is from a poem by Du Fu. Consort Taizhen, otherwise known as Yang Guifei, was incredibly fond of eating lychee fruit. The enamored Emperor Xuanzong would have these fruits, which were grown in southern China, delivered by his fastest horses. Du Fu is saying here that the horse is so fast that the only thing visible is the trail of dust it leaves in its wake.↩
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Women had always been the easiest types of people to underestimate.


It was precisely because he understood this principle that Wang Chong made no attempt to deny, not even showing the slightest hesitation. Any action that he made because he believed he was too smart would just end up with him being too smart for his own good.


"It really is you?"


Yang Zhao and Consort Taizhen were both flabbergasted by Wang Chong's response. Not even Consort Taizhen had expected Wang Chong to so easily confess.


"It's me!" Wang Chong once more confirmed.


"Why?"


Consort Taizhen was suddenly very curious. The Wang Clan had already joined the First Prince's faction, and if nothing out of the ordinary happened, the First Prince would be the future heir.


Ever since ancient times, the elder had been favored over the younger, and the son of the first wife was favored over the sons of concubines. This was not some baseless saying.


Amongst the princes, the First Prince assuredly had the highest chance of inheriting the empire. Consort Taizhen did not understand why Wang Chong would take such a large risk. He didn't even seem to mind being at odds with his big uncle to help the weak Fifth Prince, who was not only of no help to the Wang Clan, but also a serious liability.


What is this Qilin son1 of the Wang Clan thinking?




As Consort Taizhen's eyes measured Wang Chong's body, a strain of intense curiosity suddenly appeared within them. She could put aside an ordinary person, but the person in front of her was Wang Chong.


There was the graceful and outstanding talent displayed in the 'Song of Purity and Peace', his inconceivable success in changing King Song's mind to support her, the trembles he sent through the court and the world in the Regional Commanders incident…


Even the Supreme Venerable of the Nine and Five2, the Emperor that she revered as a god, was full of praise for this teenager.




No matter in which aspect one investigated, this youth before her was no ordinary person and could not be assessed using common sense.


Consort Taizhen suddenly wanted to know what was driving this wondrous youth to put aside his clan's standpoint, to put aside the excellent First Prince, and run off to her Yuzhen Palace to recommend to her the obscure Fifth Prince.


How did he get this sort of idea?


"This is…"


Wang Chong glanced at the mysterious white-clothed beauties standing at Consort Taizhen's right and left. Consort Taizhen understood, and at a slight raise of her white wrist, the two immediately and respectfully withdrew.


The only people left in the room were Consort Taizhen, Yang Zhao, and Wang Chong.


"It's very simple. It's because my thinking is different from my big uncle. I believe that the future heir will not be the First Prince, but His Highness, the Fifth Prince!"


Once the two beauties retreated, Wang Chong immediately proclaimed his thoughts. Wang Chong also did not hide the secret he had discovered on the Fifth Prince's body.


Consort Taizhen and Yang Zhao had already been stunned when they heard Wang Chong say that the Fifth Prince would be the future true dragon, the Son of Heaven, but when they heard that Li Heng had been taught a supreme technique that manifested the image of a five-clawed true dragon, the pair were so shocked that they couldn't speak.


Even Yang Zhao, who was utterly clueless about the struggles within the palace, knew what a five-clawed true dragon symbolized. If the secret Wang Chong had revealed were to leak out, it would overturn the palace, reshaping the landscape.


The princes already had a burning desire to kill Li Heng once they discovered that he could suddenly practice martial arts. If they knew that the Sage Emperor had passed down to him a supreme technique manifesting a five-clawed dragon, they would even risk punishment from the Sage Emperor to kill him.


For a moment, the cousins looked at the youngster in the hall like they were seeing a ghost. This was no ordinary news or intelligence report. In fact, this was an enormous secret that could alter the entire War of the Princes.


Although still young, Wang Chong had managed to get ahold of such an astonishing fact. Such a feat would even stupefy the most formidable of spymasters.


The great hall was so quiet that one could hear a pin drop.


Wang Chong said nothing, but his mind was in turmoil. 'One can't catch a tiger without entering the tiger cave.' In normal circumstances, he would have never told anyone about the Fifth Prince's secret.


But if the Fifth Prince wanted to force his way through his current predicament, he needed Consort Taizhen's help. And in order to truly obtain her help, some secrets had to be told.


Only this way could one obtain her trust.


The facts proved that Wang Chong's risks had not been a waste. The shock on Consort Taizhen's and Yang Zhao's faces was enough to show that his words had an effect.


If one said that the Fifth Prince was just a powerless prince at the start, then now, he had unquestionably soared to new heights in the minds of Consort Taizhen and Yang Zhao.


"Your Majesty, the War of the Princes is not a trifling matter. It's not strange for Your Majesty to not be able to decide immediately. This matter is not of too pressing urgency; Your Majesty still has ample time to consider. But Wang Chong still has something to say to Your Majesty! I hope that Your Majesty will open this and read it once Wang Chong leaves."


As Wang Chong spoke, he took a letter out of his sleeve. While his words could still have an effect on Consort Taizhen and while the Fifth Prince was still being viewed favorably, Wang Chong took out his last trump card, seeking to strike while the iron was hot.


Whether or not his words would be effective on Consort Taizhen and fully convince her to side with the Fifth Prince would all depend on this last letter.


"Wang Chong, what is it that you can't say in front of me? Why must it be written on a letter?"


As she watched Wang Chong take the letter out of his sleeve, Consort Taizhen had a very strange look on her face. He could clearly say what he wanted in front of her, yet he insisted on taking out a letter. Anyone would find it extremely odd.


"I can't! Your Majesty will understand once you read it."


Wang Chong held the letter with both hands as he shook his head. He was abnormally stubborn this time. There were some things that could only be thought, not done, and some words that could only be read, not spoken.


"I understand. Bring it up."


"Then Wang Chong will bid farewell!"


After delivering the letter, Wang Chong quickly left, leaving Yuzhen Palace before the gates of the palace were completely sealed for the night.


Right when Wang Chong was turning around, Consort Taizhen hesitated for a moment. In the end, she couldn't suppress her curiosity and opened the letter, taking out the sheet of paper covered in squiggly handwriting from within.


With just a glance, Consort Taizhen's mind suddenly fell into a state of confusion, a look of panic flashing through her phoenix eyes. But it was only an instant before she quickly hid these emotions.


Not even the nearby Yang Zhao noticed.


"Sister, what did that rascal write?"


Yang Zhao came over, glancing at the letter as he curiously asked. He was truly too curious as to what Wang Chong insisted on writing in a letter over speaking aloud.


"It's nothing!"


To Yang Zhao's surprise, the Consort Taizhen who trusted him completely and would share any secret with him elected this time to stretch out her fingers and crush the letter and envelope in her hands.


Before Yang Zhao had been able to see a single word, this letter had returned to the void.


Yang Zhao was stunned—such a thing had never happened before. His entire person froze, so caught by surprise he was.


"Cousin, pass on my decree. Take one of my jade tokens and bestow it on Fifth Prince Li Heng. Just say that the filial piety he expressed with the sword dance he presented to the Sage Emperor deeply impressed me, and that I'm gifting this to him!"


After giving this order, Consort Taizhen turned and entered the inner hall.


Behind her, Yang Zhao was dumbstruck.


Even if one beat him to death, he still wouldn't be able to understand what Consort Taizhen had seen in Wang Chong's letter that left her so flustered. Moreover, Consort Taizhen had clearly been undecided a few moments ago.


Why was it that upon seeing Wang Chong's letter, she had immediately changed her mind and wanted to bestow a jade token on Li Heng? And she wanted him to deliver the decree! Wasn't this announcing to the entire palace that she would be protecting Prince Li Heng in the future?


This was the complete opposite of his cousin's initial desire to not get involved in the War of the Princes!


"Yes, this humble servant will carry out the decree!"


Yang Zhao sighed and gave a deep bow, then turned and left the hall. No matter what his cousin decided, he would carry it out with all his power.


But there was one thing he couldn't get over. What sort of bewitching drug had his sworn brother used on Consort Taizhen that one letter could cause such a major shift in her stance?


"This sworn brother of mine… he's really not someone a normal person can fathom!"


Yang Zhao gave a sigh caught between joy and sorrow, anger and pleasure. Shaking his head, he quickly walked out of Yuzhen Palace.


He could almost imagine that once he left, another mighty wave would rage through the depths of this palace.


Given his cousin's current status, she was completely capable of stirring another storm within the palace.


And at this same moment, Consort Taizhen walked through the depths of Yuzhen Palace in a similarly vexed and absentminded state. Waves were raging in her mind, all of them caused by Wang Chong's scribbly handwriting.


Although she had burned the letter, those words had been seared deep into her mind.


'In general, those who rely on their appearance will find that affections wane along with their appearance, and kindness vanishes as appearance wanes!'


Wang Chong had written nothing else to Consort Taizhen, only this simple phrase that seemingly had no head or tail. Yet Consort Taizhen already understood what Wang Chong meant.


Wang Chong had not been the original author of these words. Rather, they came from the Great Qin Empire of more than one thousand years ago. An itinerant political advisor of the time had used these words to convince the most beloved Lady Huayang to take Qin Yiren as her adopted son3.




And the latter would eventually become the heir apparent to the Kingdom of Qin, giving birth to the Emperor who would be forever known for uniting the Central Plains for the first time: Shi Huangdi, Ying Zheng, a figure on the same level as the present-day Sage Emperor.


Lady Huayang had been dearly beloved yet had no sons or daughters, just like Consort Taizhen now.


And Qin Yiren was an outsider with no one to rely on and no one who thought highly of him, just like the current Fifth Prince Li Heng. But all these comparisons paled before the surface meaning of those simple words.


'In general, those who rely on their appearance will find that affections wane along with their appearance, and kindness vanishes as appearance wanes.' Consort Taizhen was well aware of how she had reached her current status, and it had left a deep concern in her heart. It was this concern that allowed Wang Chong's words to deliver such a shocking blow.


All those words that Wang Chong had said, all those secrets he had revealed, were far inferior to the shock this single line of words had delivered.


Because this truly was that greatest worry and taboo in the deepest depths of her heart that she had never spoken of to anyone.


"Wang Chong, you'd better hope that this consort did not misjudge!"

______________

1. The Qilin is often used to describe someone who is very talented, capable and virtuous.↩

2. In Chinese culture, the numbers 9 and 5 symbolize the Emperor, and 'Supreme Venerable of the Nine and Five', 九五至尊, was another way to refer to the Emperor.↩

3.This political advisor was Lü Buwei, who was then a merchant. Lady Huayang was the main wife of Lord Anguo, heir to the King of Qin, but she was childless. Lü Buwei convinced her to adopt Yiren, the son of another concubine, so that she could cement her status. Yiren's father, Lord Anguo, became King of Qin, but reigned for less than a year before dying, thus making Yiren King Zhuangxiang of Qin. King Zhuangxiang named Lü Buwei his chancellor. King Zhuangxiang's heir was Ying Zheng, the future Emperor of the Qin Dynasty that would end the Warring States period.↩
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"Congratulations to user! For participating in the War of the Princes, the True Dragon Plan, and changing Fifth Prince Li Heng's fate, you are awarded 15 Destiny Energy!"


As Wang Chong walked out of the Imperial Palace in the darkness and the large gate shut behind him, he heard a voice ringing out in his mind. Along with this voice, he felt a gentle breeze, and an invisible energy emerged from the depths of space-time and into Wang Chong's body.


Wang Chong felt a warmth in his body.


"I've finally succeeded!"


Wang Chong's lips curved into a faint smile. He knew that his final letter had proved effective.


When dealing with the Tibetan experts in the practice ground, Wang Chong had already obtained 15 points of Destiny Energy. Now, with his harvests from Consort Taizhen, Wang Chong had gained 30 points of Destiny Energy in just one day.


At present, Wang Chong had currently accumulated 109 points of Destiny Energy!


And if one counted the Destiny Energy he had used to buy the Panther Bone, the Gold Organs, and the Blood Reformation for Li Heng, as well as the Destiny Energy consumed by the World Constraints, Wang Chong had so far obtained more than 200 points of Destiny Energy.


And to Wang Chong, that he had obtained 200 points of Destiny Energy at this point had a completely new meaning…


"…I can finally exchange for Origin Energy items!"


Wang Chong walked the stone-paved street and gave a long sigh of relief.


The rewards offered by the Stone of Destiny could be divided into 'Mind', 'Body', 'Energy', 'Techniques', and 'Power'. However, because he had not accumulated enough Destiny Energy, Wang Chong had only been able to exchange for rewards of the 'Body' category, like the Panther Bone, Gold Organs, and Blood Reformation.


If he wanted to increase his Origin Energy, Wang Chong could only buy the medicines of the imperial household. But things were different now that he had unlocked the 'Origin Energy' category.


Wang Chong could now use Destiny Energy to buy Origin Energy items that could increase his strength.


Thus, Wang Chong's strength would increase at an even faster rate.


"…Young Master!"


Footsteps came from the darkness, breaking Wang Chong's train of thought. Old Eagle, with a large bird on his shoulder, was striding toward him.


"How was it?"


"It's fine."


Wang Chong smiled and signaled that everything had gone well. With things taken care of on Consort Taizhen's side, the Fifth Prince would be able to sleep soundly.


Although he couldn't be said to be absolutely safe, with Consort Taizhen's protection, at least everyone would have to think twice before they acted. Even the First Prince and the Third Prince would not dare to act recklessly.


"Come, let's return to the training camp!"


Taking the reins from the Wang Clan guards following Old Eagle, Wang Chong mounted his horse. Everything was on the right path, and the Fifth Prince was also on his own path to fight for the throne. It was now time for his own plans.


With the Deflecting Blade Manor at its current level of development, it was time to proceed to the next phase of his plan.


"…But what I wonder how Dusong Mangpoje is doing?"


As he gazed at the dark sky and the numerous lights of the city, Wang Chong recalled that Ü-Tsang Great General who had traveled to the Great Tang incognito, and a faint smile appeared on his lips.


This famous Ü-Tsang Great General was indubitably an existence that was a great thorn in the Great Tang's side. He was not only extremely strong, but also equally intelligent. Thus, even someone like Geshu Han, one of the Great Tang's heroes who guarded the Ü-Tsang border, was completely incapable of capturing him.


However, with his identity being exposed in the capital, he was probably not about to encounter any good fortune.


"Run, run! Let me see how lucky you are!"


Wang Chong smiled and then urged his horse in the direction of Deflecting Blade Manor.


……


Dust spluttered under the hard hooves of a horse. While Wang Chong was riding toward Deflecting Blade Manor, in the darkness sixty-some li from the Great Tang capital, a squadron of Ü-Tsang cavalry were galloping toward the Tibetan Plateau.


After Wang Chong exposed Dusong Mangpoje's identity on the practice ground, the Ü-Tsang delegation did not even return to their hostel. They immediately left the capital of the Great Tang, fleeing under the starry night toward the Tibetan Plateau.


"Faster! The Great Tang is no longer safe. Only once we return to the plateau of the empire will we be completely out of danger!"


On his horse, Dusong Mangpoje constantly urged his soldiers on, his expression grave.


An Ü-Tsang officer raised his head and asked, "Great General, might we be overthinking things? Perhaps the Great Tang has no intention of dealing with us? After all, we're already sixty-some li from the Great Tang capital and nothing has happened!" A tiny sliver of hope was audible in his words.


Ever since they had left the practice ground, Great General Dusong Mangpoje had been urging them on. They were not doubting the Great General's judgment and reputation. It was just that they had not encountered anything on their entire journey.


Other than their own doubts, the only thing by their side was the wind howling through the mountains.


It seemed that they were doing nothing but frightening themselves.


"In the past that would be the case, but now is completely different! I also hope that I'm being paranoid, but that's impossible," Dusong Mangpoje sternly replied. Ever since he had left the capital, someone had been locked onto him from a distance, constantly observing and trailing him.


This feeling had disappeared a moment ago, but Dusong Mangpoje did not dare get careless.


'A centipede can die, but it will never fall over.' The current Great Tang was far from that mighty hegemon that valiantly swept through the world. Yet the elites and higher-ups of this empire still contained extremely formidable figures that could not be underestimated.


That Central Plains youngster in the square was the best example!


Dusong Mangpoje had wanted to kill him many times, but he had ultimately managed to suppress the desire.


Although he wasn't clear on the youngster's exact background, it was certainly no ordinary one. That youngster had deliberately attempted to provoke him several times into striking. Dusong Mangpoje had understood what that youngster wanted. If he killed the youth, the Great Tang Empire would have an excuse to attack him in the capital.


If such a thing really did occur, then it would be just like the youth said. He would not have made it out of the capital alive.


The youth's predictions had been right on the mark.


"…I had believed that the Central Plains were waning when I made this trip to the Great Tang. I didn't expect to meet such an evil young man on the last day. The lot of the Central Plains is still not completely exhausted!"


Dusong Mangpoje mentally sighed.


The First Prince and the elite horsemen under him served as a cover, allowing him to see the Sage Emperor with his own eyes. This had been a top-secret mission that nobody except the members of their group knew of. Not even the ministers of the Great Tang had been able to see through it.


Dusong Mangpoje had originally believed that nobody would see through it, not even after they finished the First Prince's trick and returned to the plateau of the empire. Unexpectedly, that young man had seen through it, and then he had killed that Tibetan horseman without hesitation, damaging the imposing demeanor of the Tibetan party.


Of course, it would have been fine if that was all. After all, it was just a trick the First Prince had thought up on the spur of the moment, just a game.


But then that youngster had exposed his identity. This was what had truly shocked Dusong Mangpoje.


If this youth had been some famous figure of the Great Tang, he would have been able to accept it. But the youth's age meant that it was impossible for the youth to have ever seen him, much less recognize him.


Just like that, the identity that he had kept intact for three months had been exposed, truly leaving Dusong Mangpoje unprepared.


"Great General, I'm sorry. It's all because I've dragged you down!"


At this moment, a voice came from his side. Dusong Mangpoje turned his head and saw a 'Tibetan horseman' looking at him with an expression of shame.


"There's no need for First Prince's apology. I was the one who decided on this venture. Coming to the Great Tang has been a dream of mine for many years and has nothing to do with you. There's no need for First Prince to criticize yourself."


Dusong Mangpoje grinned and waved his hand.


This ashamed 'Tibetan horseman' was naturally the actual Ü-Tsang First Prince. Tibetans were a dauntless and fierce people who worshiped strength.


The Ü-Tsang First Prince was a prime example of this, and he had a proud personality that did not make it easy for him to apologize to others. However, the First Prince also knew that the gravity of the situation could not be underestimated.


If a Great General of the Great Tang Empire infiltrated Ü-Tsang alone, then the Tibetans would assuredly put all their strength into making sure they stayed.


This was obviously the situation facing Dusong Mangpoje.


Although the others were doubtful, not daring to be sure that someone was truly after them, the Ü-Tsang First Prince knew that the elites of the Great Tang would not let this chance pass by.


If he hadn't been so proud and taken with his intelligence, stirring up that practice ground incident, the situation would have never reached this point.


It could be said that if anything bad happened to Dusong Mangpoje, it was all his fault.


Ü-Tsang had millions of brave soldiers, but it only had a scant few Great Generals. If Dusong Mangpoje were to encounter some mishap in the Great Tang, it would be a massive stain on this mission and deal a critical blow to his chances of becoming the next Tsenpo.


This was the reason for the First Prince's concern.


"Listen to what I have to say. As long as we are still within the confines of the Great Tang capital, Great Tang won't dare to touch us. But once we are a certain distance from the capital, everything changes. If something happens to us, the Great Tang will easily push the responsibility to someone else.


"Moreover, to deal with me, they will definitely attack the rest of you as well. Only this way can they make the incident look convincing. This is why I've escorted you out of the capital. In a little while, none of you should take the main road. Once we leave this place, split up into groups and choose a direction to escape. Do not look back until you return to the Tibetan Plateau," Dusong Mangpoje ordered, his voice carrying an ominous tone.


"General, you're not coming with us?"


An Ü-Tsang officer suddenly sensed something and raised his head.


"Of course he can't go with you!"


It wasn't Dusong Mangpoje replying. A voice had suddenly spoken, frightening the Tibetans.


"Who, who is it?"


"Who's lurking around out there! Get out here!"


……


As some of their comrades shouted, a few of the horsemen seemed to sense something and turned around as one, their bright scimitars leaving their sheaths to aim at the direction the voice had come from.


Whoosh!


A breeze blew past. An aloof figure dressed in snow-white clothes emerged in front of the party. With his silk belt drifting in the wind and his hands clasped behind him, he slowly walked out of the rustling forest.


His thin body exuded an energy as mighty as the mountains and seas.


Boom!


A silver boot lightly touched the ground, and the world quaked. The energy of the forest in a several-thousand-zhang radius suddenly transformed. All the grass, trees, the branches and leaves began to emit a sharp energy, all of it aimed at Dusong Mangpoje's party on the main road.


Neigh!


The warhorses whinnied, and in an instant, all these fine steeds trained on the Tibetan Plateau reared up, their eyes open and their manes bristling. It was as if they had sensed some terrible danger.
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"It's you…!"


When Dusong Mangpoje saw the elegant white-clothed figure with the feather fan and bound-up head covering, his expression turned cold, and only one thought remained in his mind.


Dusong Mangpoje knew who this person was. In the capital of the Great Tang, this person was undoubtedly the leader of the Confucian School, a title which he fully deserved.


Even in the capital of the Great Tang, this person was an influential figure of the highest distinction1.



Although he was not a Great General who led armies, in terms of influence, he was on par with or even above Geshu Han and the other Great Generals of the Central Plains.


Dusong Mangpoje had not imagined that the Great Tang would invite this character out for the sake of killing him.


"Haha, it is I!"


The man's face seemed to be carved from jade, and though the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes were so deep that they seemed to be fifty or sixty, the rest of his face was that of a thirty- or forty-year-old.


Hanging on his belt were a longsword and a little bell. The bell drifted in the wind, crisply ringing as it bumped against the silver sheath.


He looked like a refined and weak man, but in Dusong Mangpoje's eyes, he was the mightiest of foes.


"The Emperor of the Great Tang truly thinks highly of me!" Dusong Mangpoje gravely said as he looked at this visitor.


"Haha, Great General has shown such good faith, disregarding the vast distance to visit the capital. No matter what, we must entertain you well. Ten years ago, Great General also wore plain clothes and stealthily entered. This lowly Li came as fast he could but was not in time to receive you. This time, I must have a chat and a drink with General."


As the middle-aged man spoke, he slowly walked forward, and the sharp sword intent released by the leaves and blades of grass grew ever more formidable.


This feeling like a dagger at one's back made all the Tibetan horsemen, including the First Prince, sit up in unease with their hairs bristling in fear.


Tibetans were not afraid of bloody charges on the battlefield, but the situation before them had clearly exceeded the normal carnage of the battlefield.


"You're after me, so can you let them go?"


Dusong Mangpoje knew that no matter what, it was hard for today's events to turn out well for him. He could only hope that he could use himself to take the attention off these other people and allow them to escape.


"Heheh, I personally do not care. However, whether they can escape with their lives will still depend on themselves. After all, I didn't come alone!"


The white-clothed middle-aged man's voice contained a deeper meaning, yet his eyes did not even glance at the First Prince and the other Tibetans behind Dusong Mangpoje. It was like these elite Tibetan horsemen really were just little fish that had been inadvertently caught in his net.


For a moment, all the Tibetan horsemen felt a sense of humiliation, but for some reason, they also felt relieved.


This person was far too powerful, so powerful that none of them could gather the will to resist. The gap between the two sides was simply incalculable.


"I understand. Why haven't all of you left yet!"


Rumble!


The rest of the horsemen understood and quickly scattered. Even the First Prince fled in panic. Ten-some people took ten-some different directions, running off like stray dogs. In a few moments, they had disappeared into the dense forest.


And just as Dusong Mangpoje had said in his last order, of these ten-some people, not one chose to take the wide and flat main road.


Dusong Mangpoje did not move. Not until the First Prince and the others had left and were far away did he finally turn around to face the leader of the Great Tang's Confucian School.


"Come!" Dusong Mangpoje shouted.


Since he couldn't avoid this and matters had already reached this stage, he might as well fight.


"Haha, as General wishes…"


In front of the forest, the dangerous and frightening white-clothed man faintly smiled, and then, under the watchful gaze of Dusong Mangpoje, he extended a silver-booted foot.


Boom!


After a moment, there was a massive explosion as a massive pillar of light spiraled into the air, accompanied by the roars of dragons. The dazzling light transformed night into day.


And as the boundless destructive energy in this pillar of light was unleashed, all the trees in a radius of ten-some li were instantly rendered into ash…


This was a heaven-shaking battle!


……


Wang Chong only heard the news two days later.


An Ü-Tsang diplomatic mission returning from the Great Tang to Ü-Tsang had passed through Longxi and entered the borderlands when they were suddenly attacked by the Turks. Other than the Ü-Tsang First Prince and a small number of the Tibetan warriors, no one else had escaped.


The Great Tang Empire had expressed its deepest apologies for this incident. It had even stated that though the First Prince's party had not been attacked in the Great Tang's borders, in the future, the Great Tang would redouble its efforts in exterminating the Turks roaming along its borders.


As for the person Wang Chong was most concerned about, the Ü-Tsang Great General Dusong Mangpoje, not a single person in the Great Tang discussed him, neither in the court nor amongst the common people. It was like this Ü-Tsang Great General had never appeared.


And this was also apparently the truth!


Dusong Mangpoje's name was nowhere to be found in the list of people on the diplomatic mission from the Ü-Tsang Empire. Replacing him was some obscure Tibetan soldier!


Since he had never come, there was nothing to discuss.


When Wang Chong heard this news from Old Eagle, he roared with laughter. To play this sort of trick, the Imperial Court also seemed to have some very capable people.


This was why it was said that politics was always the dirtiest game, no matter where it was.


However, Wang Chong had made inquiries in many areas and used the resources of his own clan to finally obtain some information on Dusong Mangpoje.


Dusong Mangpoje had managed to successfully escape, but with heavy injuries!


Given his injuries, this powerful Great General would not be seen on the borders of the Great Tang and Ü-Tsang for a very long time!


"Alas, even like this, he still managed to escape!"


In Deflecting Blade Manor, Wang Chong sat on the floor, slapping the letter onto the table with an expression of regret.


After having his identity exposed, Dusong Mangpoje had still managed to get away with only severe injuries. This was far too different from what Wang Chong had anticipated.


If this Ü-Tsang Great General had died in the Great Tang, he might have been able to receive some Destiny Energy as a reward for changing fate.


But Wang Chong also knew that Dusong Mangpoje was a character on the same level as Geshu Han, Fumeng Lingcha, Gao Xianzhi, and Zhang Shougui.


It was not too difficult for these characters to be heavily wounded, but killing them was a completely different matter.


After all, the strength of an Imperial Great General could not be underestimated. Moreover, if they put everything into escaping, stopping them was no trifling task.


However, regardless of the result, now that Ü-Tsang lacked this powerful force, the western borders of the empire would be much calmer.


The pressure on Geshu Han would also be greatly lightened.


In this aspect, he had unintentionally greatly assisted Geshu Han.


"Forget it. Heavily injuring him is already a pretty good result. It seems like truly killing him can only be done on the actual battlefield!"


As he turned over these thoughts in his mind, Wang Chong quickly calmed down. Dabbing his brush in ink, he continued to write in the book on the table.


'Bright Wheel Scripture…'


After writing this title on the first page, Wang Chong quickly began to recall the details of this scripture, and his memories swiftly became a scripture written out on the paper.


He was transcribing the techniques in his memories!


In truth, there were already a few techniques in Deflecting Blade Manor that had been transcribed by Wang Chong, but these were far from enough. What Wang Chong wanted to do was create in Deflecting Blade Manor a 'Scripture Depository' that was Deflecting Blade Manor's alone.


Only this way would Deflecting Blade Manor be complete, would it be able to provide him all the advantage it could. Moreover, in the future, when he wasn't there, it would still be able to attract talented individuals and provide the empire a steady stream of gifted individuals.


The insight, experience, and fighting power that he could provide coupled with the massive supply of students provided by the Kunwu Training Camp meant that the people who joined Deflecting Blade Manor were not only able to learn strategy and cultivate in the spirit vein. They could also learn a large number of techniques that could not be easily learned outside.


And since Deflecting Blade Manor spanned across all three training camps, the network that it was slowly nurturing would allow the talents of Deflecting Blade Manor to be quickly placed in the jobs that they could excel in.


Only by putting all his resources at work could Wang Chong begin to alter the slow decline of the Great Tang and shake up the system of the Central Plains.


One person's strength was far too weak. Only when many people pooled their strength could they change an era, change the fate of an empire.


Though Deflecting Blade Manor was small, this was the fulcrum Wang Chong would use to gather the strength of others and alter this era.


Once he finished writing the 'Bright Wheel Scripture', which could calm the mind and drive out heart demons, Wang Chong put it aside and called over Old Eagle.


"Take these scriptures to the underground Scripture Cave!"


The Scripture Depository was still under construction, and Deflecting Blade Manor did not have the ability to protect the scriptures, so Wang Chong had chosen to temporarily store the scriptures in a cave under Deflecting Blade Manor.


"But Young Master…"


The ever-obedient Old Eagle unexpectedly stood there, not carrying out Wang Chong's order.


"That person is in the Scripture Cave. Isn't it a little inconvenient?"


"Haha, that makes it even better. With him there, the Scripture Cave will be safe and sound. How can that be bad?"


Wang Chong raised his head and smiled.


Wang Chong knew who Old Eagle was speaking of. There was only one person who dared to force their way into Deflecting Blade Manor, utterly ignoring his orders while making others too afraid to provoke him: the future Invincible Great General, the currently obscure Li Siye.


A few days ago, when Li Siye had come to find Wang Chong, he had inadvertently found the cave. At the start, Li Siye had disdained to even look at those scriptures.


How impressive could the scriptures some wet-behind-the-ears brat had written for his own amusement be? But after he flipped through a few books, Li Siye's mood flipped too.


Li Siye had essentially cooped himself up in that cave.


He was a brave subject devoted to his country, but he was also a martial arts maniac. Wang Chong knew this, so he simply lifted the ban. Not only did he allow Li Siye to read all the books in the cave, he even prepared three meals a day for him, allowing him to put all his focus into the books.


In reality, Li Siye was basically working as a part-time guard for Wang Chong's scriptures.


With this person here, Wang Chong temporarily did not have to worry about anything happening to the Scripture Cave.


______________


1. The specific term here for 'highest distinction' is 泰山北斗, or 'Mount Tai and the North Star'. It serves as a respectul epithet for a person.↩
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"Young Master, that's not what I mean."


Old Eagle hurriedly continued, "Although Young Master has already permitted him to read all the scriptures in the cave and he also helped you retrieve the Hyderabad ore, allowing him to read those scriptures is enough of a reward. Wouldn't keeping a few secrets be better?


"I know that Young Master deeply admires him, but he will still leave in the end. He won't be walking the same path as us!"


Old Eagle had always believed his young master to be a smart person, so he didn't understand why he would act so foolishly over Li Siye.


"Hahaha…."


Seeing that Old Eagle really was concerned, Wang Chong couldn't help but laugh. Though he hadn't noticed before, there were times when Old Eagle could be rather adorable.


Wang Chong knew that Old Eagle was only worried about him, and if his goal had been to dominate the world or rise rapidly through the court, Old Eagle's advice was completely on the mark.


But this time, Old Eagle truly was wrong.


The more books the Invincible Great General Li Siye read, the more he learned, the more advantage he would present to him and the future empire.


Wang Chong was not worried that he would read too much, but too little. He was even adding in the 'Bright Wheel Scripture', this high-level technique that could subdue heart demons and calm the mind, precisely because he was afraid that in all this reading, Li Siye might bite off more than he could chew and suffer a cultivation defect.


Wang Chong was confident that given Li Siye's personality, he would definitely read this book.


"Old Eagle, relax. I have my plans for Li Siye and they won't result in any loss for us. Let him do what he wants."


Wang Chong waved his hands and smiled.


Still a little hesitant, Old Eagle finally nodded. Although he still felt a little inappropriate, he still chose to believe in Wang Chong's judgment.


After taking the scriptures that Wang Chong had transcribed from the table, he held them to his chest, bid farewell to Wang Chong, and quickly left for the underground Scripture Cave.


After Old Eagle left, Wang Chong calmed back down.


"It's about time…"


Wang Chong fell silent for a few moments and then put the brush back onto its rack. Quite a few scriptures had been added to the Scripture Cave now, and it was already beginning to take shape.


More important now was still the problem of his own strength.


"Since I've now accumulated 109 points of Destiny Energy, I can exchange for 'Origin Energy' rewards," Wang Chong said to himself as he thought about the Stone of Destiny.


In the past, Wang Chong had always exchanged for 'Body' items, but now he could finally exchange for higher-level rewards.


The room was still and devoid of other individuals, and normal people would not dare to lightly enter this room.


Wang Chong's thoughts immediately reached out to the Stone of Destiny in his mind. In the next moment, a screen of light opened in front of Wang Chong, on it a page with a set of completely new items.


'Origin Energy Pill. Cost: 10 points. Can increase a warrior's Origin Energy. Only useful to warriors at the Origin Energy realm. At most, can bring a warrior to Origin Energy Tier 9. At the same time, it will permanently provide a weak boost to the speed at which Origin Energy circulates through a warrior's body. It will also increase the warrior's ability to accept and attract natural Origin Energy.


'Note: Origin Energy Pill will be less effective with each additional pill taken.'


……


This was Wang Chong's first time seeing the rewards available for exchange in the Origin Energy category. The first thing he saw was a low-level pill that also had an extremely low price.


Although it had a very strict limit, only being useful on warriors of the Origin Energy realm and thus absolutely useless to the current Wang Chong, its use was still very obvious.


'Permanently provide a weak boost to the speed at which Origin Energy circulates through a warrior's body, and also increase the warrior's ability to accept and attract natural Origin Energy.' These two points increased the value of this pill by several times.


'A weak boost to the speed at which Origin Energy circulates' meant that one would be able to strike faster, to use their energy faster, and as battles stretched on, one would possess a greater advantage.


And 'increase the ability to accept and attract natural Origin Energy' meant that when cultivating, one would get stronger at a faster rate.


Although both of these were described as a weak boost, these two effects made the Origin Energy Pill extremely precious, even if it was useless to those of the True Martial realm and above.


"I can exchange for this pill when I need it and use it to reward Zhao Jingdian and the others, increasing their strength."


Wang Chong contemplated the screen in his mind.


An error of a single hair could lead one a thousand li astray. It was just a tiny difference, but since all cultivators had to confront the same bottlenecks, these small differences were often crucial.


And in intense conflicts of army against army, general against general, a difference in the circulation speed of Origin Energy was often the difference between life and death.


It was precisely this point that led Wang Chong to decide that as long as it would not affect his own situation, he would give all the core members of Deflecting Blade Manor one of these Origin Energy Pills.


With a thought from Wang Chong, the contents on the screen changed, revealing another item. This one was related to Stellar Energy.


'Stellar Energy Honer: Alters the nature of Stellar Energy, increasing the sharpness of Stellar Energy. Every third exchange will provide a grade-one Halo of Sharpness. No limits to use.


'Cost: 15 points.'


……


These simple words caused Wang Chong's eyelids to shoot up. The effects of the Origin Energy Pill were shocking enough, but the effects of this item were even more amazing.


"It can change the nature of Stellar Energy! That's inconceivable!"


Wang Chong's mind was in turmoil as he sat cross-legged on the ground.


He had felt that getting a pill that could increase Stellar Energy would be fine. He hadn't expected the Stone of Destiny to have an item that could directly change the nature of Stellar Energy.


This was far more than Wang Chong had expected.


"…Exchanging three times will even result in the effect of a grade-one halo. That's basically getting a halo from nothing. That's unbelievable."


Wang Chong was truly stupefied by the 'Origin Energy' items offered by the Stone of Destiny.



Although a grade-one halo was the lowest grade of halo and couldn't change too much, Wang Chong had immediately noticed its hidden value: this ability was not limited.


This meant that as long as one had enough Destiny Energy, one could have a high-level halo that was normally only possible at the higher levels of the True Martial realm, even as high as Tier 5 or 6.


The only problem was that though this reward seemed very generous, it had a shockingly high price.


In order to gain this grade-one halo, one needed to pay 45 Destiny Energy.


This was no small burden for Wang Chong's current stock of Destiny Energy. This sort of expense was not something Wang Chong could squander his funds endlessly on.


Moreover, different grades of halos required one to accumulate different amounts of halos.


When upgrading from a grade-one halo to a grade-two halo, one might only need to accumulate one grade-one halo, but to move from grade two to grade three was not so simple.


And as one went from three to four, from four to five, one would need even more.


"But basically, to exchange for a single grade-one halo is already rather decent," Wang Chong said to himself. He had quickly identified the practical uses for this Stellar Energy Honer. Just like the Origin Energy Pill, the effect of the Stellar Energy Honer could only help warriors fight people on the same level, giving them a small advantage in these fights.


In this aspect, Wang Chong had no need to exchange for a grade-one Halo of Sharpness. The truly wise and reasonable decision was to just exchange for one-third of the halo.


Wang Chong's gaze focused as he swiftly made up his mind and continued reading.


The item that appeared before him now was completely different from the first two.


'Stellar Energy Piercer: Alters the nature of the warrior's Stellar Energy, improving its piercing nature. Provides the warrior a (small) chance of ignoring the opponent's defense, piercing through Stellar Energy barriers and attacking the opponent's internals. Is effective on opponents three levels higher at maximum (Upgradeable! Upgrade Condition: Complete the training challenge).


'Cost: 45 points.


'Note: The Stellar Energy Piercer can be exchanged for without limit. As it increases in grade, the probability of piercing through the opponent's defense increases and the maximum level gap also increases. When the Stellar Energy Piercer reaches a certain level, it can always ignore the opponent's defense, piercing through Stellar Energy with absolute success!'


……


The resplendent words on the screen finally caused Wang Chong's eyes to shine. This was the most tempting ability he had ever seen offered by the Stone of Destiny.


Although the Stone of Destiny had not said that this ability could strengthen a warrior, a perceptive person like him understood that the ability to pierce through Stellar Energy was far more powerful than the effects of any other item he had previously seen. He could think about ways to improve his strength, but it was impossible for him to grant himself the ability to pierce through Stellar Energy.


Wang Chong's mind was bursting with techniques, but he had never heard of one that could pierce through Stellar Energy.


This ability was undoubtedly one of the only methods to defeat a far stronger opponent!


But the cost to exchange for the Stellar Energy Piercer was far too high—45 points of Destiny Energy. It cost even more than Blood Reformation.


But when he thought about that unique piercing ability, this price was worth it.


"There's no need to choose; it's got to be this one!"


With a thought, Wang Chong immediately exchanged for the Stellar Energy Piercer on the screen.


Crack!


A mysterious bolt of energy flew out of the Stone of Destiny and into Wang Chong's body. In the next moment, thunder seemed to rumble in the building, sounding like it was exploding right next to his ears. A violent energy, brimming with the power of lightning, seeped into the Stellar Energy within Wang Chong's body.


Like water dropping into oil, Wang Chong's Stellar Energy instantly began to boil. A new, unprecedented Stellar Energy characteristic was granted to Wang Chong.


In the span of second, the feeling within Wang Chong's body had completely transformed.


If Wang Chong's Stellar Energy was a calm and deep stream at the start, it was now a turbulent river.


But on the surface, it still seemed very calm.
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"This Stellar Energy…"


Wang Chong silently pondered the changes in his body.


Bang! In the next moment, without any warning, Wang Chong slapped his palm on the table. The table did not suddenly splinter into pieces as expected. Wang Chong raised his hand, and in the middle of the hard sandalwood table was a hole about the size of a thumb.


And if one looked through the hole, one would notice that the energy had gone through the floor and into the room below.


"So this is the Stellar Energy Piercer!"


Wang Chong pensively looked at the hole in the table. When he was slapping down his palm, he had clearly sensed that a portion of the Stellar Energy in his palm had suddenly condensed into a vortex, its piercing strength and sharpness suddenly multiplying. It was through this that it had been able to pierce through the hard sandalwood.


Solely in terms of sharpness, this energy was comparable to Wang Chong's Sword Qi, but its piercing strength was even greater.


"This ability is actually very similar to Sword Qi, but it's still lacking in destructive power. It's still of very limited use against top-notch experts. If I can combine this ability with Sword Qi, using Sword Qi to replace the Stellar Energy, the power will definitely be multiplied."


Wang Chong's martial intuition quickly let him sense the hidden abilities of the Stellar Energy Piercer.


Whoosh!


In the next moment, Wang Chong's finger rose and pointed at the distant wall. Awkwardly, however, Wang Chong did not see the expected result.


Nothing came out of Wang Chong's finger.


"Oops, I forgot that there's only a chance of activating the Stellar Energy Piercer."


Wang Chong sat in a daze as he sheepishly remembered. His momentary joy had made him forget that he had no control over the Stellar Energy Piercer.


The Stone of Destiny had altered the nature of his Stellar Energy, but it wasn't something as simple as changing its form so that he could form a vortex with it.


Wang Chong proceeded to sit and constantly jab out with his finger. On his sixteenth attempt, a scalding bolt of Stellar Energy finally shot out of his fingers and exploded against the wall, leaving a giant hole.


The massive rumble attracted the notice of the other students in Deflecting Blade Manor. A ruckus could be heard outside, though Old Eagle quickly managed to calm it down.


Only Wang Chong could have made so much noise in that room.


No matter what happened, there was nothing that could happen in that room that was worth making a fuss over.


As Wang Chong listened to the activity from outside die down, a faint smile appeared on his lips, though this, too, quickly faded away.


"This destructive power… Even a True Martial Tier 5 expert could suffer a fatal blow."


Wang Chong nodded with satisfaction at the hole in the wall.


Although he had only launched a bolt of energy, by doing his utmost to work with the energy vortex of the Stellar Energy Piercer, he had been able to increase its destructive power by ten times.


In other words, even without borrowing the power of a charging warhorse, Wang Chong could still rely on his own Stellar Energy to harm a True Martial Tier 5 expert.


Moreover, Wang Chong had made another discovery.


"The Stone of Destiny didn't give the exact probability of triggering the Stellar Energy Piercer, only saying that it was small, but from my experiments, it's basically once every sixteen tries. This means that the trigger probability is basically five percent!"


Wang Chong sat on the ground, his eyes shining with an intelligent light.


Many things didn't need to be explained. As long as one was sufficiently intelligent, one could experiment to find out. Five percent seemed like a very low chance, with attempts usually meeting with failure.


But if a battle was intense enough and one attacked often enough, at a certain level, the Stellar Energy Piercer would appear at a sufficiently steady rate.


And if he was skilled enough at keeping count, Wang Chong was completely capable of having the Stellar Energy Piercer appear when he needed it.


Whoosh!


With a thought, Wang Chong jabbed his finger again.


Wang Chong continued to experiment, eventually confirming his hypothesis. The chance of triggering the Stellar Energy Piercer was about five percent.


With proper utilization, this technique would be extremely effective.


"Whoa!"


While he was cultivating, Wang Chong suddenly heard a burst of cheers from outside, attracting his attention.


On impulse, Wang Chong suddenly stood up and, pushing open the door, walked outside. In the next moment, Wang Chong calmed down and decided to just stand in the doorway.


Outside the door, snow was falling down from the overcast sky.


"It's snowing!"


Wang Chong stretched out a finger, catching a drifting snowflake. He had a dazed look on his face. While he had been engrossed in cultivation, it had gradually become winter.


Without his notice, his reincarnated life in this world had gone on for more than a year!


"One year…!"


Wang Chong muttered to himself and sighed, his cold breath condensing into frost. Although only a year had passed, in Wang Chong's perception, it had been a year of winter this entire time.


"Hahaha, it's snowing, it's snowing…"


A hubbub of voices began to rise from Deflecting Blade Manor, and even Kunwu Training Camp was filled with cheers. People began to gather on the various mountains.


Whether they had been riding horses, climbing poles, fighting practice matches, or shooting arrows, everyone excitedly cheered in the falling snow.


The snow fell fast and thick. In just a few moments, the world was shrouded in mist. In the mountains, the trees cloaked in snow seemed to be silver maidens clothed in white silk. From a distance, they were as beautiful as a painting.


Clatter!


A warhorse suddenly came neighing out of the snowstorm, the sound of its hooves resounding in the storm. Mounted on the horse was a guard of the Wang Clan. He entered Deflecting Blade Manor and dismounted in front of Wang Chong's building.


This strange action attracted Wang Chong's notice, along with the notice of all the other students in the manor.


The uniformed guard, his fists clenched, put one knee on the ground. Only after taking a few breaths did he finally speak.


"Young Master, Master Liang, Master Liang has returned…!"


"What?"


Wang Chong had only planned to give a casual glance, but these words sent a shock through his body. He wore an expression of such incredulity, it was like he had been struck by lightning.


"What did you say? Say it again?"


"Young Master, Master Liang, Master Liang has finally returned from the ocean. We've already received his message. He says that he'll be back in the capital in a few days!"


Boom!


One stone could stir a thousand waves. Wang Chong's hands were hidden in his sleeve, and as they fiercely clenched, they sent tremors throughout his body.


In the entire Wang Clan, there was only one person addressed as 'Master Liang': the cousin that Wang Chong had dispatched to the ocean and had not been heard of for more than half a year, Wang Liang!


Wang Liang had returned!


He had finally returned from his voyage!


This could be considered the best news Wang Chong had heard today.


"Wonderful!"


Wang Chong's face was bright red, and he was so excited that he almost jumped off the ground.


"The letter? Let me see it!"


A letter stained by sea water and sweat quickly found its way into Wang Chong's hands. The damp climate and the ocean winds had left the letter wrinkled and filthy.


Wang Chong did not read it very carefully, but flipped straight to the last page. And when he saw the tiny flame drawn in ink that he had so anxiously awaited on the upper right corner, he finally couldn't suppress his shivers.


"Success! He really did find the meteorites!"


An energy surged violently out of his heart. In this instant, Wang Chong's entire body went taut as blood rushed through it. When his cousin Wang Liang had left, Wang Chong had already made some arrangements with him.


If this voyage turned out fruitless, he would draw a stone on the lower left corner. But if he succeeded in finding the meteorites that he had theorized… he would draw a black flame on the upper right corner of the last page.


His cousin had found them. He truly had followed those speculations and found the unknown Meteoric Metal on those islands.


In another time and space, this Meteoric Metal would eventually become famous due to the Kris swords of Malaysia, but in this world, no one had any interest in them.


They were a treasure that only he could appreciate!


After more than a year, he had finally obtained a strength that could let him establish a foothold in this generation and change it!


Whoosh!


Turning his head, Wang Chong looked toward the mountains. The winds were howling and snow was falling faster and faster.


……


"Helmsman, turn the rudder hard to port. The river surface is frozen; pay attention to the ice!


"Rigger, quickly, furl two of the sails. We're traveling with the wind right now, so we don't need that many sails.


"All sailors, get ready to follow my orders and drop the anchor at any time!


"Everyone else, get to your positions. Cook, prepare to extinguish the fires. Today, we'll be spending the night ashore. Today, we will all eat a good meal!"


……


Ten-some days later, accompanied by a string of orders and the cracking of ice, a massive ship plowed through various obstacles like a heavy sword and approached the harbor.


Crash! Crash!


Two massive anchors, six to seven hundred jin heavy, dropped down from the left and right sides of the ship. The anchors smashed through the ice layer and into the water, sending white frost flying.


One ship, two ships, three ships… As the first ship reached the shore, the other ships also began to arrive.


As they approached the shore, the entire fleet exploded with cheers.


"We're back! We're finally back!"


"Haha, this old man finally doesn't have to eat dirt!"


"Strong wine and beautiful girls! I'm going to get my fill of fun this time!"


"Tonight, I'm not going home until I'm drunk!"


"Okay!"


……


The entire fleet was cheering. With a swish, rope ladders and wooden stairs were put down the side of the ships. One by one, rough-skinned sailors, their faces red and brimmed with frost, began to disembark from the ships.


The more formidable sailors jumped straight off.


In just a few moments, the vacant and snow-covered harbor was packed with people.
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Everyone's faces were red from the cold, but their eyes were bright from excitement.


One after another, the cooks, the sailors, the riggers, the helmsmen, the guards, the bowmen… they continued to disembark from the ships. After everyone left, a young man, his face honed by the wind and frost, finally appeared on the first ship.


This youth didn't seem very old, but his eyes were those of a calm and time-tested veteran. They weren't the eyes a young man should have, and were more appropriate for a middle-aged man of thirty or forty who had a story to tell.


"I'm finally back!"


Wang Liang let out a cold breath of air. Taking in the dense, lively, and amiable crowd of sailors as well as the familiar yet empty harbor cloaked in white, he internally sighed.


Though he had set out from here only half a year ago, it had felt so long that it seemed like another life.


He had seen and experienced far too much on this adventure.


Breathing in a lungful of cold air, Wang Liang raised his robe and began to descend the wooden ship stairs. The steps creaked as he walked, each creak resounding in every sailor's ear.


"Captain!"


"Captain!"


"Captain!"


……


……


As they watched Wang Liang walk down, everyone in the harbor—the sailors, the riggers, the guards, the cooks, the navigators, the archers, the crossbowmen, and the lookouts—began to cheer.


Each pair of eyes was filled with passion and worship. It was like this descending youth was some famous and influential figure.


Wave after wave of cheers rose up from the crowd, and not even the snowstorm or the bitter cold could stop them. Even the guards of the Wang Clan momentarily forgot who Wang Liang was and, just like everyone else, cheered him on as their most important captain.


In their hearts, his identity as captain was clearly higher and worthier of respect than his identity as Young Master Liang.


He had finally disembarked, his feet meeting solid ground. As he met the numerous eyes, Wang Liang finally spoke his first words after stepping onto the mainland: "We've returned! Just like I promised you all. You will all receive what you want, and that is 'fortune'!"


"Captain!"


"Captain!"


……


The already-excited crowd instantly grew even more passionate. Those shining eyes inspired absolute trust in them. Every one of them was a most loyal follower and guard of Wang Liang.


Anyone, anyone… if anyone wanted to harm Wang Liang, they would tear that person to pieces!


Just when the crowd was most excited, the clopping of hooves came from the distance, drawing their attention.


This galloping was faint at first, but it quickly became a great rumble, a stampede of horses heading toward the harbor.


"Look over there!"


Someone pointed into the distance and shouted. In a flash, everyone looked in that direction, where they saw a black and grandiose tide surging toward the harbor.


"Creeeee!"


At the very front, a golden eagle cried out, its wings cutting through the snow like metal.


And right under the golden eagle was a youth of sixteen or seventeen wearing a fur coat, his brows straight and his eyes bright, leading the group. Though he was young, this youth's every movement seemed to carry a certain majesty that made other people trust him.


"Young Master! It's Young Master Chong!"


The Wang Clan guards were the first in the crowd to recognize him. Others soon followed. There were currently few people in the capital that didn't know the Wang Clan's Qilin son.


Quite a few of the members of the fleet had joined because of this youngest scion of the Wang Clan. Of course, some of them had come because of his reputation, but even more because of the legendary Wootz Steel weapons, and others because of his astonishing wealth.


"Elder Cousin, you've finally returned!"


Wang Chong rode his horse through the snow. As he approached the frozen ground of the harbor and the iced-over water, he was able to pick out Wang Liang in the very back of the crowd with just a glance.


He galloped past the crowd, dismounted, took a step forward, and then embraced his cousin.


"Hahaha, I'm back, I'm back…"


Wang Liang also laughed and hugged Wang Chong back.


This ocean adventure had truly been arduous, one in which he had barely escaped with his life, almost dying at sea. Yet now that he had smoothly returned home, the person Wang Liang was most grateful to was Wang Chong.


If not for Wang Chong, he would never have left the walls of the capital. Perhaps he would still be in the marketplace, making his flying birds and selling his little toys.


If not for Wang Chong, he would have never known about the marvelous world that existed outside of his home, or the vastness of the ocean.


If not for Wang Chong, he would have never found out that in the very depths of his heart, this was what he had always wanted!


The current him was the truly authentic him!


He didn't want that dull life. Even without superb martial arts, even without the backing of his clan, he could still rely on his own wits and ability to win the loyalty, protection, and respect of others.


"Younger Cousin, I didn't let you down. I brought back what you wanted."


Wang Liang let go and pointed behind him to the large ships floating in the harbor.


Many people had died on this voyage, and they had suffered from no small number of thunderstorms and hurricanes. Their greatest harvest had been stored in the large ships behind him.


Although Wang Chong had told him that those were meteorites from beyond the heavens, none of them had been tested. Whether or not all those deaths and hardships had been worth it ultimately hinged on Wang Chong's confirmation.


Hearing Wang Liang's words, Wang Chong also turned to look. However, what Wang Chong looked at was not the decks of the ships, but that the decks were much closer to the water than normal ships.


"Elder Cousin, I've troubled you. Let's leave these matters to others. We'll go back first. You've been gone for so long, and I'm very interested in hearing about your voyage," Wang Chong said.


The Wang Liang in front of him was a completely different person from the one who had set out. His face, neck, and hands had all been tanned by the scorching sun on the ocean, and the coarse, weather-beaten skin was completely out of place on a descendant of a great clan.


Wang Chong had never expected to see such a composed and dignified person.


Even if Wang Liang didn't say it, Wang Chong could feel that Wang Liang had many stories from this voyage.


"Wait a moment!"


Wang Liang stopped Wang Chong. Confronting Wang Chong's flabbergasted gaze, Wang Liang was quiet for a few moments and then pointed at the members of the fleet before them.


"These people set out with me on this voyage and nearly lost their lives. I promised them that once I returned, I would grant them a great fortune!"


"Hahaha, so that's what it was about. Relax; I've already made preparations. What do you see over there?"


Wang Chong pointed behind him.


Following Wang Chong's finger, Wang Liang saw many horses and multiple teams of two carrying heavy chests made of crude copper toward them.


Wang Liang began to count: one, two, three… There were more than ten of these chests.


Wang Chong snapped his fingers. A horseman pulled out a saber with a clang and cut off the lock on one of the chests. Putting a hand into the chink of the lid, he lifted. In an instant, a dazzling golden light spilled forth.


That copper chest was full to the bursting with dazzling gold.


Seeing those chests packed with gold, the crowd excitedly cheered. Some of the more impatient ones even began to rush over.


"Let's go!"


Wang Chong led a horse over. This time, Wang Liang did not refuse and mounted the horse. Behind him, Wang Chong snapped his fingers, at which point all the clan guards, the guards sent by his big uncle, and the experts sent by Elder Hu and Elder Ye rushed toward the large ships in the harbor…


……


Wang Chong brought Wang Liang to his own restaurant to welcome him.


The entire restaurant was empty, and the table was piled high with fine foods and wine. After the windows and doors were closed and some charcoal fires lit, the atmosphere in the room quickly changed.


While winter winds howled outside the room and snow piled down, the room was a bastion of warmth.


Wang Chong and Wang Liang, these two cousins, sat across from each other at the table. Old Eagle sat on the side, an eagle perched on his shoulder.


Wang Liang took a pot of warm wine out of the stove. He first poured himself a cup and then poured a cup for Wang Chong. He then took a piece of piping hot and tender beef from the food pot and took a big bite.


"Great, it's delicious!" Wang Liang effusively praised, and then he began to chew, occasionally taking a drink of wine.


"You didn't use to drink alcohol," Wang Chong suddenly said as he watched Wang Liang.


The Wang Liang of the past would have never done something like this, but now he did it as if it was natural. He was not like the scion of a great clan but a sailor who had spent a long time at sea.


"Haha, if you experienced what I experienced, you would also be like this," Wang Liang laughed heartily. As he spoke, he continued to eat his beef and drink his wine.



"What in the world happened?" Wang Chong asked.


He had suppressed this question for long enough already.


Wang Liang did not hesitate, immediately recounting his experiences at sea. Even though Wang Chong had expected it, he still couldn't help but feel deeply moved by Wang Liang's tale.


The ocean was an abyss!


In that place, far from land and far from virtue, one was infinitesimally close to a hellish abyss, and one's character would undergo the harshest of trials.


There, Wang Liang had to face all sorts of problems, both external and internal.


As he drank, Wang Liang described his experiences, but it was only when Wang Chong heard that the Wang Clan guards he had dispatched to protect Wang Liang had mutinied that he profoundly understood just how complicated the situation Wang Liang had faced was.


The ocean could make the best of people into the worst and the worst into the best, and it could provoke the greatest potential in the most incapable of people!
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As Wang Liang recounted his journey, even Wang Chong found himself shaken to the core. Before the boundless ocean, the strength of a warrior seemed insignificant.


Wang Liang's narrative let Wang Chong know that he had probably underestimated the dangers of an ocean voyage. Back then, even at his lowest, Wang Chong had never journeyed on the ocean.


The largest ships, the strongest guards of the clan, and the backing of Wang Clan… Wang Chong had thought that these things would be enough for him to rest easy, but in retrospect, he realized that he had been too simpleminded.


Unlike the land, the ocean was changing every moment.


If one fell into the ocean, even the most powerful warrior would end up dead. And one was not confronting only the might of nature. One also needed to deal with the complexities of morale and human nature.


Lack of food, awful conditions, no sight of land for more than half a year, and no guarantee that one would even be able to return to dry land—it was these circumstances which were most liable to provoke the ugly side of the human heart.


In the most dangerous periods, Wang Liang had needed to simultaneously deal with three factions or more, and each faction wanted to kill him and take his place.


Even the cook on his ship had carried such ambitions.


Everyone was complaining and blaming him. Everyone believed that he was wrong and wanted to replace him and take over the rest of the fleet.


"…There's something else that I need to tell you. The matter of the 'Meteoric Metal' has already been exposed!" Wang Liang suddenly said.


"What!"


Wang Chong's pupils constricted and his chopsticks stopped in midair. The Meteoric Metal was extremely important and could not be revealed to outsiders easily.


Otherwise, those factions seeking out the meteorites would cross the ocean like a school of carp moving down a river.


The Meteoric Metal was an existence comparable to the Hyderabad ore. Moreover, there weren't just one or two of these pieces of Meteoric Metal, but a vast quantity sitting outside on those islands across the sea.


This sort of secret would be enough to tempt any of the great clans and trigger mad carnage on the ocean.


The secret of the Hyderabad ore was already exposed, and it had been the Yao Clan and King Qi that had found out. If even the Meteoric Metal were to be exposed not long after its discovery, it would be a massive blow to his cause!


"…But there's no need for you to worry. I already helped you take care of it. Other than me, no one else in the fleet knows," Wang Liang said lightly, sipping his wine.


"Took care of it?"


Wang Chong was struck dumb.


"Haha, it is a very long journey from those islands to the mainland!" Wang Liang casually said.


Wang Chong felt like he could smell the thick scent of blood in Wang Liang's voice. He raised his head and began to carefully to size up this former idler of his clan. Only then did he realize that Wang Liang didn't just have weather-beaten skin, but also a resolve and determination in his eyes that Wang Chong had never seen before.


No! He had seen it…


It was when the Wang Clan had fallen and everyone had been rendered homeless. At their moment of greatest despair and dejection, that always-weak cousin stepped forward and used that frail body of his to protect the entire clan!


In those desperate straits, his cousin's face had exactly this sort of expression.


…No! Even the cousin from back then did not compare to the one sitting in front of him now.


Wang Chong truly found it difficult to imagine what sort of trials could hone his cousin to this state in only half a year.


And he had no idea how many stories were hidden beneath that indifferent face.


Unimaginable…! Wang Chong sighed in his heart.


His cousin had grown up!


He had always wanted to help the people of his clan, help them mature and help them succeed. But he hadn't imagined that the first person to mature would be his older cousin, Wang Liang.


The current Wang Liang was as steady as a rock, composed, persistent, decisive. He gave off an aura of trustworthiness and reliability.


Although he was still not powerful in terms of martial arts, Wang Chong was well aware that his cousin's expertise had never been in that field.


The current Wang Liang had reached the state that Wang Chong had envisioned and was truly able to hold his own.


…Perhaps, in the future, I can let him handle all of the clan's business!


This thought flashing through Wang Chong's mind left him incredibly relieved.


Although his cousin looked incredibly rough and not all like that young scion from before, this had been the price paid for maturity!


Compared to the price that might have to be paid in the future, it was very small.


"I've truly troubled you this time. This restaurant belongs to our clan, and there's a bathroom here. I've already prepared a change of clothes for you after you've finished washing. Once you've finished eating, take a bath and rest up. Then once your mind has recovered, you should visit Aunt and Uncle. They've probably been waiting for you for a long time," Wang Chong suggested.



"Mm." Wang Liang nodded.


"I've been gone for so long, so I really should take a rest. And besides, it will be very difficult to get there without the monsoon winds. As for you, your goal this time will be even bigger, so you'll definitely attract the notice of some ambitious people. And once I clean up those evil-minded people in the fleet, those clans backing them definitely won't back down without any results.


"There are probably going to be endless probes from the various factions. Once the secret of the Meteoric Metal is exposed, people will rush toward those islands like a swarm of locusts. I think that this will be your primary concern."


Wang Chong silently agreed. This was something that couldn't be avoided.


The Wang Clan had paid such an enormous price, spending a million taels of gold, recruited so many people, and organized such a large fleet that was at sea for so long… It would be strange if this didn't attract any attention.


"There's no need to worry. I've already made plans," Wang Chong indifferently said.


Whether it was the Wang Clan, his big uncle, or the Zhang Clan, they were all too obvious. So Wang Chong had never planned to put the Meteoric Metal in any of those places.


Wang Chong had already decided that when the night came, he would begin transporting those meteorites to Deflecting Blade Manor.


With a top-notch expert like Li Siye standing guard, these meteorites would be safe for now.


The fleet had just returned, and the stir that it had created was too great. He would need to wait a while for the waves to settle and for prying eyes to look elsewhere. The matter of the Meteoric Metal would naturally fade from notice with it.


When that time came, it wouldn't be too late to restart his plans.


"Since you've already made plans, I can relax. As for the members of my fleet, there's no need for you to worry. It's not like every one of them could remember the course of the voyage. Without my navigation map, even if they did have ambitions, they wouldn't be able to find that place. Moreover, the majority of them only know that we found a sort of massive stone on those islands, but they have no idea what those stones are for. Even if there are some people who went behind my back and investigated those stones, discovering that there was metal inside, they would never know that this was Meteoric Metal.


"In addition, in this period of time, I'll keep them in check!"


Wang Liang had a dignified air as he spoke.


Wang Chong nodded and stood up, saying no more.


His cousin's methods were already rather meticulous, so there was no need for any more input on his part. In the future, he would finally have another person in the Wang Clan that he could talk business with.


"Cousin!"


Right when Wang Chong was ready to leave, a voice came from behind him. Wang Liang had put down his wine cup and chopsticks, and his eyes were fixed on Wang Chong, a strange look shining in them.


"That Meteoric Metal… what do you plan to do with it? …And don't tell me that you plan to start a business!"


Wang Chong was frozen for a moment, and then he finally turned around. He looked at his cousin as if he was meeting him for the first time.


He had done many things since his reincarnation, but everyone would just be surprised at his performance or praise his competence.


His older cousin Wang Liang was the first to ask him what he wanted to do.


This voyage had unquestionably matured him, allowed him to perceive many things.


"Haha, you'll find out in the future!"


Wang Chong chuckled and turned back around. Walking down the stairs and out the door, he swiftly vanished in the vast world of snow.


Wang Liang watched in a daze, but a faint smile eventually crept onto his lips.


At times, the lack of denial was admission, and the lack of an answer was an answer.


Wang Liang had already managed to confirm some of his speculations from Wang Chong's words. His feeling had been on the mark. This younger cousin of his really was up to something.


The Hyderabad ore, the Meteoric Metal…


Though he had matured and gained a greater understanding of the human mind and nature, he was still utterly perplexed by this cousin of his.


There were far too many puzzling things about him.


But no matter what he did, desired, or schemed, there was one thing that Wang Liang could be sure of: Wang Chong had always been protecting his clan.


He meant no evil for the clan.


This was enough!


Thus, no matter what he did, even if he planned to usurp the throne, Wang Liang would not try to stop him!


"…The snow is really coming down!"


As he listened to the howling of the wind outside, Wang Liang took a pot of warmed wine to the window. Opening the window and looking out at the storm, he watched as a slender figure walked alone through the wind and snow, quickly vanishing.


……


Time passed in a flash.


Rumble!


A slender figure was seated atop a snow-capped mountain. Thunder rolled and the world seemed to twist. The chaotic and monstrously terrifying energy of the world flooded unstoppably down onto the mountaintop.


Crrsssh!


The piled snow, jolted by this energy, began to rustle down. And at this moment, Wang Chong heard a voice at his ear that he had not heard for a long time.


【Congratulations, user, for passing the third World Constraint. You have consumed 40 points of Destiny Energy. You have 24 points of Destiny Energy remaining.】


【Next World Constraint: 9 months. Required Destiny Energy: 60 points. In addition, with each successful passage, user's Gold Organs and Flood Dragon Bone will be strengthened. Strength will increase in direct proportion with number of successes!】
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The third World Constraint had finally been successfully passed. Streams of energy rushed out of the depths of time-space, flowing into Wang Chong's mind and body. In a short time, he felt that both his physical and mental strength had received a considerable boost.


"I finally passed through this World Constraint!" Wang Chong delightedly said to himself.


The World Constraint and its rejective power were like a time bomb. If one made a small mistake, people would die. It was only now that he had finally managed to overcome it.


Getting up from the ground, Wang Chong began to warm up his body. Crackclack! His body creaked and cracked as a powerful energy began to exude from within.


This energy broke through the Origin Energy realm, climbing to the True Martial realm Tier 1, Tier 2, and finally Tier 3.


Twenty-some days of cultivation, the pills sent over by Six-Fingered Zhang, and the repayment for passing through the third World Constraint had finally allowed Wang Chong to reach Tier 3 of the True Martial realm.


"…With another two tiers, I'll be at True Martial Tier 5. At that point, I can finally upgrade the Halo of Dusk Stallion to the second layer!"


Wang Chong's eyes shone as he inwardly rejoiced.


The strongest aspect of the Halo of Dusk Stallion was not in the boost in strength it provided, but its strategic value on the battlefield.


At the second layer of the Halo of Dusk Stallion, as long as a soldier was standing in the effective radius of the halo, they would receive a constant buff that promoted them to Tier 2 of the True Martial realm, upgrading their strength, speed, and dexterity to this level.


This sort of comprehensive buff was almost absurd!


As he slowly withdrew his energy, Wang Chong exhaled. His thoughts quickly reached out to the Stone of Destiny in his mind.


The longer he spent in this world, the harsher the backlash from the World Constraint became. Wang Chong had already gotten used to this.


But when he had been resisting the power of the World Constraint this time, Wang Chong had realized that the Stone of Destiny had suddenly changed a little!


"The time interval was extended to nine months, but the Destiny Energy needed didn't scale proportionally. This means that in the future, the rejective power of the world will irregularly and rapidly increase. This also means that I will need more and more Destiny Energy!"


Wang Chong lowered his head, his eyes glimmering. Wang Chong had very quickly noticed another thing that had changed with the World Constraint.


Although 60 points of Destiny Energy was a lot, the nine months of buffer was probably enough. What Wang Chong was more concerned about was the last point:


"Every time I successfully pass a World Constraint, my Gold Organs and Flood Dragon Bone will be strengthened. And they will be strengthened in direct proportion to the number of World Constraints!"


This message had never appeared before.


He didn't care much about other things, but the Gold Organs and Flood Dragon Bone were both extremely important to Wang Chong. It was basically impossible to upgrade the former and arduously difficult to upgrade the latter.


The Flood Dragon Bone was a type of Dragon Bone, the lowest grade.


When a warrior cultivated to this level, even the most talented would find getting any further incredibly difficult. When one had a root bone on the level of a Dragon Bone, the difficulty in upgrading it would increase by several times, even ten-some times with each level.


Even Wang Chong, with the memories from two lives, didn't have any good methods of changing this. Otherwise, he wouldn't have been stopped at the Saint Martial realm in his last life without any further ability to improve.


If he could improve his Flood Dragon Bone just by safely passing the rejection and constraint of the world, this would undoubtedly be a surprising harvest.


"…Perhaps I can use this to reach a level I never reached in my last life!"


At this moment, Wang Chong had to admit that he was tempted.


There were challenges, but there were also rewards, and the greater the risk, the better the return. This seemed to be a hidden rule of this mysterious Stone of Destiny.


Of course, if he failed, there was probably a harsh penalty waiting for him!


Whoosh!


His deep thoughts were suddenly disturbed by a flapping sound from overhead. Looking up, Wang Chong saw a snow-white falcon in the snowstorm, its wings tearing through the snow as it descended.


"It's Old Eagle!"


Wang Chong quickly extended an arm.


Old Eagle assuredly knew that he was cultivating here and would never disturb him unless something important needed his attention.


Receiving the snow falcon, he untied the letter from its leg. As soon he saw its contents, his heart sank.


"He wants to go. I can't keep him…!"


After giving a long sigh, Wang Chong leapt down from the mountain. Using the Phantom Steps, he transformed into a blur. As he rushed down the mountainside, he left only a few shallow footprints in his wake.


As his martial arts improved, so did his Phantom Steps. Although he still hadn't reached a level where he could leave no footprints on the snow, casual observation made them seem like the tracks of a rabbit.


Swoosh. After moving several dozen zhang, Wang Chong jumped onto a tree. As snow rustled down from the trees, Wang Chong made several flying leaps and quickly vanished into the distance.


When Wang Chong returned to the mountain where Deflecting Blade Manor was located, the place was cloaked in brilliant snow and was absolutely silent. Other than the twenty guards, there was a tiny number of students.


It was winter, so Deflecting Blade Manor was much emptier than usual.


Wang Chong passed through the main gate, and the sandalwood stairs creaked as he returning to his own building. With a glance, he was able to notice the two-meter-tall figure standing by his door. That tall and sturdy figure was pacing back and forth, apparently having waited a long time with many worries on his mind.


Only Li Siye could have such an imposing figure in Deflecting Blade Manor.


The sheets of snow blanketed the hills, cloaking everything in white. The signs of winter were all around, but Wang Chong knew that in just a little while, spring would begin.


Once the snow melted and trees began to bud, the annual troop assignments would begin. Li Siye wanted to go to the Western Regions and make a name for himself, so now was the best time.


Only by preparing beforehand could one seize the best opportunity.


It was obvious that Li Siye could wait no longer. From his sunken eyes, it was evident that he had not gotten much sleep lately.


"Come in!" Wang Chong said as he opened the door and went in. Although he was still extremely reluctant to let the Invincible Great General slip out of his hands and his heart still ached at the thought, Wang Chong had finally accepted this unpleasant fact.


'One can't keep someone who wants to go and can't beat away someone who wants to stay.' Li Siye's personality clearly made it impossible for him to easily accept a master or allow himself to be controlled.


He was not even willing to submit himself to a scion of a clan of ministers and generals.


Wang Chong lightly pulled on a bell cord in the room, something he had learned from the other world. Someone quickly knocked on the door to deliver a pot of hot tea.


Wang Chong first poured himself a cup before pouring one for Li Siye.


"Sit!"


Wang Chong pointed to the seat across from him.



"Mm."


Li Siye seemed to have a great deal on his mind. Though he took the tea, he didn't sit down.


Wang Chong didn't much care. After sitting down, he opened one of the table's drawers and took out a letter he had prepared. He then threw the letter over to Li Siye.


"I've already prepared everything. Take it!"


"Eh? What!"


Li Siye froze for a moment, and then he seemed to come to his senses, like he had awakened from a deep dream.


"The letter! Didn't you want to go to the Western Regions? I've already prepared things for you. The seals of my big uncle and King Song are also on there, as well as the official stamp of the Bureau of Military Personnel. If you take this to the Bureau of Military Personnel, you won't need to pass through the Beiting Protectorate but can go straight to the Anxi Protectorate to fulfill your dreams," Wang Chong explained. This time, it was his turn to be surprised. Li Siye's reaction had been completely out of his expectations.


Wang Chong recalled that when they first met, Li Siye had been so angry that he wanted to dismantle Deflecting Blade Manor. Now that he had finally been granted his desire, shouldn't he be ecstatic?


"Who said that I came to find you for this?"


Li Siye looked down at the letter on the table, a strange look on his face.


"Is that not it?" Wang Chong asked in surprise.


"I didn't say anything about that."


Li Siye finally regained his composure.


"I came to find you because I have something I want to ask you."


"Ask me?"


Wang Chong raised his head in surprise. As he looked at this bear of a man, Wang Chong suddenly realized that he seemed to have guessed wrong.


"What do you want to ask me?" Wang Chong asked in astonishment. He was truly feeling strange. What question could be even more important than a letter to the Bureau of Military Personnel recommending that Li Siye be assigned to the Anxi Protectorate?


And what was it that had him waiting at his door, pacing to and fro in worry, and even had him ask Old Eagle to send a snow falcon to tell him to come back?


Li Siye suddenly stared at Wang Chong and harshly said, "I ask you, just what is your Wang Clan up to?" His gaze was as sharp as a sword, and he was completely different from how he was just a moment ago.


"What do you mean, 'what are we up to'?"


Wang Chong's face was the picture of surprise. He had been caught completely off guard by this question and was completely incapable of following Li Siye's train of thought.


"A thousand jun of Hyderabad ore and enough Meteoric Metal to forge several thousand suits of armor—and don't tell me that's just ordinary ore—and you also have thousands of secret martial arts manuals, and also this Deflecting Blade Manor. What does your Wang Clan plan to do with all these strategic resources?


"Ever since ancient times, attempts to usurp the throne by starting a rebellion have never ended well. At present, the world is at peace and the common people can rest easy. I, Li Siye, stand proud upon this earth, and never in my life would I do anything treasonous or take the side of the evildoer. If your Wang Clan harbors ill motives and has thoughts of rebellion, the first thing Li Siye will do is kill you and then destroy the Wang Clan!"


The veins on Li Siye's forehead were bulging and his eyes seemed ready to pop out. His furious appearance was like that of a terrifying guardian of the underworld.



"!!!"


Wang Chong was struck dumb by these worlds. Wang Chong had never imagined that this was why Old Eagle had so urgently called him back and said that Li Siye wanted to see him.


Li Siye had stayed in Deflecting Blade Manor for several months, so he had seen the Hyderabad ore, the Meteoric Metal, and the martial arts manuals he had transcribed…


He knew so many secrets, and this fellow actually thought that he wanted to start a rebellion!


This future Invincible Great General of the Great Tang Empire had observed him for several months and actually thought that he was a traitor, that the Wang Clan wanted to rebel!


No matter how open Wang Chong's mind was, he could have never imagined that the concern weighing down this future general was this!


Wang Chong was astonished and flabbergasted, not knowing whether to laugh or cry!
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"Hahaha, you think I want to rebel?"


Wang Chong finally couldn't help but laugh at Li Siye.


"Is that not so?" Li Siye sternly asked. There was no sense that he was joking on his serious countenance. When he was just starting out, he had known nothing about the capital. He hadn't even known who Wang Chong was.


He had just believed that some hoodlum in the capital, the young master of some noble clan, wanted to transfer him to their side to make him their servant and order him around.


But even if Li Siye was unfamiliar with the capital, his several months there was enough time for him to get a grasp of the critical facts.


The Wang Clan that Wang Chong had come from was one of the most powerful in the Great Tang!


The Hyderabad ore that Wang Chong had bought from Sindhu was priceless, and the Wootz Steel weapons the ore was forged into could cut through metal and were incredibly tough. In the capital, the cheapest Wootz Steel weapon cost seventy to eighty thousand taels of gold, a sum that Li Siye could never achieve.


But this was not the crucial point. What was truly important was the sharpness of those weapons!


When dealing with the Dragon Bandits, Li Siye got to experience the frightening aspects of a Wootz Steel weapon for the first time. That he had been able to take on the thousands of Dragon Bandits alone was in part because of his strength, but Li Siye was well aware that another important reason was the Wootz Steel weapon that Wang Chong had forged for him.


Not a single one of the Dragon Bandits had been able to last a single round against him. This magical Wootz Steel weapon had cut through man and horse like they were paper.


Even the boss of the Dragon Bandits, Black Dragon Zhao, had ultimately failed to block his slash!


And now, Wang Chong had obtained a thousand jun of Hyderabad ore. Such a massive quantity of ore was enough to equip a small-scale army of one thousand men.


Given the terrifying sharpness of the Wootz Steel weapons, no one understood more than him just what sort of effect this army would have on the battlefield.


And this wasn't even mentioning the Meteoric Metal that Wang Chong had managed to find somewhere, or those martial arts manuals.


Any one of these three items was not something any ordinary clan could get their hands on, but the Wang Clan had gotten all three.


In the capital, this sort of strength could move mountains!


If the Wang Clan had any thoughts of rebellion, this sort of hidden strength in the capital was enough to seize control of the capital and launch a coup d’état.


Li Siye truly did want to go to the Western Regions and make a name for himself, but he also couldn't just sit by as this strength grew more powerful right under his eyes.


Moreover, Wang Chong was already gathering troops. At the very least, this was what the Deflecting Blade Manor was to him.


Seeing Li Siye's serious expression, Wang Chong finally turned serious as well.


Li Siye was no scheming general. He had become famous for his incredible strength and bravery, as well as the charm that came from his sincere devotion to the empire!


Regardless of what the truth was, it was clear that the Li Siye before him had already begun to doubt him.


"I'm not!"


Wang Chong met Li Siye's gaze and firmly denied, "The Wang Clan will not, nor is there a need for such a plan. Besides, if the Wang Clan really did have such designs, do you think we would let an outsider like you know of such an important matter, let you get so many clues?


"Moreover, the matter of the Hyderabad ore is already no secret in the capital. You know of this matter, the Yao Clan knows, so do you think the Sage Emperor doesn't know? If the Wang Clan truly was being disloyal, do you think the Sage Emperor would have let us continue until now?"


"Whether it's the Hyderabad ore or those meteorites you brought in, these are all top-notch strategic resources. If the Wang Clan isn't disloyal, then why are you buying so many strategic resources? This is already more than an ordinary clan needs for operations and defense!" Li Siye harshly returned. His fierce gaze seemed to look through Wang Chong, straight into his heart and into the depths of his soul.


The room fell into a stifling mood.


Wang Chong was quiet. Li Siye was clearly much smarter than he had imagined. The Hyderabad ore, the Meteoric Metal, Deflecting Blade Manor, the spirit vein… He had done far too much since his reincarnation.


This was not the first time since his rebirth that he heard that someone had caught onto his plans. The deeper one was in his circle, the more they would understand and the more they would sense.


Wang Chong had not hoped that Li Siye would believe everything he said like a fool. Wang Chong was just considering whether he should tell Li Siye or not.


"Li Siye, can you tell me why you have to go to Anxi?" Wang Chong suddenly asked.


Li Siye looked blankly at him. He could clearly tell that the way Wang Chong spoke and the tone in his voice were completely different from just a few moments ago. It was like he had become another person.


It was a very strange feeling.


But he could see the sincerity in Wang Chong's eyes, and this attitude unconsciously began to affect Li Siye.


"Is there a need to say it? A man of character should travel afar and make a name for himself. Is there something I won't be able to achieve by being stationed in Anxi?" Li Siye replied without a thought.


Although he found Wang Chong's attitude rather strange, he had been thinking about this answer for a long time, so there was no need to think about it any further. If anyone asked him, he could plainly and proudly give his response.


A man of character traveling afar and making a name for himself should be taken for granted. It didn't even need to be said.


"Ah! This can't be the true reason. If you want to make a name for yourself, the Beiting Protectorate would be fine as well. Why do you insist on going to Anxi? If you want to fight, isn't the Andong Protectorate also okay?"


Wang Chong shook his head.


"Of course not!" Li Siye immediately interrupted. "If I want to make a name for myself, there's no place better than the Anxi Protectorate. Moreover, the Andong Protectorate can't be compared to Anxi. A man of character should go to the most dangerous of places, as only that way can he prove himself!"


"So you want to go to the Western Regions because it's more dangerous over there?" Wang Chong asked.


"That's basically it!"


Li Siye didn't deny the notion.


"Then did you think about why that place is dangerous?"



"…"


This question instantly stupefied Li Siye.


He had only ever thought about going to the most dangerous place, the Anxi Protectorate in the Western Regions, where the most battles were, but he truly hadn't thought of much else.


"If the Great Tang is at peace and the world is at peace, would your presence still be necessary there?" Wang Chong continued to ask.


"What do you want to say?"


"I only want to tell you that in this world, you're far from the only person preparing for this war!" Wang Chong indifferently said.


When his voice faded away, the room was left so quiet that one could hear a pin drop.


Li Siye stared at Wang Chong, an incredulous look on his face, like he was seeing Wang Chong for the first time.


When he first arrived at the capital, Li Siye's impression of Wang Chong had been that of a wealthy and stubborn young master who had been spoiled rotten.


This period of time had already altered Li Siye's impression of Wang Chong, letting him see how Wang Chong was different, how he was astonishing.


Yet at this moment, Wang Chong's words had left Li Siye in a daze. He had apparently far underestimated this youngster.


If he really was what Li Siye imagined, if what he said really was the case, then this youth deserved everyone's respect.


He seemed to have made a grave mistake in his judgment of this boy!


The room was quiet, the pair staring at each other in silence.


"Wang Chong, were your words just now sincere?" Li Siye sternly said.


"With the gods as my witness, I swear on the heavens and earth!" Wang Chong sternly replied.


Li Siye's lips twitched, but he couldn't say a word.


"Li Siye!"


Wang Chong knew that this was his last chance to convince Li Siye. His plans were still missing a powerful individual, and they couldn't rely on just his strength alone.


If he had a Great General like Li Siye assisting him, the effectiveness of his plans would be doubled while the work needed would be halved.


In the future, in those dangerous moments, his strength alone wouldn't be enough, and he would have too many things to do. He needed a powerful figure to stand in for him, to serve as a leader for his forces.


As for himself…


Wang Chong had always been well aware that his greatest advantage had never been his martial arts, but a grasp of the political situation and an understanding of strategy and tactics. And these things did not require a powerful strength.


"No matter what, I have to try!"


Wang Chong looked at Li Siye, a fierce desire taking root in his mind.


"…Li Siye, the Western Regions are more dangerous, and there are battles to be fought there, but this is only what you can see on the surface. The current empire is not the empire of the past, nor are the foreign kingdoms. They've absorbed nutrients from the Great Tang to make themselves stronger.


"The Empire of Goguryeo, the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates, the Empire of Ü-Tsang, the Mengshe Zhao, the various kingdoms of the Western Regions, and the Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu of the far west—these are all threats to the empire. Amongst them, the Western Regions has the various kingdoms, Ü-Tsang, and the Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu, which we've never interacted with in the past. The situation is complicated, but the Imperial Court doesn't have many troops stationed there, and the supply line is extremely long. This is why there are constant wars in the Western Regions that make it more dangerous than any other region.


"But Li Siye, you have no idea that the greatest threat the empire will face in the future isn't in the Western Regions!"


"Then where is it?" Li Siye's mind was shaken, and he blurted out those words almost inadvertently.


Swoosh!


Wang Chong suddenly flicked his finger, sending a sharp Sword Qi flying through the air. The Sword Qi did not cut the scroll hanging from the wall, but it did accurately cut the red cord binding it.


Such fine and subtle control surprised even Li Siye.


Fwoomp!


The scroll unfurled beneath Li Siye's surprised gaze. A massive topographical map of the Great Tang had unfurled on the wall behind him.


Swoosh! Wang Chong sent out a second bolt of Qi, which accurately struck the southwest corner of the map, where the borders of Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao met.


"…Right here!" Wang Chong calmly said as he slowly drew back his finger.


At this moment, Wang Chong's eyes shone with a sharp light.
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A year had passed since his rebirth, and in this year, Wang Chong had altered many things.


The Wang Clan had not begun its decline, King Song had not fallen out of favor, and he had gotten involved in the Regional Commanders incident, making it different from what it was in his last life…


And with regards to his own faction, Wang Chong had smoothly established Deflecting Blade Manor and begun to gather people to his side. He had also obtained the Hyderabad ore and Meteoric Metal, both strategic resources which could be used to make weapons.


With everything on the right track, Wang Chong's concerns were now focused on the southwest.


Zhangchou Jianqiong's transferral to the capital was already a done deal. Xianyu Zhongtong was already in control of Jiange1 and had formally taken over the Annan Protectorate.



The structure of the southwestern region of the empire was exactly as Wang Chong remembered from his past life.


Although Wang Chong had already borrowed the power of King Song to have his father's and brother's armies transferred to the area bordering the southwest, ready to enter Jiannan at any time, that was all he could do.


In the current empire, whether it was Zhang Shougui, Zhangchou Jianqiong, Geshu Han, Fumeng Lingcha, Gao Xianzhi or any of the others, they were all extremely territorial.


If he forcefully transferred his father and older brother into Jiange, he would attract the suspicions of Xianyu Zhongtong in the southwest and Zhangchou Jianqiong in the capital. They would begin to wonder if the Wang Clan wanted to meddle in the southwest, snatch at their power, and weaken their strength.


That would only accomplish the exact opposite of what he wished!


The Wang Clan's strength did not extend to the southwest. That was the concern of Zhangchou Jianqiong and Xianyu Zhongtong, and the region would not heed Wang Chong's orders. And the Wang Clan was not so large that it could control one of the empire's protectorates.


This was why Wang Chong was worried.


Although he already knew of the future dangers, there were far too few measures he could take. If he acted too excessively, he would incur the hostility of Zhangchou Jianqiong and Xianyu Zhongtong. That would just be walking faster to reach his goal slower, an unwelcome result.


Yet he also couldn't just ignore the massive impact and wound that the fate of the southwest would inflict on the empire.


Such was the dilemma facing Wang Chong.


Even the cleverest housewife couldn't cook without rice. Even with the memories of two lives, there were still some things he couldn't change.


Wang Chong could only think of a way to fully utilize his feeble strength, to change those possible calamities.


And the southwest was the start of everything.


In the room, Li Siye had been stupefied by Wang Chong's words.


The threats to the empire weren't in the northwest, but the southwest? He had never heard anyone make this claim before. It was common knowledge that the southwest was the place on the borders of the empire least likely to suffer from conflict.


That region had been peaceful for far too long. In terms of level of conflicts and number of battles, it couldn't even compare to Longxi or Andong, much less the Western Regions.


But Wang Chong insisted that the greatest threat to the empire came from the southwest.


If this were another person, Li Siye wouldn't even entertain the notion. He would probably just snort and call them crazy.


However, from his time working with Wang Chong, Li Siye was well aware that this youth in front of him could not be underestimated.


"How do you know?" Li Siye asked, a doubtful look in his eyes.


If Wang Chong had said that Andong or Longxi was the threat, he wouldn't have been surprised. But the southwest…


The southwest was the place on the frontier of the empire where war was least likely to break out!


"Ha! Li Siye, do you still not understand? The reason you asked this question is precisely the reason! The more unlikely a war is to take place there, the more likely a war will take place!


"A full moon will begin to wane while a new moon will begin to wax. The southwest of the empire has been peaceful for far too long. The people have gotten lazy and so have the soldiers! Even you think that a war can't occur there, so how could anyone else! And do you think a slacking and unprepared army can defend against the combined attack of Ü-Tsang and the Mengshe Zhao?" Wang Chong said.


"But there's no reason for this. Why would they do such a thing?" Li Siye said. "The Mengshe Zhao and the empire have always been at peace, and Ü-Tsang has never once penetrated into the Central Plains. With Zhangchou and his one hundred and eighty thousand elites, Ü-Tsang will never succeed!"


Upon hearing Li Siye's words, Wang Chong gave a long sigh. With regards to the situation in the empire, Li Siye was no longer just ignorant, but a complete know-nothing.


"Li Siye, you didn't know? Zhangchou Jianqiong has already been transferred to the capital. The current Annan Protector-General is Xianyu Zhongtong. Moreover, the King of Mengshe Zhao, Geluofeng, is currently in touch with Ü-Tsang, coordinating a joint assault on the Great Tang! Ü-Tsang might not understand the Central Plains, but what about Mengshe Zhao?


"If the Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang ally with each other, do you think that the one hundred and eighty thousand elites of the Annan Protectorate can stand against them?"


Wang Chong sighed and continued, "Li Siye, if the Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang ally with each other and attack the Annan Protectorate together, then suppress Geshu Han's Big Dipper Army in Longxi… If this sort of situation occurs, what do you think it will mean for the empire?"


Li Siye's mind reeled and his entire body was frozen as a chill suddenly encroached upon him. Li Siye didn't understand strategy, but he knew that if Wang Chong's scenario became reality, it would be a terrible calamity for both the southwest and the empire.


The deployment of the empire's troops was not terribly complex. Anyone in the army who possessed the slightest ambition knew that the empire didn't deploy many troops to the southwest due to the lack of conflicts there.


The one hundred and eighty thousand elites of the Annan Protectorate were the sole barrier of the southwest.


If the Annan Protectorate were attacked, the Big Dipper Army of Longxi was the closest and sole force that could come to its aid.


But if Longxi's Geshu Han were constrained, if Ü-Tsang really did send their troops as Wang Chong claimed, the Annan Protectorate of the southwest and the entire empire would face an utter disaster.


"Is what you said true? Has Zhangchou Jianqiong been transferred to the capital?" Li Siye asked, a stunned look still on his face.


Wang Chong met Li Siye's gaze and calmly said, "This isn't anything hard to find out. Lord Zhangchou has been managing the southwest for decades. He's already made up his mind to enter the capital, so no one should think of stopping him!"


"Mengshe Zhao is planning an alliance with Ü-Tsang?"


"Mm. Not many people know about this, but I can at least be sure that the Mengshe Zhao has already sent two high-level emissaries to Ü-Tsang. As for how their negotiations have progressed, we still don't know for now," Wang Chong said.


Li Siye said nothing. Though no words issued from his lips, one could see from the deep crease of his brow that a great struggle was happening in his mind.


For the first time, Li Siye realized that he knew absolutely nothing about the empire's situation.


Li Siye finally couldn't restrain himself. "Since your Wang Clan knows of these matters, why haven't you told His Majesty? If His Majesty were involved, this matter could be stifled in the cradle!" His face was fraught with agitation.


"Li Siye, even we know of this matter, so do you think His Majesty doesn't? Military matters are far more complicated than you can imagine. Putting aside other matters, an army marches on its stomach. If the garrison in the southwest is increased, how can the supply matter be resolved? If ten thousand troops fight a war of three months, enough supplies for one hundred thousand people would have to be prepared. This isn't something the Bureau of Military Personnel could handle on its own. All the factions of the Imperial Court would have to be united in this. Do you think that these are minor tasks?


"In addition, the Imperial Court currently has enemies on all sides and we really don't have enough troops. If we do redeploy troops, where would we take them from? The Anbei Protectorate? The Andong Protectorate? The Anxi Protectorate or Longxi? Troops are direly needed in all of these places. It's already good enough that they're not asking for more troops, so how could we borrow troops from them? The Imperial Court couldn't mobilize troops even if it wanted to. Should it call up the reserve forces to fill in the gap?


"Moreover, even if we can mobilize troops, could we gather more than the combined forces of the Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang? Furthermore, there's been no conclusive proof of the alliance between Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang. What if they just don't mobilize their armies and keep delaying? Will we just stand guard forever? This quasi-war state comes with shocking costs. Finally, if the Imperial Court launches a massive mobilization just because of our baseless accusations, how can it mobilize troops in the future?" Wang Chong said.


Li Siye fell silent once more. He was far from having the sensitive intuition of the future Invincible Great General. He had not once thought of any of the many things Wang Chong had brought up.


Redeploying troops seemed simple, but Li Siye had never imagined all the procedures needed to actually carry out such a task.


Li Siye fell into deep thought.


"The Imperial Court is too big. For any colossus, even moving its body is difficult. But a person is different. I have no selfish motives in gathering the Hyderabad ore and Meteoric Metal. All I want to do is do my utmost to help the Imperial Court. Li Siye, believe in me. At this time, the southwest needs your help far more than the northwest.


"The northwest has Gao Xianzhi and Fumeng Lingcha standing sentinel, and if something were to happen, the Qixi Protectorate behind them and the Anbei Protectorate to the north of them can come to their aid. Even without you, the northwest will not suffer much loss, but not so for the southwest. Without the barrier of the Annan Protectorate, that place is completely defenseless. Millions of common folk will be caught up in war and the empire's southwest will become a conflagration of flames and ruins!"


Wang Chong looked at Li Siye, his eyes reddening. This was not some prophecy, but the authentic reality of Wang Chong's last life.


It was precisely because he knew of the grievous result that Wang Chong was doing everything in his power to stop it.


"Every person bears responsibility for the prosperity of the empire! Li Siye, whether you hope to seize wealth or offer your strength to the empire and make a name for yourself, I hope that you can stay. Follow, and in the future, we will go to the southwest together! Of course, if you have some special reason, it's not my place to stop you. But I still hope that you can seriously think about my words!


"As for the Western Regions… if the southwest can be pacified, I will come with you to the Western Regions, because that place is also one of my objectives!"


Li Siye said nothing, his eyes for the first time showing signs of struggle. He had decided long ago that when he joined the army, he wanted to go to the Western Regions.


But now there was the problem of the southwest. It would have been fine if he had not known, but now that he had heard about it, he couldn't just leave it be.


"These are just your conjectures. But if Ü-Tsang and the Mengshe Zhao never attack, won't I just be waiting forever?" Li Siye said.


"Hahaha!"


Wang Chong suddenly laughed. "You don't have to wait for long. I can guarantee you that within one year, a war will start in the southwest. If there's no war in the southwest by then, my judgment will have been proven to be completely off the mark. When that time comes, I will be willing to hand over all the Hyderabad ore and Meteoric Metal to the Imperial Court to dispel your concerns."


"Is what you say true?"


Li Siye's eyes glimmered. A thousand jun of Hyderabad ore was no small number. It had a value of a hundred million taels of gold, and the Meteoric Metal further increased the price.


If the Wang Clan was willing to hand over these things free of charge, it could naturally wash itself of the suspicions of conspiracy and rebellion. Such a large fortune was also a great boon to the finances of the Imperial Court.


"Of course it's true!" Wang Chong said with a hearty laugh.
______________


1.  I believe that Jiange here refers to Jianmen Pass. It was on the northern border of Sichuan. At the time of the Tang Dynasty, the region of Jiannan stretched from Jianmen Pass to the border of Nanzhao.↩
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The following year was to be a year of intense change for the empire. If Wang Chong's predictions were on the mark, in at most half a year, a large-scale battle would break out on the southwest border of the empire, one which would end in unprecedented defeat.


And this series of changes would incite the avarice of the powers surrounding the empire. The Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates, Goguryeo, the kingdoms of the Western Regions, and even the distant Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu would start having ambitions.


'A roof will leak on the night of a downpour.' 'Blessings do not come in pairs but misfortune never comes alone.' Regarding relationships between empires, these principles were even more applicable.


The moment a break appeared, the pack of wolves would charge in and pick the prey clean!


Although Wang Chong had told Li Siye to wait for one year, Wang Chong did not expect to need this long. If the Great Tang could pass the entire year in peace, the catastrophe from his memories probably wouldn't descend.


If that really was the case, then Wang Chong would happily let Li Siye go.


If he didn't need to confront that future catastrophe, if he didn't need to respond to the calamities of the empire and the perils confronting the Central Plains, why would he need to rack his brains and spend so much energy obtaining the Hyderabad ore and Meteoric Metal?


And if the empire really could endure those calamities without a problem, what harm would there be if Wang Chong gave all those things up?


Wang Chong's forthrightness had clearly taken Li Siye by surprise. Wang Chong was actually willing to just abandon a fortune of one hundred million taels of gold. This was not something any normal person could do.


"Very well! Young Master Wang!"


Li Siye looked into Wang Chong's eyes as he addressed him respectfully for the first time. Wang Chong's words had stirred the heroic spirit within him.


"If your Wang Clan really can give up on the hundred million taels of gold that the Hyderabad ore and Meteoric Metal represent and offer it up to the Imperial Court, what harm is there in Li Siye working for your Wang Clan for a few years? At the very least, if it really is as you say and a war really will break out on the southwest border, I, Li Siye wouldn't even need your order to gladly make my way there!


"If a true man of character can't make a name for himself, leave a dazzling record on the annals of history, make a contribution to the empire and the common folk, then what meaning is there in seeking out profits? If one can truly make a contribution, what does it matter if one dies for it, if one loses their head?"


Even a teenager like Wang Chong could uphold this ideal. As someone who believed himself to be a true man of character and as an adult with a tall and sturdy body, Li Siye couldn't possibly admit defeat to a child.


"Okay!"


Wang Chong was elated. After waiting for so long, he had finally heard those long-anticipated words. Those words were like sweet nectar to his ears.


"Li Siye, when a gentleman speaks…"


"Even a team of horses won't be able to catch up1!"




Li Siye was without hesitation, his words resolute and decisive.


At this moment, his eyes were firm and bright.


More than two months after Li Siye had been transferred from the Beiting Protectorate, Wang Chong had finally managed to gain the loyalty of the Invincible Great General!




……


Winter passed and spring arrived. Ice began to melt and all things began to grow. In the blink of an eye, a new year had come.


Row upon row of buildings had been built in Deflecting Blade Manor, their soaring eaves and arches lavish and beautiful.


Atop a high arch at the center of Deflecting Blade Manor, Wang Chong was seated cross-legged, floating in the air like it was flat ground.


After more than a month, Wang Chong's Phantom Steps had once more advanced. His body was now as light as a feather. Even if he stepped on a tree branch that was as thin as a finger, it still wouldn't sink.


This was a display of how far he had advanced.


Whoosh!


Wang Chong let out a long breath, his eyes glimmering as he slowly withdrew his technique.


Swooshswooshswoosh!


Right when Wang Chong opened his eyes, a black silhouette leapt from the eave of a distant building. It flew across golden roofs as dexterously as a cat.


The black silhouette had started off a fair distance away, but it needed only the blink of an eye to appear in front of Wang Chong.


"Young Master, your ginseng tea!"


The figure deferentially kneeled on the rooftiles as it offered Wang Chong a hot cup of ginseng tea. Up close, it was possible to see that this black silhouette was wearing a mask and had a slender and shapely figure. It had been extremely dexterous, and it seemed to carry with it a faint and alluring scent. If this wasn't Miyasame Ayaka, who was always at Wang Chong's side, who else could it possibly be?


With the new year, Wang Chong had once more deepened his influence with the Imperial Army instructors. On the spirit vein, the work of the old Imperial Army instructors began to show its effects as even more retired instructors joined Wang Chong.


Wang Chong had transferred some of them to the spirit vein to teach the students there. But he had also sent some of them to his home to protect his mother.


These abundantly experienced Imperial Army instructors were far more loyal and reliable than experts he could hire from the outside.


With those people to replace her, Miyasame Ayaka naturally had more time to spare.


While secretly protecting the Wang Clan for more than a year, Miyasame Ayaka had no other duties or any distracting thoughts, allowing her to focus on cultivation. She was now much stronger than she was in the past.


Her Spectre Steps had made a great leap in progress. Even in broad daylight, unless she was noticed beforehand, she could sneak by completely unseen.


Even Wang Chong found it hard to track her down at times.


"I've troubled you!"


Wang Chong took the golden and fragrant Goguryeon ginseng tea and drank it down. At Wang Chong's current level, the ginseng tea had already lost most of its effectiveness, but the nourishment to his meridians provided by this hundred-year ginseng was still useful.


The faster one progressed and the more tyrannical the techniques one cultivated, the more nourishment the meridians would require. This was a hidden process.


Seeing that Wang Chong had finished drinking the ginseng tea, Miyasame Ayaka said, "The madam wanted me to tell Young Master to remember to take care of yourself. In addition, she also had me bring some clothes. She said that since the snow only recently melted, the weather is still cold, and she hoped that Young Master would remember to keep warm."



Wang Chong was a little astonished at this message, and then he began to laugh.


Miyasame Ayaka had spent some time in the Wang Residence, so even though she no longer had the duty of protecting it, she had still become a messenger for his mother's words.


At Wang Chong's current level of cultivation, he was a completely different person. Even in a blizzard, he wouldn't feel much of anything, so warm clothes were completely unnecessary.


But his mother clearly thought differently. She was still thinking of him as that frail and inexperienced boy.


"I know. I've put you through a lot of trouble this time. This is the newest cultivation method for the Spectre Steps. Take it."


As he spoke, Wang Chong took out a book from his bosom and threw it over. Once she studied this book, Miyasame Ayaka could reach True Martial Tier 6 or 7.


After more than a year, Miyasame Ayaka had slowly managed to win Wang Chong's trust, and Wang Chong had never been stingy with people who were loyal to him.


Whoosh!


Miyasame Ayaka snatched out with her palm, and in a way that was unfathomable even to Wang Chong, the book was in her bosom.


"Thank you, Young Master!"


Elated, Miyasame Ayaka tightly held the technique manual Wang Chong had inscribed as she kowtowed. The more one advanced in martial arts and the more one comprehended their cultivation techniques, the more one would feel that they were lacking in both.


Miyasame Ayaka now completely trusted in the words Wang Chong had told her. The Spectre Steps that she had practiced before assuredly had some fatal flaw.


But the power of this technique also could not be questioned.


As long as that flaw could be resolved, one would get stronger as one advanced with this cultivation method. And as an assassin, Miyasame Ayaka could not give up on this sort of technique.


"Go!"


Wang Chong waved his hand. Now that Miyasame Ayaka was freed up, she could take on the duty of secretly guarding Deflecting Blade Manor. Deflecting Blade Manor's importance to Wang Chong was growing by the day.


As an experienced assassin, she was more suitable than him for guarding against hidden dangers.


"Thank you, Young Master!"


Miyasame Ayaka flipped off the roof, quickly vanishing from sight. Her speed was so fast that she seemed like an illusion.


"Young Master!"


At almost the same time that Miyasame Ayaka left, a well-built eagle-like figure jumped off the ground and before Wang Chong.


Creeeee! a snow falcon cried. Old Eagle glanced over at the direction in which Miyasame Ayaka had left before turning back to Wang Chong.


"Young Master!"


"Mm, has there been any news from Solitary Wolf?"


Wang Chong raised his head with a grim look on his face, completely different from the look he had shown to Miyasame Ayaka. At the moment, Wang Chong's greatest concern was the southwest.


"The southwest is far and it's not easy to send news. I asked Solitary Wolf before, and Solitary Wolf sent back a letter saying that everything was normal. I haven't received a report from Solitary Wolf since. However, Young Master should be at ease. If something really does happen, Solitary Wolf will send a report on his own," Old Eagle said.


"Mm. Starting from now, you need to open up two channels of information for me. One should be carrier pigeons in the air and the other should be hand-delivered messages on the ground. Since the southwest is far away, we need to station men on the road so that a message can cover three hundred li in a single day. I want to shrink the time needed to deliver a message from the southwest from several months to twenty-some days. In this way, with the two channels of information, one detailed and one simple, we can cut down on the delay in news.


"In addition, at times the skies will be watched. Once a large number of gyrfalcons and other such birds of prey begin to hunt down our carrier pigeons, our communications through the air will be cut. With this land-based channel, we can guard against this possibility," Wang Chong said.


Old Eagle nodded, a hint of reverence in his eyes. Although Wang Chong was young, in certain ways he thought about problems more meticulously than Old Eagle.


"Also, send two letters for me, to my father and older brother!"


Wang Chong paused as he took two prepared letters from his bosom and handed them over. Now that the winter was over, Wang Chong was taking the initiative to communicate with his father and older brother.


Although it might be easy for him to communicate with Xianyu Zhongtong, their relationship was still very shallow, making it inconvenient for Wang Chong to intrude in many matters. If something happened, it was better to rely on his own family.


At the moment, if something were to happen in the southwest, his father and older brother would be his best sources of help. Moreover, they could interpret many pieces of information that Solitary Wolf might not, allowing Wang Chong to have a better grasp of the situation there.


"Yes, I will do this right now," Old Eagle sternly said.


Sticking two fingers into his mouth, Old Eagle let out a series of short whistles, so shrill that they pierced into the firmament. Flapflap. In just a few moments, two large golden falcons flew down from the sky and landed on Old Eagle's left and right arms.


Old Eagle rolled up the letters and skillfully tied them to the thick legs of the golden falcons. Creee! With these shrill cries, the two golden falcons flapped their wings and took off, two streams of light that quickly faded into the southern skies.


Wang Chong nodded in satisfaction.


One Old Eagle was worth several hundred soldiers. The birds that Old Eagle had raised were incredibly fast and nimble. It wouldn't be too long before his letters were delivered.


This was also why Wang Chong so highly regarded and trusted him, and why he was gradually giving him increasingly important duties.

______________

1.  The meaning of this saying is that when a gentleman makes a promise, he will never break it.↩
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As he watched the two golden falcons disappear, Wang Chong gave a long sigh. He only had to handle King Song's side now. In order to address the problem of the southwest, he couldn't rely on only his father and older brother.


The Great Tang was set up so that an army could have from twenty thousand to at most forty thousand troops. The troops his father and older brother commanded would number in the tens of thousands, which was in no way enough to defend against the combined armies of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang.


In order to handle the problem of the southwest, Wang Chong needed to work with the Bureau of Military Personnel. But in this matter, Old Eagle wouldn't be able to help him. He would have to personally pay a visit to King Song in order to come up with a plan. At the same time, he would have to be careful to not stir any objections from the Yao Clan and King Qi.


"Okay, let's go!"


Wang Chong stretched, gathered his robe, and then began walking along the golden rooftiles. The tiles under his foot seemed unmoved, as if it was only air stepping upon them.


Buzz!


Waves of noise came from around him, and as people saw Wang Chong appear on the edge of the roof, they began to call out.


"Young Master!"


"Young Master!"


"Young Master!"


……


As he stood on the edge of the golden arch and looked around, he could see that Deflecting Blade Manor was bustling with people. There were people riding horses, shooting arrows, playing chess, drinking wine, drinking tea, frolicking, competing… and many more things.


With the winter over, Wang Chong's Deflecting Blade Manor had regained its lively air. The moment the training camps reopened, these people almost immediately wanted to make their way to Deflecting Blade Manor.


And as he surveyed Deflecting Blade Manor, he could see various piles of supplies, all of them brought over by the students. The already-lavish Deflecting Blade Manor had now become even more luxurious.


The population of Deflecting Blade Manor couldn't compare to the three training camps, but this place was still extremely active. The students who Wang Chong had selected basically all had some specialty or talent.


From a certain perspective, it was correct to call this a camp of geniuses, making the place even more popular and appealing.


"Wang Chooong!"


Right when Wang Chong was looking around, a cold and clear voice suddenly rose from Deflecting Blade Manor.


The bustling Deflecting Blade Manor was instantly silenced.


In Deflecting Blade Manor, everyone either addressed Wang Chong as 'Young Master' or 'Young Master Wang'. Few people were so rude as to address him directly as 'Wang Chong'.


Standing on the arch, Wang Chong turned to look. In the direction of the Chess Hall, he immediately noticed an abnormally handsome young man with rosy lips and white teeth, dressed in blue, standing in the crowd. He was looking at Wang Chong with a challenging gaze.


"It's him!"


Old Eagle's eyes widened as he immediately recognized who this young man was. This youth had recently become extremely famous in Deflecting Blade Manor, stirring a great storm within.


"Xu Chong, is there something you need?"


Wang Chong put his hands behind him and faintly smiled.


There were few in Deflecting Blade Manor who dared to speak with him like this. And in the Chess Hall, only Xu Chong—or perhaps one should call her Xu Qiqin of the Xu Clan—dared to do such a thing.


Xu Chong, or Xu Qiqin, proudly raised her head and issued a challenge to Wang Chong. "Wang Chong, do you dare fight a match with me?"


'It takes ten years to hone a sword.' Xu Qiqin was currently bursting with confidence. Wang Chong could feel from her the aura of a sharp sword being unsheathed.


"Hmph, how boring. Young Master, ignore that woman!"


A voice came from the chinks between the tiles under Wang Chong's foot—Miyasame Ayaka's voice. Xu Qiqin's disguise could fool other people, but it couldn't fool Miyasame Ayaka.


As an assassin, Miyasame Ayaka was far more perceptive than most.


When she left the Wang Clan and entered Deflecting Blade Manor, she had almost immediately recognized Xu Qiqin's true gender.


"Young Master, this woman is too conceited and she's too rude to Young Master. Why don't I teach her a lesson, or perhaps just make her disappear?"


'Like repels like.' Proud women never much liked proud women. From her first glance at Xu Qiqin, Miyasame Ayaka had gotten a bad impression of her.


"Hey, Ayaka, you're looking down on her too much. If you two truly fought, you probably wouldn't be a match."


Wang Chong smiled to his feet.


"Hmph, Young Master is underestimating me?"


Hidden under the rooftiles, Miyasame Ayaka immediately replied, refusing to back down.


Wang Chong couldn't help but chuckle. He really wasn't looking down on Miyasame Ayaka. She just knew too little about Xu Qiqin, only that she was a woman masquerading as a man. Miyasame Ayaka had no idea that Xu Qiqin was actually extremely strong, comparable to Marchioness Yi.


However, in order to play the part of a man, she had intentionally concealed her aura and cultivation.


It was for this reason that Wang Chong had never once competed with her in martial arts or the like. He was simply no match for her.


"There's no need. Leave this matter to me. Just help me keep a watch on King Qi's side," Wang Chong indifferently said.


Although Miyasame Ayaka was weaker than Xu Qiqin, Wang Chong still did not dare to risk a fight. In his plans, Xu Qiqin was a vital member of Wang Chong's team.


This woman's skills in logistics were far too good, and she was also a woman, which meant that she was more meticulous and careful.


On the battlefields of his last life, Xu Qiqin's logistics skill had been enough for her to view the entire world with disdain. Even someone as paranoid as King Qi had great trust in her, placing the logistics of basically his entire operation in her hands.


If he had had this sort of talent helping him, Wang Chong would not have had to lead an army of tens of thousands on an empty stomach and ultimately come to a dead end.


Now he had been reborn, and Xu Qiqin had still not made a name for herself, at least not on the level of her reputation from his last life.


Other than him, no one else had discovered the astonishing talents of this daughter of the Xu Clan.


Wang Chong had expended an enormous amount of time and a great deal of energy and patience to persuade her to join his cause.


Whoosh!


Wang Chong's robe flew as he suddenly jumped off the arch. Using the Phantom Steps, he immediately appeared by the Chess Hall.


"Wow!"


"Looks like something fun is about to happen!"


"Someone is actually challenging Young Master! Hurry, let's go and see!"


……


Wang Chong's movement caused an uproar in Deflecting Blade Manor as a large number of people excitedly began to gather. Very few people in Deflecting Blade Manor challenged Wang Chong.


It was not only because of Wang Chong's background, but also because of his capabilities. And this was the first time someone had challenged Wang Chong in public.


On the principle that spectators didn't care how big an incident got, a crowd quickly gathered around the Chess Hall.


Just when the crowd's faces were red from anticipation, Wang Chong gave a surprising answer.


"Haha, Xu Chong, do you think you can challenge me whenever you want? I don't seem to have a reason to agree, do I? I seem to recall telling you something last time, right? You're just not suitable for the Chess Hall," Wang Chong leisurely said, his hands held behind him.


Wang Chong's easygoing response had caused the proud Xu Qiqin's pale complexion to turn red, and then purple.


"Bastard!"


Xu Qiqin's face was swollen with rage. She had never been one to let her temper get the best of her, but in front of Wang Chong, she was so irked that she was about to reach her bursting point.


"Wang Chong, are you afraid?"


"Afraid? Hmph, this isn't even a question of being afraid. You just don't have the right to challenge me. If I remember correctly, haven't you lost to me three times already?" Wang Chong grinned.


"You!" Xu Qiqin bellowed in fury, her face beet-red from anger. She had always been proud and she had never been so infuriated as in this shabby Deflecting Blade Manor next to Kunwu Training Camp.


"I've never been one to lightly compete with others. You've already lost to me three times, losing your right to another fight. Nothing can be accomplished without rules. If everyone were like you, wouldn't things be a mess? So just go back."


Having finished speaking, Wang Chong raised his right hand and flicked his fingers. He then turned, preparing to leave.


"Wait a moment!"


Xu Qiqin was infuriated, her proud personality wounded from suffering this unprecedented humiliation. The more Wang Chong didn't want to fight her, the more she wanted it.


"Okay! You're not someone who lightly competes with others in chess? Then if you win another game against me, I promise you that I'll immediately leave Deflecting Blade Manor and never bother you again!"


These words were already a huge concession for Xu Qiqin. Her personality made it exceedingly difficult for her to show such weakness.


"Hey, who wanted you to leave? This sort of condition is really lacking in sincerity. Let's do it like this. If you win, I promise to let you into Deflecting Blade Manor. I can even tell everyone that my abilities are no match for you. If I win… you must promise to comply with one condition from me!"


Wang Chong's back faced Xu Qiqin, one of his hands extending a single finger.


"Okay!" Xu Qiqin's eyes were red and she agreed without thinking, her voice firm and decisive.


Success!


Upon hearing her reply, Wang Chong gave a satisfied smile, a cunning look flashing through his eyes. It certainly hadn't been easy to hoodwink an intelligent woman like Xu Qiqin.


After spending so much time, he had finally managed to make Xu Qiqin agree to his condition. All that was left was to defeat Xu Qiqin and have her join his side.


This could be considered the most exciting moment he had experienced since Xu Qiqin had shown up in front of him.


But right when Wang Chong was getting excited, a voice suddenly rang out in his ears.


"Hmph, Wang Chong, you definitely think you've won, right? Don't get too happy just yet. A parting of three days requires one to look at another with a completely different outlook. The victor's not decided yet!"


Xu Qiqin had suddenly calmed down and was now coldly smiling at Wang Chong.


She knew what Wang Chong was thinking, but if he thought that his victory was certain, he was making a grave mistake. She was no idiot. If she were not confident in her success, she would never have so hastily come to challenge Wang Chong.


If Wang Chong still thought that he could win as easily as before, she would give him a wonderful surprise.


"Haha, is that so? Then I look forward to your performance."


Wang Chong grinned, a careless look on his face.


Suddenly, an impatient voice intruded. "Enough! Boy, if you beat this brat, this princess will definitely give you a big reward!"


Princess Nihuang had been watching from the back of the crowd for a long time and had already lost any interest in this story of 'man' versus 'man'. However, if there was someone that could beat down Wang Chong and weaken his prestige, Princess Nihuang did not mind supporting this opponent.


Buzz!


The moment Princess Nihuang stepped forward, the surrounding crowd recoiled like she was a snake. There were a few people that one should never provoke in Deflecting Blade Manor, and Princess Nihuang happened to be the worst one of them.


In Deflecting Blade Manor, the greatest lesson the students had learned was to always keep Princess Nihuang at a distance.


Even Wang Chong had to bitterly smile at Princess Nihuang's appearance. Xu Qiqin, on the other hand, had a glimmer in her eyes.


"Many thanks, Princess!"


"Hmph, there's no need to give me face. Just give this brat a thorough lashing. I've been tired of him for a while now."


Princess Nihuang jabbed a finger at Wang Chong, her face scowling as she rudely spoke.


"Princess, be at ease. I will definitely do my best." Xu Qiqin gave a slight bow.


But Princess Nihuang did not appear to be very happy. After saying these words, she left with a sweep of her sleeve, not even glancing at Xu Qiqin as she strode away.


She had no interest in seeing two men play chess. She would wait to hear the good news!


Xu Qiqin bitterly smiled.


She had spent long enough in Deflecting Blade Manor to know why Princess Nihuang looked this way at her. But this was a misunderstanding on Princess Nihuang's part.


However, since she was currently disguising herself as a man, she couldn't explain.


"Wang Chong, come! This time, I'll definitely make you pay a price for your pride!"


With an icy face, Xu Qiqin turned to face Wang Chong.
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People packed the Chess Hall. Almost half of Deflecting Blade Manor had been attracted inside by the match.


Wang Chong sat in a chair of wisteria wood on the first floor.


This was not his first time playing chess with other people in the Chess Hall, nor was it his first time playing chess with Xu Qiqin, but the feeling now was completely different.


"Xu Chong, are you sure? It's not too late to pull back!"


Wang Chong smiled at Xu Qiqin.


"Hmph, if you have all this free time, you should worry about yourself. Don't forget, if you lose, you have to admit to everyone that you're inferior to me. And the master of the Chess Hall might also have to change!"


Xu Qiqin raised her head, a proud smirk on her lips, faintly tinged with cunning.


She did not care what sort of condition Wang Chong would propose. All she cared about was that once she won, Wang Chong would admit that he was inferior to her in chess.


At that time, she could radiantly return home and announce to everyone that she, the talented daughter of the Xu Clan, was the number one chess player in the capital.


Although Wang Chong could beat Su Zhengchen, the war god of the Great Tang, she could defeat Wang Chong!


She, Xu Qiqin, was the one that deserved the reputation of being the best chess player in the Great Tang.


"Hahaha, since that's the case, then there's no problem. Wei Anfang—"


"Yes, Young Master!"


The moment Wang Chong spoke, the bowed figure of Wei Anfang stepped forward to deliver the prepared chessboard and chess pieces. A purple chessboard made from Phoebe Zennan wood and inlaid with gold was placed between Wang Chong and Xu Qiqin. Wang Chong was playing white; Xu Qiqin, black.


Buzz!


Seeing that the match had formally begun, the crowd began to buzz with whispers. At times, jeering gazes would look toward Xu Qiqin.


Xu Qiqin coldly snorted. She knew what these people were thinking, but she didn't care. 'Only fierce dragons dared to cross the river.' She knew that these people believed her loss to be assured, but she would let these people know just how wrong they were.


"For this game, I'll go first!" Xu Qiqin said without invitation. She opened up her box of pieces, her jade-like right hand extending two fingers into the pieces to take up a smooth black piece.


"Okay!"


Wang Chong smiled, his right hand extending in the inviting posture of a gentleman.


Buzz!


The spectators immediately began to chatter, expressing disdain for Xu Qiqin's actions. The way of chess was the way of gentlemen, and all chess experts would invite their opponent to go first.


If Wang Chong let Xu Qiqin go first, that would be of his own desire, but for Xu Qiqin to demand it was going overboard.


"Shut your mouths!" Xu Qiqin harshly rebuked, her face a sheet of ice. This shout startled the crowd, yet Xu Qiqin seemed calm and unhurried. Clack. The first black stone was placed.


She had played a man for long enough, and she didn't want to keep wearing men's clothes. Once this match was over, she would return to being the dignified daughter of the Xu Clan.


When the time came, she would see if anyone dared to mouth off in front of her.


In Longwei Training Camp, there were few people who even dared to breathe too loudly in front of her. If she didn't want to defeat Wang Chong and prove herself, she would not have endured such humiliation.


"Wang Chong, it's your turn!" Xu Qiqin coldly said.


Wang Chong stared at his opponent, inwardly smiling. He knew what was on Xu Qiqin's mind. The way of chess was the way of gentlemen, but she was a woman, not a man, and certainly not a gentleman.


She was playing with the privilege and temper of a girl!


"Okay!"


Wang Chong gave a refreshing smile and simply placed the first white stone in the upper left corner. The moment this stone was placed, it was like two armies had entered the standoff, the entire chessboard seeming like a battlefield in which weapons had been drawn.


Clack!


Without a word, Xu Qiqin immediately put down her second stone.


The chessboard was still rather empty. Neither the white stones nor the black stones were fighting. It was like two armies were scouting before their battle.


The battle was still far off, and other spectators couldn't see anything special. But Wei Anfang couldn’t suppress a twitch in his eyes as he mentally gasped.


This Xu Chong… isn't the same!


Wei Anfang tilted his head and examined Xu Qiqin more closely.


He had been spectating on the side in Xu Qiqin's previous challenges to his young master, so he was very familiar with Xu Qiqin's chess style.


But the feeling Xu Qiqin gave him now was completely different.


Although Xu Qiqin had been formidable back then, it hadn't been to this level. If one had to make a comparison, she was like a young and inexperienced child who had suddenly matured, transforming into an experienced and sturdy adult.


Although Xu Qiqin had only made two moves, her chess style had been fleeting and unusual. Moreover, when playing, there had been almost no interval between her first stone and second stone.


This meant that she had already thought her moves through. This was completely different from how she was before.


…It's rather similar to Young Master!


This thought flashed through Wei Anfang's mind as he glanced at Wang Chong. He could finally see that Xu Qiqin's easygoing and confident appearance was extremely similar to Wang Chong's.


No wonder he dared to challenge Young Master. It seems that he really did make ample preparations this time.


Wei Anfang had been fully confident in his young master's victory, but now, this sudden realization was beginning to make him worry.


Although Xu Qiqin had still not shown anything that could topple Wang Chong, the strength she had shown already was very unexpected.


Clack!


Wang Chong continued to smile at his opponent as he took another white stone and placed it down just as leisurely as his first.


There was still no battle. This was still a scouting mission with no interaction.


"Hmph!"


With a snort, Xu Qiqin put down her third stone. This time, she finally revealed her extremely proactive and invasive aggression.


Buzz!


The stone had been placed right in the middle of Wang Chong's forces, more than doubling the tension on the board.


"Isn't this Young Master's chess style?" somebody suddenly asked.


This question instantly made everyone take a closer look, and more and more people began to notice that Xu Qiqin's opening moves and this strike into the center of the army were all moves that Wang Chong had used before.


The crowd instantly began to look at Xu Qiqin differently.


To use Wang Chong's chess style in a chess game against Wang Chong was not something any ordinary person would dare do. This was because no one was more familiar with Wang Chong's chess style than himself.


Since Xu Qiqin dared to do this, she was either an idiot or extremely confident that she had seen through Wang Chong's chess style and could win with it.


But Xu Qiqin had once dominated the Chess Hall alone, so she couldn't possibly be an idiot. That could only mean…


All the jeers faded away, and the laughter vanished. The crowd instantly had a different assessment of Xu Qiqin.


For this fellow to challenge Young Master Wang, he must have some plan.


The mood in the Chess Hall suddenly became strange.


This is only the beginning. In a little while, you'll find out who is truly the best chess player, Xu Qiqin mentally sneered.


She knew what the crowd was thinking, but if they thought that she only knew how to copy Wang Chong, then they were wrong.


Ever since her last bitter defeat, she had spent all her time in the Chess Hall, not even going back home. And those several months had not been wasted.


Now it was time to let everyone, including Wang Chong, look at her with new eyes. She had even more 'surprises' waiting for them.


Clack!


The white stone fell and Wang Chong still had a light smile on his face that made it impossible to tell what he was thinking. Xu Qiqin's move and the reactions from the crowd seemed incapable of shaking him.


Xu Qiqin grit her teeth at Wang Chong's smiling face as she silently cursed.


"Let's wait and see if you can keep that smile!"


Grinding her teeth, Xu Qiqin put down her fourth stone. This stone was even more extreme and aggressive.


Peng!


Almost immediately after, Wang Chong's fourth stone came down. Unlike his other stones, he placed this stone on the center-right, directly curbing Xu Qiqin's path to the center, left, and bottom. Combined with his three previous stones, they formed into an assault that pressured Xu Qiqin's position, one that far surpassed any of Xu Qiqin's previous moves.


"An excellent move!"


"As expected, it's still Young Master that's the formidable one!"


"This move is much more impressive than Xu Chong's!"


……


Everyone present basically had some understanding of chess. This move of Wang Chong's had caused all their eyes to shine.


In terms of offense, Wang Chong's move had not been as extreme as Xu Qiqin's, but it had created much more pressure. This was a sort of overall momentum, not a local conflict.


At the very least in his view of the overall situation, Wang Chong was far more formidable than Xu Qiqin. Everyone who saw this felt a deep admiration for him.


Wang Chong was the master of the Chess Hall, so it truly was difficult to match him in his attainments in chess.


"Hmph! It's finally here!"


Surprisingly, when Xu Qiqin saw Wang Chong's 'wondrous move', she made a satisfied smile, like a cat that had successfully caught a fish.


Clack!


While everyone was still admiring Wang Chong's wondrous move, Xu Qiqin suddenly put down a black stone. Like the sharp edge of a blade, it thrust right into Wang Chong's army.


The atmosphere on the board suddenly changed. Wang Chong's offensive momentum suddenly fell to pieces.


That grand and lofty pressure that his pieces had created had dissolved.


And with Xu Qiqin's long-planned move, the air seemed to be sucked out of the Chess Hall. All those sighs of praise were stifled.


Everyone, as long as they could understand what had happened, had been dumbfounded by Xu Qiqin. Even Old Eagle, who was a rather mediocre chess player, was able to see it.


Xu Qiqin's move had clearly been meant specifically for suppressing Wang Chong.


"This woman isn't simple!"


Old Eagle's eyes widened as he suddenly realized that he had underestimated this woman masquerading as a man.


The Chess Hall was absolutely quiet.


Everyone's eyes were focused on Wang Chong, and Xu Qiqin's eyes shone with a smug smile.


A parting of three days requires one to look at another with a completely new outlook. Wang Chong, if you thought I was only imitating you, then you've made a terrible mistake! Even more surprises are waiting for you!


Xu Qiqin looked at her opponent, her eyes shining, her ridicule evident without needing to be said.
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Wang Chong had humiliated Xu Qiqin three times, three times that she would never forget. The last time in particular, he had given her a beating that she, as the big sister of Longwei Training Camp, had never suffered before, and it left her with terrible shame.


Wang Chong had broken the precedent!


Whether it was to wash off her shame or for the sake of her pride and dignity as a daughter of the Xu Clan, Xu Qiqin could not lose again to Wang Chong.


Wang Chong's last words to her had throbbed with pain in her mind over the last few months, and no one could possibly know how much effort she had put in to rid herself of them.


In this period of time, she had silently endured the humiliation of the crowd. If there was a test being held in the Chess Hall, she would always be a spectator.


She had carefully watched Wang Chong's every step and move, engraving them in her mind. When she went back, when she went to sleep, she would still be deeply pondering them, contemplating the subtle changes that happened with each move.


But that was not all. Xu Qiqin had always regarded herself highly, not even giving much face to the princesses of the palace.


And in the game of chess, she had never believed that she would lose to Wang Chong.


But this time, to deal with Wang Chong, to clear herself of this shame, she had put down all her pride and dignity and studied the books that Wang Chong had written on chess.


From the shallowest introductory texts to the highest-level chess manuals, she read through all of them. Even in the winter, she was still studying the chess books that Wang Chong had written for the students of the Chess Hall.


The patient suffering of several months had all been for revenge.


Her talent, the books that Wang Chong had written, and her observations of every one of Wang Chong's games… had finally allowed her to completely grasp the shifts and thoughts in Wang Chong's style and to also find a way to suppress it.


The current Wang Chong was no longer anything mysterious in her eyes!


She wanted to beat Wang Chong into the ground before all these students of the Chess Hall who so worshiped him.


"Wang Chong, it's your turn!"


Xu Qiqin raised her eyes, her manner aggressive.


"Young Lady, good job!" The maid from the Xu Clan had hidden herself in the crowd. Her eyes glowed as she watched, her hands clenched and her expression excited.


Only Wang Chong remained calm. Accompanied by his gentle chuckle, the next white stone came down onto an unexpected spot on the board. Not only did it break Xu Qiqin's assault, it also reversed the situation and began to counter.


"An excellent move!"


The crowd's eyes shone. This was as they expected of the young master. Xu Qiqin wanted to defeat their young master, but this was no trifling task.


"Hmph, I want to see how long you can keep up that smug look!"


Without waiting for the crowd to cheer, Xu Qiqin thrust two slender fingers into her box and took up her fifth black stone.


Her move this time was targeted at the fourth stone that Wang Chong had used to salvage the situation. Not only was she restraining Wang Chong's pieces, making Wang Chong's efforts on the board vanish into smoke, she once more put Wang Chong in a disadvantageous situation.


The Chess Hall fell silent once more.


Xu Qiqin's fierce and swift attacks were like some invisible hand clutching at their throats. The atmosphere grew stagnant.


Even the slowest people in the crowd had begun to realize that Xu Qiqin was now a completely different person. No longer was she as easy to push around as they had first imagined.


Hopes of a short game of chess were now slim, as were the chances of an easy victory for Wang Chong.


For her sixth stone, Xu Qiqin went for the center.


For her seventh stone, Xu Qiqin placed her black piece on Wang Chong's upper left corner.


And for her eighth stone, Xu Qiqin placed it right in the middle of Wang Chong's pieces.


……


Her playing style became more and more extreme, faster and faster, and all of these moves were very targeted. Even the most confused and incompetent of chess players could tell by now that Xu Qiqin had specifically studied Wang Chong's way of playing chess.


Her playing style had preserved Wang Chong's ferocity while also harshly impeding Wang Chong's own playing style.


To put it simply, everyone could tell that her chess style had been specifically constructed to suppress Wang Chong.


"Things are getting problematic!"


In the crowd, Wei Anfang and Old Eagle frowned, and the rest of the crowd was beginning to assess Xu Qiqin differently.


The crowd still felt the same about Wang Chong, but Xu Qiqin seemed to have gotten stronger.


This was the first time since they had gotten to know Wang Chong that they had seen someone on equal footing with Wang Chong, perhaps even a little superior to him.


The chess board was still being divided. Though Xu Qiqin's assaults were fierce, Wang Chong's counters were equally terrifying.


His sixth stone had cut down Xu Qiqin's assault.


His seventh stone had shattered the connections between Xu Qiqin's stones.


His eight stone had once again penetrated into the middle of Xu Qiqin's camp.


……


This was the crowd's first time seeing a game of this level. Both Wang Chong and Xu Qiqin were like the sharpest of swords, cutting at their opponent's most fatal areas.


They were both almost completely disregarding defense, adopting postures of absolute aggression.


Hiss!


Unwittingly, everyone had stopped breathing, having placed all their attention on this intense warlike chess game. Chess was a reflection of strategy, and if such a strategy played out on the battlefield without a sufficiently strong opponent, the result would be one-sided dominance.


That kind of battle was called 'surround and annihilate' and really couldn't be called a battle.


But if the two opponents were equally matched and highly talented, a completely different but grand spectacle would emerge. That war could no longer be called a war. So sublime would it be that it would become art, the 'art of war'.


Such was the art that Wang Chong and Xu Qiqin were exhibiting to the crowd.


That intense combat had completely enraptured them. Many of the students who had only learned of chess and strategy so that they could cultivate in the spirit vein were now coming to the realization that this was also a way that chess could be played.


Although they also played chess every day, using the same chessboard and the same chess pieces, Wang Chong and Xu Qiqin seemed to be playing a completely different type of chess.


They had all been hypnotized, subdued, by the art of chess displayed by Wang Chong and Xu Qiqin.


Whoosh!


Just when everyone was captivated by the battle between Wang Chong and Xu Qiqin, this intense battle reached its first critical moment.


"Wang Chong, you've lost!"


With a swish, a palm of white jade stretched out and took away three white stones on the board, sweeping the first lot of white stones into her own box.


Finally, Xu Qiqin had taken the initiative and taken Wang Chong's stone for the first time since the start of the game.


Just from this point alone, Xu Qiqin's proficiency in chess had already surpassed everyone in the Chess Hall excluding Wang Chong.


Not one person had ever managed this feat.


"The one who laughs last laughs best. Xu Chong, isn't it a little too early to talk about victory and defeat?"


Wang Chong lightly smiled at the smug Xu Qiqin.


Wang Chong had to admit that Xu Qiqin was the strongest chess opponent he had encountered, excluding the war god Su Zhengchen.


Even to Wang Chong, she was an exceptionally rare talent. Even Marchioness Yi would probably be a little lacking in front of her.


Although he had placed many chess manuals and strategy texts in the Chess Hall, it wasn't like they had been there from the start.


For Xu Qiqin to raise herself to such a high level by studying him was truly too stunning!


"Hmph, if I can take three of your stones, I can take thirty of them, perhaps even more! Your loss in this game is assured. Better for you to think of how you will concede in front of everyone! I'm already impatient to hear those words from you admitting that your skills can't compare to mine!" Xu Qiqin proudly said. Although she was still pretending to be Xu Chong, she was already impatient to see Wang Chong's face when he lost.


"Although I must admit that you've made great progress, you're still a far cry from beating me. If this is all you have, such a feat will be very difficult for you. Don't forget, if you lose, you have to agree to one condition of mine!"


Wang Chong grinned, his demeanor calm and confident.


"You're still so stubborn!"


Xu Qiqin inwardly cursed. Looking at the board, she couldn't see how Wang Chong wasn't on the losing end. Wang Chong was in such an awful situation and in front of so many people, and yet still stubbornly refused to say what she wanted. Even Xu Qiqin had to admire him.


But the more Wang Chong acted this way, the more unconvinced Xu Qiqin was, and the more she wanted to win. She had already lost too many times in the Chess Hall.


Her intense sense of dignity made her want to win a match fair and square against Wang Chong at least once, to thoroughly defeat him.


"Hmph, don't worry. If you want to lose, it won't be that easy. I'll definitely fulfill your wish!"


With an icy expression, Xu Qiqin took a black stone and immediately placed it in the middle of Wang Chong's stones.


Turn thirty, thirty-one, thirty-two…


Wang Chong's situation on the board grew worse and worse while Xu Qiqin's offense continued to strengthen. Black and white stones crisscrossed the board like two flood dragons, clawing and biting at each other.


With just a glance, one would feel an aura of violence and danger exuding from the board.


Even the formerly unconcerned Old Eagle had been drawn in by this chess game.


On the thirty-eighth turn, Wang Chong finally managed to take two of Xu Qiqin's pieces, but Xu Qiqin had won even more.


But no matter how much he lost, Wang Chong remained calm, not the slightest bit panicked. Even the haughty Xu Qiqin had to admire this.


On the fortieth round, a stone was placed on the side of the board facing Wang Chong, a seemingly unimportant area.


But this seemingly casual move seemed to have a weight of ten thousand jun, instantly transforming the stalemate on the board.


The easygoing and indifferent Wang Chong felt a shiver run through his body and his complexion instantly changed.


Swish!


Almost subconsciously, Wang Chong fiercely raised his head to look at Xu Qiqin.


This move was not one of his style, nor was it a move that he had ever once used. This move belonged to a completely different playing style.


Wang Chong glanced at the board once more.


On the large chessboard, a small line of black stones spanned between two mighty white dragons. Though the black stones were small, they were like a towering range of mountains, firmly preventing Wang Chong's left and right dragons from working together.


"An excellent move!"


Even though he had been called a War Saint in his last life, Wang Chong had to admit that this move of Xu Qiqin's was superb, a move of wondrous genius.


"It's finally appeared!"


A lightning bolt flashed through Wang Chong's mind as he began to look at the daughter of the Xu Clan across from him with a completely different gaze.
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At Wang Chong's level, few chess moves were worthy of his gaze. But Xu Qiqin's move had absolutely reached this level.


Moreover, Xu Qiqin's move was one that Wang Chong had never seen before, yet was also not completely unfamiliar.


I didn't think that by reading my chess books, she would so quickly fuse her skills in logistics with her chess style, Wang Chong mentally sighed.


Commerce was related to the art of war, as was chess. Military strategy was connected to almost everything. 'By learning one thing thoroughly, one can learn all things' was no empty phrase.


When one reached the peak, one's field of vision would change, and many things would begin to connect.


In his previous life, Xu Qiqin had been famed throughout the world for her skills in logistics. Whether it was cavalry, infantry, or archers, Xu Qiqin would always be able to promptly deliver weapons, armor, and rations to them.


If one regarded the pieces in the middle of the board as the regular army and the pieces on the edge of the board as the supply train, then Xu Qiqin's black stone was a sword that had cut off Wang Chong's army from his supplies.


At Wang Chong's peak, when he was regarded as a War Saint, he commanded all the generals and strategists and led an army of tens of thousands of elites, but he had no one to manage logistics, so his grand army eventually reached its limit.


Thus, he had an extremely deep appreciation for this field.


The Xu Qiqin of the present had not reached the level of reputation from his previous life, but she had already begun to comprehend the logistics skills of her Xu Clan. By melding it with military strategy, she was gradually beginning to show signs of that King of Logistics.


Such intelligence and talent were too astonishing. Even Wang Chong, the man once acclaimed as 'War Saint', had to admit that Xu Qiqin's skill in chess was quite headache-inducing.


"How is it? Why aren't you saying anything? Weren't you really good?" Xu Qiqin sneered, taking full advantage of this chance to jeer at Wang Chong.


If one said that Wang Chong had been energetically defending himself this entire time, keeping the distance between the two of them close, then now, this single move had instantly widened the gap, making it extremely obvious.


"I don't have anything to say. This move truly was formidable," Wang Chong said with a faint smile. He would never deny when something was formidable.


"Hmph, finally, some sense."


Xu Qiqin raised her head high, a proud smile finally emerging on her lips. This was the first time Wang Chong had praised her in this match.


"However, this alone won't be enough to deal with me."


Wang Chong's addition almost made Xu Qiqin explode.


"Bastard, just you wait and see," Xu Qiqin furiously said. Not even she had noticed that though she was still dressed as a man, she had unintentionally taken a slightly feminine posture in front of the crowd.


Everyone in the Chess Hall had very strange expressions, though the crowd quickly put it aside. After all, Xu Qiqin was taking another black stone and placing it on the board.


No matter how strong the disciple was, they could never be stronger than the master.


Xu Qiqin had known long ago that she could never beat Wang Chong in chess just by studying his strategy and chess books. To defeat him, she needed another method.


Thus, Xu Qiqin's goal in studying Wang Chong's chess books was very simple: understand his strategy and chess style, and find a way to suppress them.


Wang Chong's conjectures had been correct. This fusion of logistics and strategy was the method Xu Qiqin had developed to deal with Wang Chong.


And it could be considered Xu Qiqin's true chess style.


The game proceeded, black and white following each other in quick succession as they continued to be placed onto the board. Wang Chong continued his full-out assault in order to reverse the situation, but in Xu Qiqin's eyes, he was clearly fighting with his back to the wall.


If Wang Chong had been able to see her intentions from the start, perhaps he would still have had a chance, but now that they were forty to fifty moves deep, her surprising move had crippled Wang Chong's assault. His disadvantage was now clear, and everything was too late.


I'll see how long your stubborn mouth will last! Xu Qiqin mentally sneered.


She had already taken quite a few of Wang Chong's pieces, but Wang Chong had only taken about eight of hers. Based on the state of the board, Wang Chong's chances of victory were nil.


Clack!


On the fifty-eighth turn, Xu Qiqin put down another black stone, almost magically cutting off Wang Chong's little dragon in the upper right corner from his large dragon.


On the seventy-second turn, Xu Qiqin's new chess style that mixed logistics and strategy once more appeared. Another piece mystically broke through one of Wang Chong's dragons.


On the eighty-fifth turn, Xu Qiqin's style showed itself for the fourth time, and Wang Chong's position worsened, the gap growing larger.


On the ninety-sixth turn, Xu Qiqin's logistics skills went to work, devouring one of Wang Chong's small dragons.


The one-hundred-and-eighth turn…


The one-hundred-and-twenty-third turn…


The one-hundred-and-fifty-first turn…


……


Xu Qiqin was growing more and more familiar with the art of logistics and was finding it more and more enjoyable. Unbeknownst to her, all the confidence that she had lost from her miserable defeats to Wang Chong had returned.


She had returned to being that big sister of Longwei Training Camp that everyone revered.


Xu Qiqin began to play faster and faster, began to have a greater feel of the game, each move played almost instantly and naturally. This was probably the greatest grasp Xu Qiqin had ever had of the game and also the highest level of chess she had ever displayed.


Xu Qiqin felt that she was invincible in chess. No one, not even Wang Chong, could defeat her.


Not even the war god, Su Zhengchen, who she had always respected, was her match.


Once this match concluded, she had to find Senior Su Zhengchen and have him play a match with her. This was not out of disrespect for that revered elder. She simply wanted to test her skills.


Like some invisible lock in her mind had been opened, Xu Qiqin felt like this game with Wang Chong had caused her thoughts to gush out, allowing the fusion of the Xu Clan's logistic skills, military arts, and her chess style to become ever more harmonious. Slowly, Xu Qiqin began to form her own style.


And this increasing familiarity with logistics and chess was reflected on the board in the worsening status of Wang Chong's forces. Just like a great army that had been cut off from supplies and reinforcements, Wang Chong was gradually pushed into a dead end.


Water without a source would dry up, and even the greatest army would march to defeat if it had no supplies!


This was the situation confronting Wang Chong.


Pa!


The final stone was placed on the board like a hammer striking a nail. Xu Qiqin immediately stood up from her seat, her arrogant face announcing the result of this match.


"Wang Chong, you've lost! This game is my victory!"


Xu Qiqin looked down upon him, her face suffused with pride. After all the injustices she had suffered in Deflecting Blade Manor over these last few months, she had finally reached her goal.


She had finally defeated the so-called 'Qilin son' of the Wang Clan.


Starting from now, Xu Qiqin of the Xu Clan was the true genius of chess, and the strongest chess player in the world. With this name, she could openly challenge war god Su Zhengchen.


Who said that women were inferior to men? Xu Qiqin was better than any man!


In terms of martial attainments, everyone in the Longwei Training Camp had to respect her as their big sister. And in terms of chess, hadn't even the recently popular Qilin son of the Wang Clan who was adored by all fallen at her hands?


In both civil and martial terms, she, Xu Qiqin, was superior to any of those foul men.


The Chess Hall was silent. Everyone had been stunned by these results. No one had expected that the chess god that was Wang Chong would be defeated by Xu Chong!


"How is this possible?"


Old Eagle and Wei Anfang were also dumbfounded. But the chessboard did not lie, nor would the crisscrossed white and black stones wrangling on the board.


Wang Chong truly had lost!


An indescribable silence filled the Chess Hall, an almost stifling air.


Everyone was staring at Wang Chong. If Wang Chong could not prove that he was supreme in chess, then he would no longer have the right to test or teach the other students of the Chess Hall.


Wang Chong's status in Deflecting Blade Manor would also be shaken.


First it would be chess, and then it would be martial arts, and then the rest. This event would cause a chain reaction.


Moreover, under Wang Chong's influence, the Chess Hall was growing increasingly important to Deflecting Blade Manor. The first thing everyone did after entering the Deflecting Blade Manor was take the test in the Chess Hall.


The Chess Hall test was the entrance exam for Deflecting Blade Manor.


If Wang Chong could not prove his legitimacy and leadership ability, all of this would stop existing. At the very least, Xu Qiqin would be more qualified to lead the Chess Hall.


"That's right…"


Xu Qiqin gave Wang Chong a gentle laugh, revealing an indescribable smile. And then with a swish, she untied her hair band and shook her head, allowing a head of black hair to flow down like a waterfall.


At the same time, Xu Qiqin flicked a finger from her right hand across her chest. The thin fingernail was as sharp as a saber, instantly cutting away at Xu Qiqin's blue outer garment.


In the blink of an eye, as if some magic trick had been performed, a soft, long, and ivory-colored gown revealed itself before the crowd.


The forceful Xu Chong was no more. In his place was a pale-skinned and elegant woman of supreme beauty.


"Wow!"


This sudden transformation flabbergasted the crowd.


"My god, Xu Chong, Xu Chong was a girl!"


"So beautiful!"


"That's impossible! She's stunning! We were together with her for so long and didn't even notice!"


……


Everyone had been struck dumb by Xu Chong's transformation. When he was a man, 'Xu Chong' had been so handsome that even women looked dim in comparison.


And now that 'Xu Chong' was back to being a woman, her beauty was such that many beauties and fairies in the capital seemed to fade into the background.


Most importantly, Xu Chong was not so delicate and weak as other girls, nor was she only a beautiful face. She had the elegance and majesty of a great clan, and an astonishing talent that many girls didn't have.


This made her beauty even more stunning, and even more fatal.


In the Chess Hall, everyone who saw Xu Chong's true self couldn't help but be enraptured, naturally developing a good impression of her.


This sort of magnetic charm was unstoppable!


How beautiful!


This thought emerged from the minds of the crowd at the same time.


Even Wang Chong couldn't help but widen his eyes.


This was Wang Chong's first time seeing Xu Qiqin's true appearance!


And Wang Chong had to admit that this girl's beauty was soul-stirring, surpassing the normal definitions of beauty.


This sort of beauty would make others inadvertently want to get close to her and submit to her.


…Everyone says that the daughter of the Xu Clan possesses a peerless beauty. It seems that it wasn't a lie!


This thought flitted through Wang Chong's mind, and Wang Chong firmly agreed.
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Wang Chong had already known of Xu Qiqin's true identity and also that she was a woman. However, Xu Qiqin's true beauty really had surpassed his expectations.


"…I forgot to tell you, I'm not called Xu Chong. My name is Xu Qiqin, the oldest daughter of the Xu Clan. In a little while, when you announce to everyone that you're inferior to me, don't forget this point."


Xu Qiqin had no idea what Wang Chong was thinking. A proud expression on her face, she lightly flung her black hair behind her and casually used a white hairtie to tie it together.


Although there had been a few twists and turns, Wang Chong had still lost to her.


"Young Lady! Wow! You really won!"


A shriek came from out of the crowd as Xu Qiqin's dainty and delicate maid ran out. She was jumping and yelling, her face covered with excitement.


"You won, you really won!"


The little maid was so excited that it seemed like she was the one that had won.


"Little girl, you're so annoying!"


Xu Qiqin impatiently gave the maid a light slap on the back of the head.


"Wang Chong, what are you doing? Quickly make the announcement!"


Xu Qiqin turned around and looked at Wang Chong, the look of victory on her face. She made a gesture with her hand, indicating that Wang Chong should go into Deflecting Blade Manor and announce her victory to everyone.


"Haha, you've won? Then why don't I see it?"


Wang Chong sat like an unmoving mountain on his seat, watching with a faint smile as Xu Qiqin played out the part of the rejoicing victor.


"Wang Chong, the outcome has already been decided. With so many people watching, are you still thinking about going back on your word?"


Xu Qiqin's pupils constricted and her expression shifted.


"The Wang Clan is still a clan of ministers and generals. You wouldn't be so lacking in character, would you?"


The maid immediately came to her lady's defense. "That's right. Wang Chong, are you a man or not? Do you want to go back on your words after playing chess with my clan's young lady?"


The atmosphere in the Chess Hall also began to get a little strange.


Xu Qiqin's victory truly had been surprising, but so had Wang Chong's reaction. Deflecting Blade Manor had been established for more than half a year, and Wang Chong had left a very good impression on its students.


No one believed that Wang Chong was someone who would so easily break a promise, but the scene taking place had left many of them confused.


"Hey hey, I didn't say anything about taking back my words! But, Xu Qiqin, do you not know that this game's outcome is only decided once I play my last piece? …You didn't forget that you were the one who went first this game, did you?"


As he spoke, Wang Chong took his last white stone from the box.


Buzz!


The appearance of this white stone instantly caused the atmosphere in the Chess Hall to shift. Xu Qiqin acted like someone had stung her, her entire body trembling.


In just an instant, some matters that had been forgotten quickly resurfaced to the top of the mind with the appearance of this white stone.


Indeed, she really had been the one to go first in this game!


In the game of chess, there was one who went first and one who went second. Although she had already put down her last stone, this game could only truly conclude when Wang Chong put down his last stone.


Wang Chong was completely correct when he said that victory had not been decided!


Bzzt!


Like a lightning bolt flashing through her mind, Xu Qiqin suddenly had a bad feeling. The smile on her face quickly vanished.


Xu Qiqin had never dared to look down on Wang Chong, and now was no different.


However, Xu Qiqin quickly regained her composure.


"Hmph, Wang Chong, stop trying to mess with me. With the board in this state, I don't believe that your last piece can still bring you victory!" Xu Qiqin coldly said.


Sweeping one's gaze across the gilded chessboard, one would only see white and black stones intertwining like a map of broken hills.


Xu Qiqin could be sure that Wang Chong's forces had been scattered and smashed, completely losing any ability to threaten her.


"Hahaha, Xu Qiqin, remember these words: the one who laughs lasts laughs best!"


Right in front of everyone's eyes, Wang Chong gave a hearty laugh as he put down the last white stone.


Time seemed to slow to a crawl. The white stone in Wang Chong's hand seemed to a weigh a thousand jun, attracting everyone's attention.


Even Xu Qiqin couldn't help but follow the slow descent of the white stone onto the board.


Xu Qiqin found it impossible to believe that this white stone could pose any threat to her, but Wang Chong was too calm, too carefree. This made her unconsciously feel a tinge of unease.


It was just a second, but to the crowd, it felt like countless epochs. Finally, peng! With this sound, Wang Chong's last white stone fell on Xu Qiqin's lower left corner, a position that she had never once paid attention to.


The moment this stone fell, the entire Chess Hall shook. It was as if Wang Chong's stone was not falling on their chessboard, but on the hearts of every person present.


"Check1! Xu Qiqin, you've lost!"




Wang Chong said a term that Xu Qiqin didn't understand. But Xu Qiqin very quickly put aside her attempts to understand what Wang Chong had meant, because with Wang Chong's final white stone, everyone's gazes had gathered on that unremarkable spot.


And when the dust had settled, everyone suddenly discovered that this originally unimportant spot had become extremely important.


Wang Chong's efforts had been like constructing a giant net, one that had begun being woven from the first stone, but that only now finally took shape.


Wang Chong's scattered, broken, and formless white stones seemed to revolve around this white stone, transforming into a massive and lethal trap.


And Xu Qiqin was the prey sitting in the very center of this trap.


"This is impossible!" Xu Qiqin's eyes went wide as she stared with disbelief at the sudden reversal on the board, her chest heaving up and down.


"Nothing is impossible. Xu Qiqin, you've lost!"


Wang Chong grinned as his hands stretched out to collect the pieces. Under Xu Qiqin's stunned gaze, he began to collect the first prey caught in the net he had spent so much time constructing: Xu Qiqin's first large dragon, formed from black stones.


Next was a little dragon in the corner, and then a second, a third…


A part of the once-packed board was suddenly emptied by Wang Chong, and then a second part, a third part…


Xu Qiqin's black stones were different from Wang Chong's. She had constituted them into many dragons, large and small, all of them connected to support each other.


It seemed like a masterful layout, but at this moment, it became her greatest error.


As space after space was emptied, when the pieces were all collected, the black stones were scattered and sparse. Wang Chong's originally shattered army of white stones now occupied the absolute advantage.


The layout of those sparsely scattered stones at first seemed like the result of Xu Qiqin's fusion of logistics and chess, but now it seemed like a masterstroke from Wang Chong.


Because it was now impossible for Xu Qiqin to take any of Wang Chong's pieces off the chessboard.


Wang Chong had won!


The situation on the chessboard could be recognized at a glance. Even the most ignorant of chess players could see it.


"Impossible, impossible… This can't be happening!"


Xu Qiqin's entire body trembled. The stark contrast in the state of the board from just a single move truly had dealt her a heavy blow. Even if you beat her to death, Xu Qiqin would have found it impossible to believe that she could have lost!


And even though she had held the upper hand against Wang Chong for the entire game, she had lost at the final move.


"How could this be? How could this be?" Xu Qiqin muttered to herself, her face pale, her body swaying.


"Young Lady!"


The delicate little maid hurriedly went to assist her young lady while shooting a glare at Wang Chong.


It was all this scoundrel's fault that her young lady had received such a blow. Did he not know what it meant to hold back?


And he had even seen her young lady's true appearance. He truly knew nothing of what it meant to be graceful!


Wang Chong only smiled at the maid's vicious glare. If this had been a contest of wills or a leisurely game, he wouldn't have minded holding back.


However, Wang Chong had set up this board precisely so that he could subdue Xu Qiqin, the future King of Logistics, and bring her under his command. Thus, he could not possibly hold back.


"To be able to fuse your Xu Clan's logistics skills with your chess style, Xu Qiqin, your talent really is incredible!"


Wang Chong slowly swept a large pile of black stones into a chess box and then stood up.


"Alas, you were so focused on the local situation that you disregarded the whole! After all, chess is not a simple contest of logistics!"


With this last word, Wang Chong began to exude a mighty aura, one that he had always had.


As a War Saint in his last life, Wang Chong had been speaking as a teacher to Xu Qiqin.


Xu Qiqin's talent truly was excellent, but it was barely excellent. There was still a large gap between her and Wang Chong. One could see it from this game.


Xu Qiqin had held the advantage throughout the game, but at the very end, Wang Chong's last white stone had ruined all her efforts and turned victory into defeat.


Xu Qiqin might have been surprised by this result, been astonished, found it impossible to accept, but to Wang Chong, this had all been part of the plan.


Xu Qiqin was not the first opponent Wang Chong had faced, nor would she be the last, and she certainly wasn't the most formidable.


In Wang Chong's life, he had encountered innumerable opponents of impressive caliber, and those had been on the dangerous battlefield. And these famous generals, Great Generals, and even the foreign invaders had all suffered a bitter defeat at his hands, so why would Xu Qiqin be the exception?


The title of 'War Saint' was not something one could just give oneself!


Boom!


The moment Wang Chong finished speaking, those students who worshiped and supported Wang Chong immediately broke into cheers, soon followed by the rest of the students.


Wang Chong and Xu Qiqin's chess match had been truly too amazing, especially Wang Chong's divine last stone that had instantly turned defeat into victory and thoroughly routed Xu Qiqin.


This unfathomable chess style had completely overcome everyone present.


Just this alone was enough to win Wang Chong a great number of unswerving fans, and even more people had been completely bewitched by the profundity of chess.


None of them had expected the way of chess to be so strange and wonderful. It was like a mysterious world bursting with infinite light, enrapturing all the people looking in.


"Good job!"


"Young Master really is Young Master. No one can lightly challenge him in his area of expertise!"


……


Wei Anfang and Old Eagle were also smiling.


The pair had never doubted Wang Chong's ability, but the brilliance of this game had far surpassed their expectations.

______________

1. 'Check' was written in English in the original text.↩
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Xu Qiqin's complexion was terrible. The surrounding cheers were unquestionably putting a sort of pressure on her.


"Wang Chong, don't get too smug! You've only won one game. There will be a day when I defeat you!" Xu Qiqin coldly said.


"Haha, that's a matter for the future. But right now, we have another pressing matter. Xu Qiqin, you didn't forget about our wager, right?"


Wang Chong tossed around a white stone, a smirk on his face.


Xu Qiqin's eyes narrowed and she seemed to almost stop breathing. She had suddenly recalled a most disastrous matter.


Wang Chong really had promised that if he lost, he would announce to everyone that he was inferior to her. But similarly, if she lost, she would have to agree to a condition of his.


A disastrous condition!


Observing Xu Qiqin's posture, Wang Chong became nervous and immediately asked, "Xu Qiqin, you won't go back on your words, right?"


Although no one dared to break a gentlemen's agreement, Xu Qiqin was a woman. If she proclaimed that she was a woman and not a gentleman, and didn't need to respect an agreement between men, Wang Chong really wouldn't be able to do anything.


"Hmph, Wang Chong, you also shouldn't look down on others. Although the Xu Clan can't compare to your Wang Clan, the descendants of the Xu Clan don't make a habit of breaking their promises. Wang Chong, state your condition. But I will warn you, don't go too far! At worst, we'll all die together!"


Xu Qiqin's heart was filled with regret. If she had known of her defeat, she would not have exposed her identity, but now it was too late. The crowd had already seen that she was a girl.


She had seen the response just now. If Wang Chong made some excessive demand that intended to take advantage of her, she wouldn't be able to do a thing.


The Xu Clan couldn't just cast aside this sort of person!


"Damn it!"


Xu Qiqin truly wanted to give herself two hearty slaps. It was too late to say anything now, but she still couldn't hold herself back. She had wanted to beat Wang Chong too much!


"What in the world are you thinking!"


Wang Chong didn't know whether to laugh or cry as he looked at Xu Qiqin's aggrieved appearance. Even if he was completely immoral, he wouldn't be able to propose such a condition in front of so many people, right?


"Relax, I'm not as filthy as you imagine!"


Wang Chong extended a finger and confidently said, "I only have one condition, an extremely simple one: I only need ten years of your time! In these ten years, you have to work for my sake and carry out my orders! And after those ten years, you'll regain your freedom. Xu Qiqin, can you do it?"


Buzz!


The crowd in the Chess Hall was perplexed. Even Old Eagle and Wei Anfang were dumbfounded. No one had expected Wang Chong to make this sort of demand.


"What sort of abilities does this girl have? Young Master actually regards her so highly?" Old Eagle looked in a daze at the nearby daughter of the Xu Clan.


Bystanders might not be able to tell, but Old Eagle had followed Wang Chong for long enough. Wang Chong was clearly concealing a high regard for this girl behind his words. Otherwise, he would not have so seriously given out this condition.


Those who could 'enjoy' such a treatment were extremely few, and not even Old Eagle or Solitary Wolf had been included in this group. Old Eagle was left astounded.


"Bastard! Wang Chong, you were scheming against me!" Xu Qiqin bellowed in fury, startling the crowd. Xu Qiqin's face flushed and her eyes seemed to spit fire. In her daze, she had suddenly understood something and now gave Wang Chong a vicious stare.


This sudden reaction even startled Wang Chong.


"You already knew who I was long ago, right? Bastard, you were intentionally scheming against me!" Xu Qiqin glared at Wang Chong. The moment she heard Wang Chong's 'condition', Xu Qiqin suddenly understood many things.


Wang Chong's so-called condition was not some idea that would randomly pop up. It was more like the result of a long scheme.


In other words, Wang Chong had already known who she was before she had announced her identity. Using this point, he had lured her into making a wager with him.


How could Xu Qiqin not be angry at this?


From start to finish, she had been in Wang Chong's scheme. Xu Qiqin even suspected that Wang Chong had seen through her identity the day she arrived at this mountain.


When she recalled how humiliated she had felt the last time she had challenged Wang Chong in the Chess Hall, Xu Qiqin grew even more certain that Wang Chong had done it on purpose, and the rage continued to build up in her body.


"Young Lady, what are you saying?"


That abnormally smart maid from the Xu Clan was actually the first to be perplexed. Based on what her young lady was saying, this Wang Chong had known about their identities from the start.


But how could this be possible?


Her young lady had not revealed her identity once, and the difference between the woman and the male disguise was incredibly large. Even those people in Longwei Training Camp that the young lady knew well might not be able to recognize her, much less strangers.


Unless Wang Chong had seen her young lady dress as a man before?


But how was that possible? This was the young lady's first time doing this!


Hearing Xu Qiqin 'dishonoring' his young master, Old Eagle was the first to speak up. "Lady Xu, don't speak nonsense. How could my young master be scheming against you?"


"You!" Xu Qiqin fumed. Although she had no evidence, she was sure that her intuition was on the mark.


"Xu Qiqin, you don't plan to go back on your words, do you?"


Wang Chong had sat back down, his body now slightly leaning forward as he smirked.


"You say that I was scheming against you, so I'll ask you, was there any cheating in our chess game?"


Xu Qiqin instantly felt choked. No words could come out of her mouth.


Although she was still furious, Xu Qiqin had to admit that Wang Chong had not pulled any tricks in this chess game. In the game of chess, she truly was still lacking compared to him.


Xu Qiqin just didn't like this feeling of being duped by someone else.


"Since the match was fair, then accept your loss. Of course, if you take back your words, I truly won't be able to do anything about it," Wang Chong said as he spread out his arms.


He had to admit that Xu Qiqin had far surpassed his expectations. The true situation was exactly as she had guessed.


However, extraordinary times had called for extraordinary measures.


Xu Qiqin was far stronger than he was, and she had an extremely haughty personality, not one bit inferior to Marchioness Yi or Princess Nihuang. In normal circumstances, it would have been basically impossible for him to subdue her.


In the end, Xu Qiqin would still end up as a fierce general under King Qi's commands, bringing many troubles for the empire and himself.


If this were someone else, perhaps it would be as Xu Qiqin said, and they would spend an enormous amount of time and be completely forthright so as to have Xu Qiqin happily follow them.


But Wang Chong was not one those pedants. War was a treacherous game, and as long as his goal was correct and did not arise out of selfishness, Wang Chong did not mind going to extreme lengths to subdue these people.


And besides, in these chess games, he had not used a single trick. He had relied solely on his own strength to defeat her. At the heart of the matter was still the fact that Xu Qiqin had been too eager for victory.


Xu Qiqin's face was constantly shifting through different moods.


The Chess Hall was quiet, and not even that maid was speaking. This chess match had already exceeded the scope of an ordinary match.


The Wang Clan was also no ordinary clan. Whether or not her young lady agreed, this was not a matter the maid could intervene in.


"Wang Chong, don't look down on others. Our Xu Clan is not made up of lowly people whose words can't be trusted. Since I lost to you, I'll fulfill my obligations. But don't get too proud. Even if I agree, I won't help you do anything too overboard. If I don't agree to help you with something, you can't make me do it, no matter how much you threaten me," Xu Qiqin viciously said.


To many people, it seemed like Xu Qiqin's pride did not let her do something like break her promise.


Knowing that Xu Qiqin's thoughts had gone astray, Wang Chong waved his hands and said, "Haha, you don't need to worry about that. I'll never make you do anything overboard. You'll know when the time comes."


This woman was very proud, and after losing to him and being humiliated by him so many times, it would be strange if she had a good impression of him.


There was nothing he could do about that. He would just have to think of a way to make her change her attitude toward him in the future.


"Wang Chong, you'll regret this eventually."


After saying this, Xu Qiqin had no more interest in any chatter. With a flick of her sleeve, she pushed through the crowd and left.


That this chess match had suddenly resulted in her selling herself off for ten years had left Xu Qiqin in disarray. She needed some time to think.


"Young Lady, wait for me."


The maid hurried to catch up to her.


Boom!


Almost immediately after this pair left, the Chess Hall exploded with cheers. Regardless of what Wang Chong and Xu Qiqin had wagered, this had truly been a most brilliant and enjoyable chess game.


Many people who already had a fire burning in their hearts now had an intense enthusiasm for chess.


"…She truly is proud, but she's also worth my respect!"


Wang Chong faintly smiled in the direction that Xu Qiqin had left in. He quickly calmed back down and stood up.


"Old Eagle, let's go," Wang Chong called out.


After several months, he had finally succeeded in recruiting the influential King of Logistics, Xu Qiqin. A great weight on Wang Chong's mind had finally been released.


Now, he could finally proceed with other matters.


"Congratulations to user! For subduing Xu Qiqin and changing destiny, you are awarded 15 Destiny Energy!"


Just when Wang Chong was about to cross the threshold, he heard that mechanical voice at his ear.


Wang Chong smiled.


Just like he had expected, subduing an important figure of the future like Xu Qiqin had come with a reward of Destiny Energy.


Last time, exchanging for the Stellar Energy Piercer and dealing with the World Constraint had left him with 24 points of Destiny Energy. With these 15 points of Destiny Energy, he now had 39 points in total.


It had been worth using all this time to recruit Xu Qiqin.


"…These 15 points of Destiny Energy are rather decent."


With a faint smile, Wang Chong walked over the threshold.


He felt like he was finally getting a grasp of the tricks needed to get rewards from the Stone of Destiny!
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The chill of winter had still not completely faded, and the spring air was still cold.


The capital's Qiaolong Street was packed with people while white vapor roiled above. Qiaolong Street was one of the most resplendent places in the capital. A sumptuous and imposing restaurant towered over the rest, with rows of large red lanterns hanging down from its roof. A hubbub could be heard within:


"Captain, I drink to you!"


"Captain, I'll also drink to you!"


"I, Tie Gouzi, very rarely admire anyone, but now I admire Captain! What's a young hero? Captain, of course!"


"Hahaha, Tie Gouzi, does Captain need your admiration? There are so many of our brothers here, and which one of them doesn't admire Captain?"


"Captain saved my life. In the future, anyone who dares to oppose Captain will be my enemy!"


"Come, come, come! Stop saying these pointless things. Everyone, drink to Captain. The depth of your devotion will depend on what's left in your cup."


"Hahaha, Tuzi, stop messing around! Captain gets drunk after a single cup. Stop giving me trouble!"


……


The second floor of Drunken Sparrow restaurant was packed with a large party. Many red-faced individuals were surrounding a young man who was mature beyond his age, all of them incessantly toasting to his health.


Though the man was still young, he had the look of a veteran, so he did not refuse any of these toasts. However, he seemed to be rather self-disciplined, only taking a shallow sip for each toast. He would only barely moisten his lips before moving the wine cup away.


Thus, despite this 'one against many', the young man remained untoppled. He prevented himself from getting too intoxicated while also maintaining his demeanor.


This had been their first gathering since the return from their voyage. Everyone had regarded this matter with extreme importance, with almost every member of that voyage coming today.


"That's right. Captain, when is our next voyage?"


Though the table was in a lively mood, an expert who had been hired for the first voyage finally couldn't restrain his question. This question was the question on everyone's mind, and in an instant, everyone put down their wine cups and looked toward Wang Liang, their eyes burning with fervor.


Any voyage would be fraught with risks: the various trials of weather like thunderstorms and typhoons, and also the treachery of the human heart.


There had been schemes and deception, and many people had died on the journey, but the rest had been richly rewarded.


Thus, in spite of all these things, everyone was still hoping that they would set off for another voyage.


"Now that you bring it up, this is actually why I gathered all of you here!"


As he said this, Wang Liang's gaze turned serious, and he slowly put down his cup.


"I've decided that once a little more time passes, we'll set off on another voyage!"


His words cast the entire room into silence.


Everyone was dumbfounded, even that hired expert who had brought up the question. Everyone could still remember.


When they had last parted, Wang Liang had stated clearly that there would be no movements for four to five months.


He had just randomly brought up this question so that he could learn of a definite time. He had not held any hopes that Wang Liang would actually begin to prepare for another voyage.


Boom!


After a short moment of silence, the room suddenly exploded with deafening cheers.


"Wonderful!"


"I was waiting for Captain to say this."


"Whenever you set sail, remember to call me over. No matter where Captain is going, I, Tongtou, will wholeheartedly follow."


"Right! Right! No matter where Captain goes, we'll follow with all our power!"


……


In the room, the crowd's faces were flushed from alcohol. They were in an exuberant mood, even happier than they had been at the start.


Although Wang Liang was still young, he had gone through lightning storms, cyclones, massive waves, hidden reefs, shallows, and internal conflicts among the crew. His performance in each one of these perils and natural disasters had won over these people. Each time, he had led them out of danger.


In the great ocean, the strength of a human was tiny. Any warrior would find it hard to contend against the might of Mother Nature. In these dangerous circumstances, someone who had the ability to bring the party out of danger was more important than the strongest warrior.


This was why these people regarded Wang Liang so highly.


In a ship crammed with people, no one was so important that they couldn't be missed, except for Wang Liang, whose existence was irreplaceable.


Without him and the navigation map he had drawn, none of these people would even know how to find those islands.


There were no landmarks on the boundless ocean.


Wang Liang silently took in the love, respect, and passion of the surrounding crowd, and his eyes slowly began to lose focus.


As expected, I still belong on the sea! Wang Liang quietly thought to himself.


After returning from the sea, he had originally planned to do as Wang Chong advised and rest at home for a while. But after spending the winter at home, Wang Liang felt like his heart was empty.


Life in the capital was peaceful, easy, comfortable, but Wang Liang had not obtained that relaxation that he had originally longed for. He only felt emptiness, like he had lost something.


After thinking about the matter for a long time, Wang Liang finally realized what that thing missing in his soul was.


The ocean!


It was the winds of the endless ocean, the salty water, the constant rumbling of thunder, the storms, and the shouts of people at work.


Those veteran sailors had once said that once people spent more than a month at sea, the sea would become a part of their lives.


At first, Wang Liang hadn't believed it.


But now, Wang Liang believed.


This one adventure had made Wang Liang suddenly understand that this comfortable and peaceful life in the capital was not what he wanted.


He wanted excitement, danger, the endless might of nature, the boundless horizons of the ocean, and the feeling that he was struggling for his life.


And it was at that instant that Wang Liang was suddenly enlightened.


From this moment on, his life would probably never be a peaceful one.


"…This is the life that I want!"


As Wang Liang listened to the cheers and shouts from the sailors around him, he felt something slowly awakening in his body. A smile slowly crept onto his lips.


He loved this feeling of blood rushing throughout his entire body. Only by being with these sailors who had gone through joy and sorrow with him could he feel alive.


These thoughts only persisted for a second. Wang Liang quickly regained his composure.


"Don't get too happy yet!"


Wang Liang faintly smiled and said, "It will take at least two months to finish preparations. The fleet needs to be repaired and the crews need to be replenished. Clothes, food, rope, sails, water… all these things need to be taken care of. We'll have to spend at least half a year at sea, so none of these can be in small quantity."


"No problem. What does Captain need us to do?"


The crowd began to speak up enthusiastically. As long as they could go to sea, it didn't matter that they needed to wait a while.


"This is also why I gathered you all. Our preparations last time were insufficient, so this time, no matter what, we have to carefully think things over and thoroughly prepare ourselves. But these things are not something that I alone can get done, so I'll need everyone's help," Wang Liang said.


"Captain, relax; if there's anything we need to do, just give us the order," the crowd shouted.


Boom!


Just when the party was at its liveliest, a massive boom came from the floor below, silencing the crowd.


A racket ensued.


"What's going on?"


The crowd put down their wine cups and began to frown.


This restaurant was one of the best on Qiaolong Street. At the start of this party, the management had been informed that they weren't to be disturbed unless something unusual happened.


And there was nothing normal about this situation.


"What's going on? Didn't we already tell them? We said to not randomly disturb us."


"Call the manager over and ask!"


The sailors showed their unhappiness on their face. Anyone who had their private party disturbed would be displeased.


Wang Liang felt that something wasn't right. But before he had time to think, the sound of somebody climbing the stairs broke his train of thought.


"I'm sorry, I'm sorry!"


The manager of the restaurant was faster than imagined. It only took a few moments before the blue-clothed and rough-skinned manager appeared at the stairwell and before the partygoers.


His head was bowed very low as he apologized, and he added, "Dear guests, I truly am very sorry. Today, this little store has been reserved by someone. Please, guests, leave as quickly as possible!"


The manager's words instantly soured the faces of the crowd. Clearly, someone had reserved the entire place and was starting to drive people out.


"What joke is this? That we didn't drive people out is already rather good of us, and now someone dares to drive us out?"


"Manager, do you not know when we got here?"


"Are you making a joke here? Do you not know how many people are here with us!"


……


To be driven away while they were getting drunk instantly infuriated the crowd, but Wang Liang had managed to suppress his anger.


However, hearing such a rude request still made Wang Liang a little angry.


The Wang Clan was a clan of ministers and generals, and given their current status, it was easy for them to reserve an entire restaurant and drive everyone else out.


But Wang Liang had not done this. This was their first gathering since the start of spring, and Wang Liang had only reserved a part of the tables on the second floor. He had left the first floor and a few banquet rooms on the second floor for others.


Wang Liang was not one of those domineering people, yet the manager's sudden request that they leave had still piqued his anger.


"Manager, just who…" Wang Liang patiently began, but before he could finish, he was interrupted.


"It's me!"


A rude, domineering, and threatening voice resounded in the room, bringing with it the thick scent of sheep. As the voice faded, peng! A bronze-armored boot thudded onto the second floor.


The entire restaurant seemed to tremble at this step!


Everyone in the restaurant instantly paled!
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On the spirit vein mountain, all was still.


A gorgeous hall loomed in the spiraling white mists at the top of the mountain. In a study within this hall was an exquisite desk made of refined iron, decorated with carvings of birds, flowers, insects, and fish.


And behind this desk, Wang Chong was cultivating while working.


It had been more than half a month since he had defeated Xu Qiqin in the chess game. When Xu Qiqin had appeared in Deflecting Blade Manor according to their agreement, Wang Chong had put aside his affairs there and moved his work back to the spirit vein.


At the moment, all of Wang Chong's attention was on the southwest. The matter involved one hundred and eighty thousand troops, and also the Mengshe Zhao, Ü-Tsang, and the Great Tang. There were countless things that he needed to handle, and this wasn't a problem that he needed only a moment to resolve.


Wang Chong could only take care of them little by little.


"Old Eagle, is the letter to Annan Protector-General Xianyu Zhongtong ready?"


"It's ready! In addition, this subordinate has also prepared a gift that has already been sent to the Annan Protectorate."


"Mm, we must develop a relationship with Xianyu Zhongtong. In the future, we will still have many things that we'll need to communicate with him on."


"Your subordinate understands."


"In addition, prepare a million taels of gold and have it delivered as quickly as possible to the southwest. Give it to Zhang Shouzhi!"


"This… Milord, we've already given two to three million taels of gold. We've already greatly exceeded the originally planned sum. That city is a bottomless hole!"


"I have a meaning with everything I do. Just do everything as I say! In addition, arrange to have me meet with Lord Zhang of the Bureau of Military Personnel…"


"Yes, Young Master, your subordinate understands!"


……


Through Old Eagle, Wang Chong issued order after order.


"Young Master, Young Master, it's bad!"


At this moment, a burst of shouts disrupted the peaceful mountain.


Bang!


Before Wang Chong and Old Eagle could react, the door to the hall slammed open. A uniformed guard of the Wang Clan practically scrambled inside.


Upon seeing this guard, Wang Chong and Old Eagle simultaneously frowned.


"What's happened that's got you so panicked?" Wang Chong asked unhappily.


This uniformed guard was clearly not one of the spirit vein's guards. Wang Chong had remembered ordering the clan's guards that they were forbidden from entering the spirit vein.


And Wang Chong was no fan of this panicked display.


But the guard kneeling on the ground apparently did not notice Wang Chong's complexion.


"Young Master, it's bad! Somebody beat up Young Master Liang!"


The uniformed guard was sweating, and the words he relayed instantly caused Wang Chong's and Old Eagle's expressions to morph. But the second set of words from the guard caused Wang Chong's heart to sink into the abyss.


"…Young Master is currently heavily wounded, and it's unknown whether he'll make it. The followers at his side were also all injured. They weren't able to find a way to communicate with Young Master, so they had me come and inform Young Master."


Finishing his message, the guard kneeled on the ground, unmoving.


"What!"


Wang Chong slapped the table as he immediately stood up.


"How is this possible? The capital is a vital area under the feet of the Son of Heaven! Who would dare to heavily injure him there? And moreover, he had so many people at his side. How did he get injured?"


Wang Chong was stunned beyond belief. His older cousin Wang Liang was extremely important to his plans and without him, many of them would not be able to proceed.


And more importantly, Wang Liang was his relative, one that Wang Chong completely trusted and was very difficult to replace.


But Wang Chong was still more shocked at the fact that Wang Liang had been heavily injured. Wang Chong clearly remembered that he had placed no small number of guards at Wang Liang's side, and Wang Liang himself had gained the allegiance of many experts on his voyage.


A normal person wouldn't even be able to approach him, much less heavily injure him.


"What sort of person was this?"


Wang Chong's mind was in turmoil.


In the capital, the people of the Wang Clan could be considered rather low-key. But the Wang Clan was still a clan of ministers and generals, and it was already rather good that they didn't bully ordinary people. Yet now there were people who dared to bully and humiliate the Wang Clan, and right in front of the Son of Heaven.


At this moment, Wang Chong's heart was filled with rage.


"This subordinate does not know. I only know that the ones who did the beating were a bunch of Hu, and the ones leading were some Four An Brothers," the kneeling guard said. But before he could get any further, he was interrupted by Old Eagle.


"You said the Four An Brothers?"


"You know them?" Wang Chong twisted his head to turn to Old Eagle.


"Yes, they are new Hu nobles who began to get famous in the capital in the last month. The Four An Brothers are four Hu who are said to have coincidentally met on their journey to the capital. They all happened to have the surname 'An', so they all swore to be brothers. In addition, because their clans have Hu Generals in the Imperial Court that hold key posts on the border, they hold a lot of influence in the capital, and even greater influence over the Hu.


"Because our circle has basically no intersection with the Hu and because Young Master has always asked me to investigate the southwest, the northwest, the Yao Clan, King Qi, Deflecting Blade Manor, and the spirit vein, I carried out this investigation of my own volition and hadn't told Young Master yet. However…"


Old Eagle paused for a moment, then continued, "The four Hu with the surname An are called An Wenzhen, An Xiaojie, An Yaluoshan, and there's one other that I haven't finished investigating, but I hear that he's related to the Administrative Aide for Lanzhou…"


Boom!


Before Old Eagle had finished, he saw Wang Chong freeze, his face utterly dumbstruck. It was like someone had dealt him a thunderous blow.


Old Eagle had followed Wang Chong for so long, yet he had rarely seen Wang Chong in this state. His eyes were wide open in rage, all the blood in his body had seemed to flow to his face, and the veins on his forehead were bulging out. It was a face to be dreaded and feared.


"Old Eagle, what did you say were the names of those people?"


Wang Chong seemed to be in a state of extreme agitation, but his voice was abnormally cold and calm, so cold that it seemed to be devoid of heat.


The state of extreme agitation and the extreme coldness of his voice formed a stark contrast. Even the Wang Clan guard noticed that there was something strange about Wang Chong and raised his head in surprise.


"An Wenzhen, An Xiaojie, An Yaluoshan…"


As Old Eagle was talking, he heard a clattering of metal. That iron desk in the room had been instantly thrown aside by some powerful energy. Old Eagle saw a blurry black silhouette flash past his eyes, and Wang Chong was gone.


"Carry out my orders. Mobilize all the guards of the Wang Clan; have all of them prepare to move out. Send word to Deflecting Blade Manor to have Li Siye, Miyasame Ayaka, and Wei Anfang prepare to move out, and also mobilize all the guards of Deflecting Blade Manor!


"Summon Steel Arms. Order him to put aside his current mission and immediately return!


"Meet up with Luo Tong and notify King Song. I need all the help they can provide!


"Gather Zhao Jingdian, Sun Zhiming, Zhuang Zhengping, and Chi Weisi, and have them prepare to move out! Send someone to the Huang Clan and tell Huang Qian-er to immediately return!


"Tell all the great clans in the capital that we have good relationships with to send out their experts. Tell them that the Wang Clan will owe them a favor!


"Gather up all the strength that we can gather up!


"Hurry!"


……


With this last word, Wang Chong had already vanished down the mountain, leaving the galloping of hooves ringing through the air.


In the hall, Old Eagle and the guard were dumbfounded.


Boom!


Almost immediately after Wang Chong left, a massive bolt of lightning, dazzling as could be, seared over the spirit vein. Dark clouds began to gather and fierce winds began to blow.


With Wang Chong's final order, the entire capital began to quake. Like some fine-tuned apparatus, the Wang Clan went to work.


Countless experts began to emerge, from the Wang Clan's residences, from the spirit vein mountain, from Deflecting Blade Manor, from the Zhang Clan, the Huang Clan, and the other great clans on good terms with the Wang Clan.


Deflecting Blade Manor had been completely emptied of guards and experts.


On the spirit vein, Zhao Jingdian, Zhuang Zhengping, Chi Weisi, and the others, who had all been immersed in cultivation, absorbing the spiritual energy, quickly left as soon as they received Wang Chong's order.


At the same time, all the Imperial Army instructors that Wang Chong had gathered also left.


Even the home of Wang Chong's family and the home of his big uncle Wang Gen were quickly emptied and were now eerily quiet.


For the first time, four places usually so heavily guarded that they seemed like dragon ponds or tiger caves were completely unguarded.


This situation affected many other great clans of the capital, as these clans had received Wang Chong's request and dispatched their experts.


No one knew what had happened, but everyone felt unease from this sudden mobilization. It felt like a storm was coming.


The great clans of the capital were all used to the Wang Clan being inconspicuous and meek. This large-scale mobilization was unprecedented.


"The weather's about to change!"


In the courtyards of a great clan, an elder of this clan raised his head to the dense clouds in the sky, a look of deep concern in his eyes.


All beasts could hear the roar of a tiger, and even snakes and insects had to yield before the march of the elephant.


The Wang Clan was so inconspicuous that many people occasionally forgot them, forgot that they were one of the most elite clans of the empire.


But the Wang Clan was publicly acknowledged across the empire as a clan of ministers and generals. Wang Chong's order was like a prologue, a prologue to the massive creature that was the Wang Clan slowly rising out of the water to reveal itself to the world.


……


"This is the star of ill omen!"


Right when Wang Chong was leaving the spirit vein, nobody knew that deep within the Imperial Palace, a gale suddenly blew in from the north of Taiji Palace and over a violet and circular platform.


This was a sumptuously decorated platform, its surface covered with circle after circle of strange inscriptions, all of them seeming to harbor some unique power.


If one looked down from the sky, one could see that this purple platform looked like a giant compass, and this compass was covered in circle after circle of mysterious symbols.


This was the star observation platform, the oldest building in the entire Imperial Palace!


At this moment, an old man robed in white, seemingly possessing great virtue and prestige, was looking up at the sky in consternation as a shooting star streaked across the southwest.
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Astrology had occupied an extremely important role in every dynasty.


And the star observation platform, as the place where astrology was performed, had a transcendent status and was highly regarded by every sovereign. Let alone the princes and princesses, not even the consorts and concubines of the harem could approach this place.


In the entirety of the Imperial Palace, the Star Observation Platform was the only place that was allowed to be north of the Emperor's living chambers.


It was no easy task to construct a star observation platform. It required the right time, geography, and the unity of the people.


Only those places where man interacted with the heavens, where the laws and principles of the world could be felt, were suitable for a star observation platform. Only astrologers could construct a star observation platform. And only in a year when the energies of the world were most favorable for carrying out projects would one be able to construct a star observation platform.


And it was a one in ten thousand chance to fulfill all three conditions at once.


Thus, a thousand years ago, even though Shi Huangdi was known as a supreme sovereign who began the tradition of Emperors in the Central Plains, and though his empire and army were unprecedentedly powerful, a hundred astrologers had still failed to build a star observation platform, even though they had used several decades.


The Great Han had only managed to construct their own star observation platform by using the foundation established by the Qin.


When the Great Tang was occupying the capital of the Sui, the first place they occupied and put under their protection was this star observation platform.


The will of the heavens was vast and difficult to fathom.


But one could observe the heavenly phenomena. One could recognize a leopard from seeing its spot through a tube, and a single leaf was enough to know that autumn was coming!


True astrologers using the star observation platform might not be able to see the entirety of the will of the heavens, but they could glimpse a corner of fate.


"A star is falling to the west, an incredibly inauspicious sign! The heavens are changing over the Great Tang!"


As the winds howled, the white-haired elder sat on the star observation platform, a great agitation on his chest.


As the chief of the palace astrologers, he had seen all sorts of inauspicious signs, but he had never seen one so inauspicious as a star falling to the west.


Amongst the imperial astrologers, one had to look back at least three hundred years for any similar records, when the Sui was in its final days!


The elder hurriedly stood up, his concern growing. Finally, he rushed off into the depths of the Imperial Palace.


This matter could not be underestimated. It concerned the fate of the empire, so he had to report it to the Sage Emperor as quickly as possible.


……


The capital, the Huang Clan.


"I'm full. The rest of you can continue eating!"


Huang Qian-er was seated at the table, a large silver sword at her back. The moment she received Wang Chong's message, she pushed away from the table, stood up, and, under the confused gazes of the rest of the Huang Clan, swiftly left through the main gate.


No one knew what had happened, but Huang Qian-er clearly remembered the agreement she had come to with Wang Chong before leaving. She had been allowed to return to the Huang Clan for one month, during which Wang Chong would not summon her beforehand.


Huang Qian-er didn't know what had happened, but she knew that something must have happened to Wang Chong!


Gallop!


Mounting a warhorse, Huang Qian-er needed only a few moments to vanish from the sight of the Huang Clan.


And at this same moment, in a place extremely far from the capital, a carrier pigeon flapped across the sky. On the official road, a one-armed expert riding a horse raised his hand to receive the carrier pigeon.


"This… What in the world happened in the capital?"


Steel Arms gawked at the urgent missive in his hand, an astonished look on his face.


It had been a very long time since he had left the capital to carry out Wang Chong's secret mission. Wang Chong should have known he basically had no spare time.


Moreover, this order wasn't like the one sent out during the Dragon Bandits suppression. The order that time had said that if he could help, he should, but if he couldn't, that was fine.


But this time, Steel Arms could sense the resolve in those words, one that would brook no questions. Steel Arms almost instinctively felt uneasy.


This was no ordinary mobilization. His young master knew his mission. Unless there were unique circumstances, he would never request that he return to the capital.


His eyes shifting, Steel Arms thought for a few moments before suddenly turning his horse around and riding toward the capital.


"Hyah!"


No matter the situation, his young master's orders could not be defied.


Miyasame Ayaka, Wei Anfang, Old Eagle, Zhao Jingdian, Sun Zhiming… all these people by Wang Chong's side were thinking the same thing.


Such a large-scale mobilization had never happened before, and Wang Chong had never issued such an order. Although everyone had their doubts, they all chose to follow Wang Chong's order.


Countless people and horses began to move according to Wang Chong's order, stunning countless great clans within the capital.


……


Boom!


Another giant bolt of lightning seared down from the sky, its booming like a massive axe brushing over a scalp. The winds howled and trees swayed like a mighty wave was pushing through them. And then rain began to drop from the dark clouds.


The rain began as a drizzle, and then drops quickly connected into lines and strings. They struck the leaves, the tender grass, the hills, and the roads, letting out satisfying smacks.


The world was quickly shrouded in mist!


Beneath the lightning, on a long slope, Wang Chong was galloping through the rain.


The entire capital was startled by his order and perplexed at his actions. Only Wang Chong was aware of the whole story.


Wang Chong had never imagined that he would receive news of this person through this method, his old enemy from his past life, and that this person would be so close.


An Yaluoshan1!



Perhaps Old Eagle would never know just how stunned Wang Chong had been when he had said this name.


He would also never know what this name meant for the Central Plains, for the entire world.


Though he was still obscure in this world, in another world, there was no one who did not know his name.


Because it was this person that brought calamity on the Great Tang, made the massive empire splinter apart and begin its descent into extinction.


And it was him that brought over the foreign invaders, stirring up that catastrophe and destroying the entire world.


This was the true enemy of the Great Tang, and also the public enemy of the world!


A newborn tiger cub could barely roar and a just-hatched eagle chick could not yet flap its wings!


Whether it was Deflecting Blade Manor or the spirit vein, these were things that Wang Chong had used an enormous amount of time and energy to develop. These forces, these members of his party, were not easy to come by.


He would have never used them before they had truly matured.


But if he could destroy that person, Wang Chong was willing to pay everything in exchange!


Wang Chong had never known where those foreign invaders had come from, but there was one thing he did know. If he could destroy that person, everything would undergo massive changes.


Without this traitor of the Great Tang, perhaps none of that future would ever happen!


"An Yaluoshan, I'll definitely kill you!"


Wang Chong's eyes were red and his hands were tightly clenched into fists. A thick killing intent surged out of his body and into the heavens. "Hyah!" Horse hooves kicked up wave after wave of mud as Wang Chong charged forward…


______________


1. An Yaluoshan, also known as Kang Yaluoshan, but more commonly known as An Lushan, was historically a regional military commander, a 'jiedushi', of the Tang Dynasty. He was greatly favored by both Emperor Xuanzong and Consort Yang and was thus able to mass significant military power in the northeast. In the year 755, he began the An Lushan Rebellion, a conflict which would devastate the Tang Dynasty for eight years and start the slow decline of the dynasty.↩
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Hwoooo! The winds raged while lightning bolts flashed across the dark clouds above. The fine drizzle was now a torrential downpour.


"Young Master, your armor!"


Two Wang Clan guards kneeled on the ground holding Wang Chong's armor, forged from Deep Sea Xuan Metal.


Behind them were the erect ranks of the Deflecting Blade Manor guards. The cavalry of the Zhuang Clan, the Steel Guards of the Chi Clan, the experts of the Wang Clan, and the retired Imperial Army instructors… all the guards of Deflecting Blade Manor had arrived, together with all the students.


The atmosphere was cold and somber. Though the majestic rain beat upon their bodies and faces, they seemed to be forged from iron or silver, completely unflinching.


"Wang Chong, what's happening here?"


The speaker was Marchioness Yi, wearing a red-tasseled spear at her back, riding out of the crowd on a rouge horse. She had gotten the news at Vermillion Bird Peak and led her own party over.


She was good friends with Wang Chong's second sister and had the greatest understanding of Wang Chong. There was absolutely nothing normal about today's mobilization.


"Marchioness Yi, do you believe in me?" Wang Chong asked, not directly answering the question.


"Nonsense! If I didn't believe you, do you think I would be here?" Marchioness Yi angrily returned.


Wang Chong turned his head and asked, "And if I want to kill a person? Will you still wholeheartedly trust me?"


Marchioness Yi was stumped. Wang Chong's complexion was icy, utterly devoid of emotion. His voice was calm, but that icy killing intent hidden beneath the surface made even Marchioness Yi tremble.


Marchioness Yi had known Wang Chong for a long time, but she had never seen him like this.


"I believe in you!"


Marchioness Yi suddenly smiled, but her voice was abnormally firm.


Although she didn't know why Wang Chong wanted to mobilize everyone in Deflecting Blade Manor or who Wang Chong wanted to kill, Marchioness Yi was confident that Wang Chong would never kill indiscriminately or slaughter the innocent!


If Wang Chong wanted to kill a person, that person assuredly had some reason to be killed. Marchioness Yi had chosen to trust him, not doubt him.


"…Speak. Who's the person that you want to kill? Someone who can engender such hatred in you can't be some ordinary person. Say it, and your big sister will help you kill him!"


Marchioness Yi waved her spear, her expression confident and carefree.


The rain pouring down pinged and clanged against her armor. As Wang Chong looked at Marchioness Yi, he suddenly smiled.


His efforts over this year were showing their results!


Every member of Deflecting Blade Manor had basically complied with his order and come.


No one had asked for a reason or what they were doing. Just this single order from him had been enough.


Just like Marchioness Yi, they had an unreasonable confidence and trust in him.


At this moment, Wang Chong was somewhat moved and incomparably proud.


"Move out!"


Wang Chong equipped the Deep Sea Xuan Metal armor and put on his helmet. His black cape swept through the rain like a saber as Wang Chong galloped forward, leading his forces.


After three li, another flood of steel approached in the rain. Zhao Jingdian, Sun Zhiming, Chen Burang, Zhuang Zhengping, Chi Weisi… and there were also the retired military instructors from the spirit vein. All of them were coming through the rain, catching up to Wang Chong's forces.


Zhao Jingdian brought his horse up to Wang Chong's.


"Young Master, where are we going?"


Zhao Jingdian had a calm face, and he had gotten even more powerful since last they met, having crossed the threshold of the True Martial realm long ago.


A black halo of thorns bristled underneath the hooves of his muscular warhorse, sending vibrations through the air as it gave off the clatter of metal.


"Old Eagle, do you know where?"


Wang Chong didn't reply, but turned to look at Old Eagle, his face cold and somber.


"I've already investigated. It's the Drunken Sparrow restaurant on Qiaolong Street," Old Eagle sternly said.


In this period of time, he had sent out countless sparrows and eagles, covering the entire capital in his eyes and ears. Enough time had passed for him to investigate the location of the incident.


"Go! Surround that place. I don't want a single person to be able to escape!"


"Yes, Young Master!"


……


At the city gate, the three forces finally merged into one torrent. The guards of the Wang Clan, the guards from Wang Gen's residence, the experts dispatched by the various great clans… all of them stood in orderly ranks, quietly waiting for him to arrive.


And in the crowd was the prominent figure of Luo Tong, the master archer from the King Song Residence.


This was not Wang Chong's first time working with Luo Tong. This fully-armored and muscular master archer from the King Song Residence had divine archery skills. Even with Wang Chong's experience from his last life, Luo Tong belonged to the elite of the master archers.


Wang Chong said nothing, only nodding before rushing by them and into the capital.


The rain was coming down harder and harder, and the dark clouds continued to roil in the sky. Blazing bolts of lightning cleaved down like giant hatchets, crackling across the sky.


When a lightning bolt flashed across the sky, the entire world was as bright as day.


The rain, the armor, the roof tiles… everything reflected the light of lightning. The howling of the wind, the booming of thunder, and the splashing of rain all blended into one.


There were few pedestrians on the streets, only shadowy figures lurking in the buildings and on the roofs. These were scouts sent by various clans of the capital.


But Wang Chong had no time to care about them.


The further they proceeded into the capital, the closer they got to Qiaolong Street, the more tightly Wang Chong's fists clenched, and the redder his eyes became.


Countless scenes flickered through his mind while the sounds of shouting, fighting, sabers and swords clashing resounded in his ear, all accompanied by endless fountains of blood.


The memories from his past life uncontrollably and incessantly flooded his mind.


No one understood more than him what the name of that person in Drunken Sparrow restaurant signified. It was a catastrophe for all of the Central Plains.


When that person swept down from Youzhou in the northeast, the Central Plains would become a sea of blood dotted by mountains of corpses until, eventually, everything became nothing.


HIs parents, his cousin, his aunt… Zhao Jingdian and countless comrades who had fought alongside him, those seniors who had entrusted the Central Plains to him, and countless common folk would all die because of this person.


In his last life, when all this was starting, the Wang Clan was in decline and Wang Chong was still wandering about everywhere. Compared to that man, who had the glorious position of commander of three military regions1, he was just the insignificant son of a fallen clan.




Wang Chong would never forget that deep despair he felt as he watched his relatives die.


What he did not do in his last life, he would definitely do in this one.


"An Yaluoshan, I'll have you die for me!"


A surging killing intent rushed out of his body, causing even space to warp.


Rumble! In the next moment, the flood of steel being led by Wang Chong followed him.


Qiaolong Street was as calm as a placid lake. The swaying lanterns hanging from the roofs and the raindrops slapping against them were the only things moving.


"Surround this place. Don't let a single person escape!"


In an instant, this calm was completely shattered.


Countless armored horsemen charged through the rain and tightly surrounded Drunken Sparrow restaurant. Splashsplashsplash. Figures began to jump off the ground and onto the surrounding buildings.


With a creak, bowstrings were pulled, and a forest of sharp arrowheads, twinkling with cold light, were aimed from all around at that luxurious restaurant in the center.


Marchioness Yi, Zhao Jingdian, Wei Anfang, Sun Zhiming, Chen Burang, Zhuang Zhengping, Chi Weisi… everyone was staring at Drunken Sparrow restaurant in the center.


A frigid and terrifying killing intent filled the air.


At this moment, everyone knew that this person that had stirred such hatred in Wang Chong, that he had to kill to be happy, was in this restaurant.


Without any other reason, a killing intent began to emerge in all their hearts.


They had known Wang Chong for so long, and they knew that he had never been one to indiscriminately slaughter innocents, and he rarely ever loathed someone so deeply.


Even when Abutong had challenged him and injured Chen Burang, Wang Chong had only disciplined him. He had still let Abutong go at the end.


If someone could fill Wang Chong with such hatred and hostility, that person deserved to die!


Boom!


In the next moment, there was a thunderous boom as a large foot imbued with a monstrous strength kicked upon the main doors of Drunken Sparrow restaurant, sending them flying.


And as the door was kicked open, Wang Chong led his group charging in, sweeping in with all the power of a storm.

______________

1.Historically, Emperor Xuanzong made An Lushan the regional commander of three military regions: Hedong, Fanyang, and Pinglu. Youzhou was the headquarters of the Fanyang military region.↩
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Buzz!


Drunken Sparrow restaurant was packed with countless Hu, all of them in the midst of giving toasts and clinking their cups. When the doors were kicked in, the Hu were stunned, and then furious.


"Bastard! Who was that?"


"Don't they know that we reserved this entire place? Are they seeking death?"


"Get out of here, or else don't blame us for being rude!"


……


Like a pack of enraged lions, the countless Hu began to curse, pouring expletives out of their mouths. The Hu had never had very patient personalities. There were several clangs as many of the Hu unsheathed their sabers and swords and fiercely went to confront Wang Chong's group.


But in the next moment, they all came to a sudden stop.


Because they had discovered that the people rushing in outnumbered them by a large margin!


"Kill them all!"


Wang Chong waved his right hand as he strode out of the rain and into the restaurant. His voice was icy and brimming with sternness.


Rain had soaked through the chinks in his armor, flowing down his shoulders, arms, and chest, and finally congregating into a little stream under his war boots.


The Wang Chong of this moment was callous to the extreme.


No one had ever seen such an aura from him before.


"Young Master?"


At the front, Wei Anfang and the others, who had already rushed ahead of Wang Chong, all turned their heads. The capital was an important place, and killing so many people would bring serious consequences.


But there was not the slightest shred of emotion on Wang Chong's face.


"Strike!"


The moment he spoke, the Steel Guards of the Chi Clan and the guards of the Wang Clan rushed in like tigers setting upon a pack of wolves.


The Steel Guards and the guards of the Wang Clan had all been recruited from the battlefield. Military men considered it their vocation to follow orders, and their carrying out of orders was inevitable as a toppling mountain coming to earth.


As long as there was an order, they would resolutely advance, even if they were confronted by a mountain of blades or a sea of fire. In this aspect, they were completely different from the students of Deflecting Blade Manor, whose hands were still not stained by blood.


Boom!


All the Steel Guards of the Zhuang Clan, the guards of Deflecting Blade Manor, and the experts of the Wang Clan had come prepared. Each of them was wearing a suit of armor and wielded an axe or saber. Like a flood of steel, they charged into Drunken Sparrow restaurant. With a cold glimmer of light in the air, they fiercely hacked into the crowd.


"Ah!"


Blood flew and screams rang out. In just a single clash, ten-some Hu had been sent flying.


"Kill them. They dare attack us!"


The countless Hu began to roar.


In Wang Liang's party, there had been quite a few guards at his side, and when one added those sailors, his party had been huge. In those circumstances, no one should have been able to bully them.


Wang Chong had found it very strange at the start. How had Wang Liang been injured? But when he saw the situation in Drunken Sparrow restaurant, he knew.


Drunken Sparrow was one of the largest restaurants in the capital, and the number of Hu gathered here exceeded one hundred.


And each one of them was muscular and armed. Not a single one of them was weak. The people by Wang Liang's side alone wouldn't have been able to deal with them.


Unfortunately for them, Wang Chong had come prepared.


"Kill them. Don't leave a single one alive!"


Wang Chong's voice was callous and stern. The righteous did not grasp for wealth and the kind did not command soldiers. The current him was his true self!


It's the thirty-ninth year of the Sage Emperor's reign, so this should be your first time entering the capital… but you were already beginning to gather troops back then!


Wang Chong's gaze was like a bolt of lightning as it swept through the restaurant, his mind completely calm.


The Hu in Drunken Sparrow were wearing all sorts of clothes and came from a myriad of ethnicities. Wang Chong had even met a few of them when he went to see Big Golden Tooth. Wang Chong was well aware that none of these were Hu from the border, but the Hu merchants and guards of the capital.


In the interior of the Great Tang, it was only natural for Hu to get along with Hu. And that person in particular was unsurpassed in his ability to use money and power to make friends and entice talents.


When that great calamity swept down from Youzhou in the northeast at the start of the rebellion, even the Han had been enticed, much less the Hu.


If his guess was right, he was the one who had gathered all these people here.


And in the future, these people would be the source of that worldly calamity. Wang Liang had only unintentionally run into their attempts to gather together and court favor with each other.


No matter what, none of these people could be allowed to leave.


"Everyone else, come with me!"


After leaving enough people to deal with the Hu warriors on the first floor, the icy-faced Wang Chong began to lead his forces to the second floor.


Wang Chong had arrived like a shooting star, taking no breaks, but now that he was in Drunken Sparrow restaurant, the closer he got, the slower his footsteps became, and the colder his expression.


Right before a tiger pounced at its prey, its soles would become soft and its movements silent. Before a crocodile struck, the water would be calm and the surroundings silent.


After half a lifetime at war, Wang Chong had made a habit of calming himself down at crucial moments. Only when the mind was like placid water could he maintain his composure, and only by maintaining his composure would he strike true!


Rumble!


The activity on the first floor had already alarmed the second floor. By the time Wang Chong was clanking his way up the steps to the second floor, it was in complete uproar.


Countless sabers and swords had been unsheathed, the sound of metal constantly ringing in the ear. There was also a fierce energy, smelling of blood and battle, seeping through the floorboards.


Wang Chong was no stranger to this energy.


This was the smell of military men, elite troops who had spent a long time on the battlefield and seen blood!


"Just who in the world are you?"


As Wang Chong's groups ascended the stairs, they were welcomed by cold flashes of light. In an instant, they were surrounded.


Unlike the Hu of the first floor, all the Hu here were armored and well-trained, and appeared extremely formidable.


And behind these people was a man of about thirty years old with a hawkish nose and sunken eyes. He had a muscular body, but also the rare refinement of a scholar. This middle-aged leader of the Hu was looking at Wang Chong with a stern and ashen complexion.


Unlike the Hu on the first floor, this one spoke Han, and he spoke it flawlessly. Wang Chong had rarely seen this amongst the Han, let alone the Hu.


And flanking the middle-aged man, two other Hu leaders were looking at him.


Wang Chong's gaze flitted over them, going straight to one of them, a slightly fat and relatively short Hu.


……


Right when Wang Chong turned his head, the Stone of Destiny in his mind exploded with a torrent of warnings.


But he heard none of them.


At this moment, time seemed to stop. Wang Chong's eyes were red, all his focus on that slightly plump figure standing to the side.


Kang Yaluoshan!


Whether he was called Kang Yaluoshan or An Yaluoshan, or even if he changed his name; whether it was this life, his last life, or a life many reincarnations later, Wang Chong would never forget this face.


How many years!


After so many years, he once more set eyes on this person. How many times had he thought about crushing this person's bones into dust! The Kang Yaluoshan before him was not as fat as the one from his last life, and Wang Chong had never met him when he was this young.


But even with this young and tender face, Wang Chong had still recognized him at a glance.


"…I've finally found you!"


Wang Chong clenched his fists, his eyes a bloody red.


Fate had countless 'turning points'. If one used them well, one could thoroughly alter one's own and the world's fate. 'Vast Crane Pavilion' had been the turning point in the Wang Clan's fate, so by provoking Yao Feng, he had altered the fate of the Wang Clan. The 'Consort Taizhen incident' was the turning point in King Song's fate. By altering King Song's stance toward Consort Taizhen, he had naturally changed King Song's fate.


And 'Kang Yaluoshan' was undoubtedly the turning point for the millions of lives in the entire world. In his last life, he had used more than thirty years to finally kill Kang Yaluoshan, but it had already been too late by then.


And right before his eyes was clearly his best chance.


Wang Chong had not expected that the wounding of his older cousin Wang Liang would bring him before his greatest foe. If everything had gone as expected, this was still Kang Yaluoshan's first visit to the capital.


The current him was much less powerful than the one from his past life, and he had far fewer guards at his side. And he certainly did not have the ability to mobilize the foreign invaders.


This was undoubtedly a most important turning point.


If he could successfully kill him, Wang Chong was sure that the fate of the world would undergo a massive change. Unlike in his past life, he wouldn't have to waste thirty years to complete his mission.


These thoughts needed only a fraction of a second to fly through Wang Chong's mind, and he quickly regained his composure.


"Kill him!"


Wang Chong's eyes flashed as his right foot stepped forward. Under everyone's eyes, he suddenly extended a finger toward the slightly plump, silent, and inconspicuous figure standing next to the middle-aged Hu leader.


"Wait a moment, just who are you!"


The cultured middle-aged Hu flew into a rage, shouting for Wang Chong to stop.


Even though things had reached this point, he still didn't know what was going on. These Han had charged in and immediately begun killing. Although he wasn't afraid of fighting, he at least needed to know why.


But Wang Chong paid him no attention. Since Kang Yaluoshan had appeared here, the two other two Hu leaders were probably part of the Four An Brothers.


Although he didn't know why only three of the four had appeared, this was not Wang Chong's concern.


The erosion of wind and rain might play a part in the collapse of a great building, but its collapse assuredly had to do first with the rotting of its foundation.


Although Ü-Tsang was strong and the Abbasid Caliphate was rich, even though the Great Tang was surrounded by powerful foes, none of them could compare to internal decay.


In the future, when Kang Yaluoshan's rebel army roared into the south, the An Brothers would be a part of it.


Boom!


No one cared about the Hu standing across from Wang Chong. If they had to kill one, they would kill, and if they had to kill one hundred, they would still kill. When Wang Chong gave the order, they would all execute it.


Deflecting Blade Manor, the spirit vein, and the experts from the Wang Clan and the other great clans formed a force that no one could look down on.


Boom!


With a flash of light, a red, fiery cloud emerged from behind Wang Chong and instantly vanished into the dense crowd of Hu experts.


The Crimson Blaze Spear, Zhao Yatong!


At this moment, the first person to support Wang Chong was the eldest daughter of the Zhao Clan, Zhao Yatong, who he had met on his training mission.


As a comrade who had experienced life and death with Wang Chong, Zhao Yatong had never seen someone that Wang Chong so loathed. But unlike others, Zhao Yatong didn't have any complicated thoughts.


Since Wang Chong wanted to kill this person, she would help him.


There was no 'why' or thought about what would happen afterward. Some people were natural companions and didn't need to ask for reasons.


Trust was trust. Since Wang Chong wanted this person to die, this person absolutely had to die.


Boom!


Halos resonated and Stellar Energy exploded. The one following Zhao Yatong was not the Bai Clan's Bai Siling, nor was it the Xu Clan's Xu Gan or Fang Xuanling. It was the Huang Clan's Huang Qian-er.


The famous Fairy of Dainty Hands of the capital was completely drenched, but her eyes were as sharp as ever and her expression even prouder than before. A man's promise was worth a thousand jin of gold, and a woman's promise had never lost out to a man's.


Since it had already been promised that the Huang Clan would serve Wang Chong and follow Wang Chong, Huang Qian-er would carry out this promise until the end.


Boom! A streak of lightning seemed to sear through the air. Like a phantom, Huang Qian-er instantly appeared in the crowd of Hu, the five fingers of her right hand twinkling with a yellow and lustrous light. With just one strike, Huang Qian-er shattered the Halo of Thorns and protective Stellar Energy around the True Martial realm Hu expert. Her delicate fingers pressed against that person's chest and his armor shattered, blood splashing out. Although that Hu expert had done all he could to defend, he was still sent flying like a lost kite.


And Huang Qian-er was so powerful that she sent three nearby Hu warriors flying as well. While those three people were still in the air, Huang Qian-er used her tyrannical energy to shatter their organs. By the time they came back to the ground, they were already corpses.


"Attack, kill them!"


An Wenzhen was furious. He was the oldest of the three, and the one with the highest status. He had been the one to arrange this gathering, but he had not expected this sort of problem to occur.


"Don't go easy. If anything happens, just blame me!"


An Wenzhen's heart had hardened.


He no longer cared that this was at the feet of the Son of Heaven. Since these people had dared to strike at him, no matter where they came from, they would all die!


Since he had already given a lesson today, there was no harm in killing again. Anyone who was so blind as to bully around the Hu was overestimating their intelligence and seeking their death!


He didn't care about other Hu, but in the capital, the Four An Brothers were generals who never let anything go unfinished!


To die at his hands was to die in vain.
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An Wenzhen was not able to keep his ferocity for long, because soon after, he heard the twanging of bows at his ear.


Not even the storm outside could block out those sharp whistles.


Thwishthwishthwish!


Hundreds of arrows, each carrying a powerful energy, converged on the building like a cloud of locusts. Boomboomboom! In a set of explosions, these arrows pierced through the walls, honeycombing it with holes.


"Ah!"


Miserable screams filled the air. The Hu had been putting all their focus on Wang Chong's party and had been caught completely off-guard by this sneak attack.


It was simply impossible to block these arrows as they burst through the walls. In a flash, more than half of the Hu had been either killed or injured by these arrows.


The archers that Wang Chong had brought were basically all master archers, and every one of their bows had been infused with destructive Stellar Energy. When that powerful energy pierced through the chests of the Hu, it sent them flying before nailing their bodies against the floor.


Although some of the more powerful Hu experts had Stellar Energy protecting their bodies that was able to knock away one or two arrows, the dense rain of arrows still broke through in the end. They managed to last for a few moments before their chests, and even heads, were shot through.


Blood gushed out, pooling into rivers and seeping through the floor below, frightening the Hu on the first floor.


"Damn it! Master archers! He actually brought master archers! Go! Quickly!"


An Wenzhen's complexion had gone ghastly pale.


If one added up the number of people in this gathering and the Hu experts of the capital they had invited on the first floor, they numbered more than a hundred, and all of them were at the True Martial realm and above.


They even had many experts who were on the brink of reaching the Profound Martial realm.


The Hu had fierce personalities and were extremely aggressive, and all of them were experts who had engaged in real combat. An Wenzhen had originally believed that just this force alone would have been enough for them to boldly stride across the capital.


He had not expected to run into this mysterious and ferocious youth.


An Wenzhen was well aware that a master archer was not someone an average person could run into, and not even a great clan could easily gain access to one.


The youth before him was undoubtedly no ordinary person.


More importantly, this youth had outnumbered them!


"Hahaha, do you think you can leave?"


Right after he had given the order to run, right after the first rain of arrows, someone outside Drunken Sparrow restaurant began to roar with laughter and jeer in the Hu tongue. This laughter was like thunder and blended together with the wind and rain. Although the speaker was speaking in Hu, they spoke flawlessly. It was the Invincible Great General, Li Siye.


Li Siye's aspirations had been on the Western Regions, for which he had studied the Hu language. The conversations of those Hu were no secret in his ears.


Boom!


With a heaven-shaking explosion, a burly figure rammed through the wall of Drunken Sparrow restaurant, leaving a man-shaped hole in the southeast wall.


On his back was a giant Wootz Steel sword, even taller than a normal adult man.


Hum! At almost the same moment, Li Siye struck.


Rumble! In an instant, a numbing energy suddenly appeared in everyone's perception. The sky dimmed and the entire restaurant was plunged into darkness. Soon after, a massive saber energy, thirty zhang long, vast and resplendent like a god and demon, slashed down from the heavens.


The large Drunken Sparrow restaurant seemed to be made of paper as this monstrous energy cleaved it in two. This saber not only cut through the entire restaurant, it also hacked at all the Hu on the second floor.


The screams and the shattering of floorboards, chairs, and tables blended into one.


An Wenzhen had been standing in the direction of this saber energy, and he was sent flying, blood splattering everywhere.


"A Profound Martial realm expert!" An Wenzhen screamed, terror in his heart.


The An Clan was originally a Turkic clan of generals with a great store of knowledge. However, they had been excluded and massacred by the other Turkic clans, causing them to join the Great Tang.


Even so, the An Clan continued its tradition of martial arts.


This fact was evident from An Wenzhen's True Martial Tier 9 cultivation. This cultivation level played an important part in his leading tonight's gathering.


Someone who could shatter his protective Stellar Energy and easily defeat him with one slash of a saber could only be a Profound Martial realm expert, and one at Tier 5 or above.


Just where did this youth come from?


An Wenzhen's mind was in a panic as he was sent flying, and only this one thought remained.


He could disregard that massive number of True Martial realm experts, but Profound Martial realm experts were all proud, and each one had a deep backing and would not easily serve another.


No normal clan could gain the servitude of a Profound Martial realm expert, nor could any ordinary faction.


But even now, An Wenzhen did not know when he had offended this person. Everything was like a bad dream, an unforeseen disaster.


Boom!


When they saw the strongest of their number, An Wenzhen, being sent flying by this single saber slash and the massive restaurant being chopped into two, the morale of the valiant Hu quickly crumbled.


"Run!"


In an instant, all the Hu experts still alive began to scatter, escaping through the rain.


"Old Eagle, kill him!"


The storm poured in from outside while thunder exploded overhead. Wang Chong's gaze was like lightning, paying no attention to the other Hu. His eyes were locked on that slightly plump figure who had escaped the farthest, several dozen zhang away.


Whether in his last life or this, whether he was at the height of his fame or still utterly obscure, Kang Yaluoshan had always been slippery, acting according to circumstances. If things didn't look right, he would always be the one to escape first and farthest.


But unfortunately for him, Wang Chong had come for him today. No matter how crafty he was, he wouldn't escape today!


Several dozen zhang away, the plump figure seemed to hear that order. He came to a sudden stop, but then he began to move faster, charging through the rain toward a warhorse.


And the moment he began to run, a figure like a great eagle arced down from the dark sky.


This was Old Eagle, in hot pursuit!


And though Old Eagle was fast, another person was even faster. Rumble! There was a flash of light, and then the scene from before replayed. A saber energy, vast and resplendent, fiercely slashed through space, descending upon that plump figure in the distance.


At the crucial moment, Li Siye had finally struck.


In this assault, Li Siye was Wang Chong's most powerful ally. But Li Siye had never seen An Yaluoshan before.


He had originally believed that the most powerful person in the room had been Wang Chong's target, but it seemed that he had been wrong.


But attacking the wrong target had no effect on someone like Li Siye.


Not even the strongest of this Hu party, An Wenzhen, had been a match for him, so how could An Yaluoshan?


Boom!


The light of the saber cleaved through the darkness. But right when Wang Chong was about to sigh in relief, something completely surprising happened.


Crack! The world suddenly brightened as a blazing lightning bolt zigzagged down from the dark clouds, accurately striking Li Siye's saber light.


This strike not only scattered Li Siye's saber light, the fierce lightning bolt even followed the saber light to strike Li Siye, who was in the middle of a jump.


"Ah!"


Li Siye yelled as both he and his saber were sent flying.


"What… how is this possible?!"


Wang Chong narrowed his eyes, not daring to believe what he had seen. Even though there was a thunderstorm, this lightning bolt had come down too suddenly.


In truth, it wasn't just Wang Chong. Everyone, including the Hu, was astonished by this scene.


Boom!


Another massive boom stirred the crowd from their stupor. Several dozen zhang away, in the middle of a torrential rain, a spear was thrust into the ground, its end vibrating.


Right after Li Siye, Old Eagle had struck!


But Old Eagle's attack had also missed. In a flash, An Yaluoshan had used a bizarre movement technique that none of the crowd had ever seen before. His body twisted, taking an M-shaped track, barely managing to avoid Old Eagle's determined strike.


With both these strikes avoided, An Yaluoshan once more began to flee. However, with Old Eagle's interference, An Yaluoshan had inevitably slowed a little.


"Hmph!"


A cold snort came from behind. The moment An Yaluoshan slowed, Wang Chong suddenly leaped into the air, immediately using the Leaping Dragon Art.


Buzz. In the darkness, Wang Chong seemed to be flung upward by some invisible strength. He jumped several times in the air until he was several dozen zhang in the sky.


"Luo Tong!"


Wang Chong's voice resounded through the darkness.


Twang!


The crack of the bowstring was like a peal of thunder. In an instant, several sharp arrows flew forth like lightning bolts, piercing through the wind and rain toward the distant An Yaluoshan.


Luo Tong possessed superb archery skills and none of his arrows ever missed their target. Wang Chong had already seen proof of his skill during the Goguryeo Assassins incident.


He needed only one arrow to dispatch one True Martial realm expert. All his targets would groan and collapse. Luo Tong could strike any target within two hundred meters, much less this close distance.


But then the astonishing took place once more.


An Yaluoshan's ears trembled as if he had already expected this. When the bowstring twanged, he suddenly rolled without even turning around. Pressing close to the water-covered ground, he rolled several times.


The six arrows struck the mud while An Yaluoshan, his body covered in mud, clambered up and began to run once more.


Though he seemed rather sorry, he had once more escaped disaster.


"How is this possible?"


On a distant roof, the falling rain on his bronze armor made Luo Tong seem like a war god.


But unlike the war god Luo Tong of the past, this one no longer had that composed and confident expression.


It wasn't that Luo Tong had never encountered such a formidable opponent before.


Someone strong enough was completely capable of sending his arrows flying, but that sort of trait was completely different from what this person displayed.


If someone wanted to dodge his arrows while having their back turned, only one type of person would be capable of this: a master archer!


One that was at least on par with him!
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Only a master archer could understand a master archer!


Only a master archer could determine the direction, the distance and position an archer was located at from the twang of the bowstring. The highest-level master archers didn't even need to hear the bowstring.


Those supreme experts who had spent many years immersed in the path of archery were extremely sensitive to when they had been targeted. Once they were targeted by a bow and arrow, no matter how far away it was, they would immediately react.


This was the so-called archer's intuition!


It had been a very long time since Luo Tong had met an archer so formidable as to dodge his arrows in the pouring rain without even turning his head.


Splash!


The rain poured down, obscuring the sun and falling upon the roofs and stone pavement, pinging against armor and weapons like little metal balls.


Wang Chong had no time to worry about Luo Tong.


Although others might have been surprised that Luo Tong had missed, Wang Chong was not. An Yaluoshan had always been an expert at the skills of both the Hu and the Han. He was an archery expert who could wield a bow with either hand and fire it while riding a horse.


His talent in archery was even the envy of the Turkic and Hu master archers, let alone others.


However, no matter how skilled he was at the bow, he had to die today!


Boom!


Another bolt of lightning seared across the sky, illuminating the world and Wang Chong high in the sky. Whoosh! A white wave of water followed Wang Chong's sword as he raised it, and then the spiritual energy in his surroundings began to form a massive spiral around Wang Chong.


Wang Chong had become one with his sword, wrapping himself in majestic spiritual energy from head to foot. Then, like a bolt of lightning, he shot down from the heavens.


The Leaping Dragon Art was slow to leap into the skies, but it descended with incredible speed.


Boom!


A hazy black line dropped down through the rainstorm, catching up to the distant An Yaluoshan in the blink of an eye.


Bong!


It was impossible to see anything in the gloom, but not even the downpour could hide the countless dragon roars. Wang Chong, who was only at Tier 3 of the True Martial realm, had used the Leaping Dragon Art to strike with the power of someone at the peak of True Martial Tier 5. Coupled with his hardy Wootz Steel sword and the Stellar Energy Piercer, Wang Chong could menace someone at True Martial Tier 6, even Tier 7.


And An Yaluoshan, who had used techniques to avoid the consecutive attacks of Old Eagle and Luo Tong and was also in a rush to escape, had inevitably shown a crack in his armor.


Wang Chong tightly clenched his Wootz Steel sword as he furiously roared, "An Yaluoshan, halt for me!"


The current An Yaluoshan was far weaker than he was in his past life. Wang Chong had immediately noticed upon seeing him in Drunken Sparrow restaurant that his current strength did not exceed True Martial Tier 7, still in the limits of what he could threaten.


Wang Chong didn't even need to kill him, only successfully slow him, delay him. The experts that he had brought from Deflecting Blade Manor, the spirit vein mountain, and the various sects could then surround him.


No matter how talented An Yaluoshan was, he wouldn't be able to escape, not even if he grew wings!


Boom!


And then, the unexpected struck once more. While Wang Chong was shooting forward, when he was only three feet from An Yaluoshan, something strange happened. The void rippled and a majestic energy filled with the might of the world suddenly swept out from the depths of space-time and interposed itself between Wang Chong and An Yaluoshan.


Bang! Like he had struck an invisible wall, Wang Chong's thunderous blow was blocked by that energy barrier.


And that furious energy of the world within that barrier sent Wang Chong flying with the force of a storm.


Peng!


As he was sent flying, Wang Chong was utterly stunned.


"How is this possible?"


Wang Chong's mind had been thrown into complete disarray. At this moment, he could clearly see An Yaluoshan turn his head around, his eyes as shocked as his, and also rather perplexed.


Peng! His body rolled across the ground, his armor clattering. Wang Chong stood up from the ground, and then he just stood there, his mind still dazed from that massive shock.


Wang Chong had clearly sensed that massive energy suddenly emerging out of space-time to stop him.


That energy was as vast and boundless as the world itself, far surpassing the scope of the True Martial realm.


This was not a strength that An Yaluoshan could have exploded with.


It was like some powerful and invisible existence had suddenly acted to stop him.


"Damn it!"


A lightning bolt coursed through his mind. Wang Chong suddenly remembered that before he had attacked, there had been a warning in his mind.


【Due to user's actions, 'Destined Foe' will soon receive the protection of the world. 'Destined Foe' will have an increased chance of surviving and user will have an increased chance of failing. In the future, each time user meets with target, target will be blessed an additional time by the world.】


Are you saying… that it's simply impossible for me to kill An Yaluoshan?


In less than a second, countless thoughts flashed through Wang Chong's mind.


As a reincarnator, Wang Chong's course was completely incompatible with this world, something that this world could not accept.


From the start of his reincarnation, Wang Chong had already felt the expulsive force of the World Constraint. But Wang Chong had not expected this expulsive force to be this strong.


It could not only expel him, but also strengthen a few important targets and stop him.


Altering destiny was no easy task.


An Yaluoshan occupied an extremely important spot in this world's destiny, perhaps even the most important place.


If he could successfully kill him while he was still obscure and had not successfully rebelled, then the fate of the world and history would undoubtedly change.


If An Yaluoshan died, no one would start a rebellion in Youzhou and the Great Tang would not crumble from within. If there was no An Yaluoshan, there would be no one to summon the army of foreign invaders and the Central Plains would not be destroyed…


This would result in two different worlds!


It wasn't like Wang Chong had never changed history or destiny before. He had altered the fate of his clan and King Song.


However, none of those alterations compared to the one before him. This was not some Imperial Prince or clan he was changing the fate of, but the millions of people living in this world, the fate of countless kingdoms and empires.


This alteration was so massive that for the first time, Wang Chong had experienced direct interference from the world. No! It wasn't just interference. The world had even strengthened An Yaluoshan.


This was the 'blessing'.


…Is it too early? Because An Yaluoshan hasn't completed his mission, this phenomenon appeared?


Wang Chong suddenly thoroughly understood.


As someone who had already died once and reincarnated in this world, a soul that shouldn't have existed, Wang Chong was probably the only person who could encounter these sorts of things.


Yet not only was Wang Chong's killing intent not extinguished, it burned even more fiercely and resolutely.


"So what if the world interferes? Even if the entire world is protecting you, I'll still have you die!!!"


Wang Chong clenched his fists and grit his teeth. When he raised his head again, his eyes were once more bursting with a dreadfully cold light.


"Not good! He's about to escape!"


"Stop him!"


Neigh!


"He has other plans."


"Ah! It's a divine Ferghana1 horse!"




……


The rain poured down, soaking everyone. Drunken Sparrow restaurant was in complete chaos, but as lightning coursed through the clouds, everyone could see that tall, muscular horse, like a divine dragon colt, neighing as it shot off into the distance.


An Yaluoshan had jumped and mounted that divine Ferghana horse, and then galloped away, quickly vanishing into the darkness.


"Everyone, follow me!"


The moment An Yaluoshan took off on his steed, a storm of hooves against stone followed him.


Wang Chong, mounted on the White-hoofed Shadow, flew through torrential rain, unwilling to let him go.


Only Wang Chong's White-hoofed Shadow could catch up to An Yaluoshan's foreign Ferghana horse.


Boom!


There was a clattering of metal. While in pursuit, Wang Chong had unhesitantly chose to release his Halo of Dusk Stallion.


The halos resonated in the air, jolting away the rain. These halos not only covered Wang Chong's feet but also spread to the feet of all his forces around Drunken Sparrow restaurant.


At this moment, all these people were now stronger, faster, and more dexterous!


"Catch up to Young Master!" In the darkness, Old Eagle shouted and was the first to get on a horse and gallop after him. Following him were Li Siye, Zhao Jingdian, Wei Anfang, Marchioness Yi and the others.


No one knew why Wang Chong was so adamant about catching that Hu, but at this moment, Wang Chong's will was unquestionably all their wills.


No matter what he wanted to do, everyone would immediately obey.


Rumble!


The ground quaked as the stampede of hooves drowned out the sound of thunder and rain. A bolt of lightning flashed, revealing countless armored horsemen pushing through the darkness like a flood of steel!


……


The rain was coming down faster and harder.


Bolt after bolt of lightning cracked, seemingly intent on sundering the world. It was still not night, but the dense and dark clouds in the sky had invaded the world with darkness.


A nervous atmosphere was spreading through the world.


Those dogs that would usually crazily bark at the smallest sign of activity seemed to sense something. Though they whimpered in unease, they did not bark.


Boom!


Another bolt of lightning cracked down, its searing light like a river hung up in the heavens. This dazzling river illuminated the rumbling world, the trembling roofs. It also illuminated the stone streets, the Ferghana steed galloping across them, and that seemingly plump but actually muscular Hu atop it.


This was a Hu about twenty-eight or twenty-nine years old. He had a high nose and hawkish eyes. His face was square and covered in whiskers. This sort of appearance was very common among the Hu living on the border.


This person was the one who Wang Chong was adamantly pursuing, the one he wanted to grind into dust, the one he could never forget, An Yaluoshan!

______________


1.Ferghana horses are a breed of horse from the Ferghana Valley. The Chinese name for them is 汗血马, or 'horse that sweats blood'.↩
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"What in the world is going on?"


The boundless rain slapped onto his face like lead pills as An Yaluoshan galloped through the rain, a long white wake of water left behind him.


He could hear the galloping of horses behind him, each sound pounding at the bottom of An Yaluoshan's heart. It had been a long time since he had experienced being hunted down.


These people were rushing toward him with all the ferocity of a torrential flood. An Yaluoshan knew that if he was caught or was just a little too slow, the only thing waiting for him would be death.


This intense danger made An Yaluoshan's head ache and his entire body feel like it was about to explode. He had already pushed this Ferghana steed that he had brought from Youzhou to the limit, but he didn't feel like he was widening the distance.


There was no doubt that the steed of his pursuer was not one bit inferior to his!


This made An Yaluoshan even more uneasy.


But none of this danger could overcome that one thought in An Yaluoshan's mind:


Why was all of this happening?


There were so many people in Drunken Sparrow restaurant, so why was that Han youth targeting him? He was also the least famous of the Four An Brothers, so why was all the attention being put on the obscure him?


And there was another, even more important thing that An Yaluoshan couldn't understand. Ever since he had come down from Youzhou to here, he had been very inconspicuous and obedient, acting like a dog with its tail between its legs. He had done nothing to disrespect the law.


So why did that youth not seem to care about anyone else and insist on running him down?


An Yaluoshan had searched his mind and confirmed that he had never met that boy, so there was naturally no opportunity for any conflicts to form. But that loathing, those bloodshot eyes, wouldn't lie.


There was one moment, An Yaluoshan had to admit, that he truly had been scared out of his wits. That was no longer something as simple as ordinary hatred or loathing, but a deep-seated hatred that had been forged in a sea of blood.


So when An Yaluoshan saw his sworn brother An Wenzhen being cut down, he immediately fled. He had a bad feeling that if he was just a little too slow, he would never be able to escape.


Just who is that boy? Where did I ever get into a quarrel with him? Youzhou? Impossible! All the youths of the capital are tender and soft. None of them would ever go to such a remote place. And besides, with their status, who would ever try to do anything against them?


Could it be the capital? Impossible! This is my first time in the capital. If I met him before, I would have known and wouldn't be inexplicably pursued like this.


An Yaluoshan pressed against the back of his horse, panting for breath as countless thoughts flashed through his mind. Perhaps it was because he had escaped too many times, had been pursued by that person too many times.


After spending so long living in fear, An Yaluoshan had discovered that he was extremely skilled at escaping in very poor circumstances.


The galloping behind him, the torrential rain, the splashing water, and that clanging of metal that seemed to want to take his soul made An Yaluoshan's heart beat in fear.


An Yaluoshan could easily imagine that youth's cold and handsome face, his icy and bloodshot eyes. He could even hear and smell his breath.


They were already extremely close.


But An Yaluoshan did not dare to turn his head.


This unreasonable pursuit, those extremely vicious and thunderous methods, and that pair of bloodshot eyes, filled with hatred… An Yaluoshan had never imagined that he would meet someone who would make him panic as much as that person.


More importantly, An Yaluoshan still had no idea why all this was happening.


Could it be because of that guy?


An idea came to him. As he was thinking, An Yaluoshan had suddenly recalled that group of Han that they had driven out of Drunken Sparrow restaurant.


There had been all sorts of people in that crowd, and quite a few of them had been sailors. When they were driving them out, that crowd had shouted that their leader was a young man from the capital's Wang Clan.


At the time, An Wenzhen had easily headed off this tactic. An Wenzhen had said that the Wang Clan of the capital was an elite clan. If they held a party, how could they not reserve the entire restaurant? And how could they associate with this everyday riffraff? They had to be lying.


And then they broke their bones!


Those people had been extremely agitated, saying that they would definitely regret this!


After thinking for so long, An Yaluoshan could only think of this incident.


But even if that was the cause, he had nothing to do with this incident. An Wenzhen had been the perpetrator. He hadn't even joined in the beating!


If that boy wanted to find someone, he should have gone after An Wenzhen and the others. Why was it him instead!?


First I'll go to the relay station in the western suburbs. Only there will I be absolutely safe!


All these thoughts flew out of his head as An Yaluoshan urged his horse on.


……


As the rain poured down in buckets, the crackling lightning bolts allowed for brief glimpses of two sets of man and horse, one in front and one behind.


Wang Chong was pressed against the back of his horse, his mouth clenched. Behind him was the galloping of horses, but no one was saying anything.


The current silence was for more frightening than if there had been voices.


No matter where you go, you won't be able to escape the capital!


Wang Chong stared in front of him.


The capital was a walled city, and he had come from the city gate. The city gate was behind him, and as long as An Yaluoshan didn't escape through the city gate, it didn't matter where else he went—he would never escape his grasp.


No, even if An Yaluoshan did escape through the city gate, he still wouldn't be able to escape.


In his last life, he had spent thirty-five years but had still failed to rescue the Central Plains from its fate of destruction. In this life, Wang Chong had already put in enormous efforts and a great deal of time to make ample preparations for the Central Plains.


But Wang Chong had not imagined that the heavens would send him such a good opportunity. An Yaluoshan had come from the distant Youzhou alone to the capital, to him.


Wang Chong had never once felt so close to success, so close to accomplishing his missions. It wasn't simply right before his eyes now. He could almost touch it.


As long as he could kill An Yaluoshan, destiny would undergo an inconceivable reversal.


Of all the countless possibilities in fate, this was undoubtedly one of the easiest, and it came with the smallest price.


The current An Yaluoshan was too weak. He couldn't even be compared to that ambitious, ruthless, and peerless villain from his last life.


Wang Chong was keenly aware that if he missed this chance, he would definitely regret it.


Because the next time such a chance came along, he would definitely not have it so easy, would not hold such a dominating advantage.


Rumble!


The rumbling of warhorses allowed Wang Chong to sense without turning around that more and more people were joining up with him. The massive influence the Wang Clan wielded in the capital was at work.


Wang Chong was well aware that these people were not from Deflecting Blade Manor or the spirit vein mountain, perhaps not even from the Wang Clan. The Wang Clan was a prestigious clan of ministers and generals, on equal level with the Yao Clan, an existence that even King Qi had to take seriously. Through the Qilin son that was Wang Chong, it was putting its massive influence and power to work.


The Wang Clan was like a giant beast hiding under the water, possessing limitless strength. But the Wang Clan's meekness, humbleness, and inconspicuous demeanor had restricted this strength.


This restriction did not come from Wang Yan, Wang Chong's father, nor did it come from Wang Chong's big uncle, Wang Gen. Rather, it came from Wang Chong's grandfather, that figure held in the highest esteem by the entire world, Duke Jiu, Wang Jiuling.


Duke Jiu was frugal and disciplined, and he required the same of his children, leading the entirety of the Wang Clan to conduct themselves so.


Though this had given the Wang Clan a virtuous reputation, it had also limited its strength.


So it was said that he who was raised by Xiao He was cast down by Xiao He.


(TN: This is a saying that relates to a story from the Han Dynasty. Xiao He was an advisor to Liu Bang, the founder of the Han Dynasty. When Liu Bang was fighting with Xiang Yu, a rival warlord, Xiao He discovered Han Xin as a low-ranking soldier in Liu Bang's army and recommended him to Liu Bang. Han Xin would go on to be an important general in Liu Bang's army. However, after Liu Bang succeeded in defeating Xiang Yu, the relationship between Liu Bang and Han Xin soured. Eventually, fearing that Han Xin would rebel, Xiao He plotted with Empress Lu Zhu to lure Han Xin to the capital, where they arrested and executed him.)


Wang Chong's grandfather had worked as an official in the court until he was eventually appointed as Prime Minister. In the fast-changing political scene of the court, he bravely worked to reverse the tides and steady the situation. Once, when the Turks and Khitans were invading from the north, he worked with the Emperor and the other ministers to create the current golden age of the Great Tang. This was the source of the Wang Clan's strength.


But similarly, Wang Chong's grandfather had a virtuous character that restricted the Wang Clan's strength.


Yet probably not even Wang Chong's grandfather could have imagined that a variable like Wang Chong would ultimately appear in the Wang Clan.


His appearance had completely shattered the rules set down by the Wang Clan.


Most importantly, the talent he had displayed had also managed to gain the approval of the Wang Clan's Old Master.


Phweeet!


In the middle of the pursuit, a harsh whistle came from in front of them. In the middle of the pouring rain, An Yaluoshan suddenly led his horse around a corner, and then seemingly turned into a courtyard, vanishing from sight.


Upon seeing this, Wang Chong narrowed his eyes and slowed his horse. But he did not hesitate too much. Joining with his horse, he did not go through the gate of the courtyard but instead chose to ram through the wall.


Boom!


Countless bricks covered in rain exploded inward as the tall courtyard wall collapsed and Wang Chong rode his White-hoofed Shadow in.


In an instant, Wang Chong stopped.


Forty-some zhang in front of Wang Chong was a towering courtyard building, and in front of this courtyard were sixty to seventy muscular figures mounted on warhorses. Armed and armored, they silently stood guard in front of the courtyard.


There were Hu and Han in this group, even Khitans and Tibetans. Though drenched by the torrential rain, none of them moved. The rain seeped into their eyes, but none of them blinked.


Crack!


A blazing bolt of lightning streaked over the courtyard, its light illuminating the world, illuminating the wolfish gazes in the courtyard.


Those stalwart figures were dressed for battle, and on their armor was the striking symbol of the Andong Protectorate, the green flame and long spear!


"The rebel soldiers of Youzhou!"


Wang Chong instantly calmed down.


The figures in the courtyard all had vigorous energies. Each one of them had reached at least the True Martial realm, and some of them were even showing an aura of the Profound Martial realm.


This was not a level any ordinary squad of elites could reach.


At this moment, Wang Chong knew that he was wrong. An Yaluoshan had not come alone. He had brought with him elite troops from Youzhou in the Andong Protectorate.


"Hmph, it seems like all the traitors and villains of the Great Tang are here!"


Wang Chong fiercely clenched his fists and his eyes turned even redder.


Not only did the sudden appearance of these sixty to seventy powerful soldiers fail to extinguish his killing intent, it actually provoked it to its highest level.


Youzhou was a place where Han and foreigners lived together. It gave birth to the bravest warriors and also to the greatest number of traitors and villains.


The Great Tang was a massive creature that had existed for more than two hundred years. It was not something that An Yaluoshan alone could shake. He had many traitors at his side.


And there was no doubt that these traitors now stood before him. An Yaluoshan had rushed here precisely because this group of people could protect him.


"What luck! I didn't expect that all my opponents would be here! An Yaluoshan, even if you grow wings today, you won't be able to escape!"


Wang Chong's fists were clenched so tightly that his fingernails were digging into his flesh, but he did not notice.


All the people that he loathed and desired to kill had come, and they were all standing right in front of him.


Are the heavens at work here? Do they want to give me a chance to complete my mission?
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Boom!

A wall exploded as a giant figure mounted on a large horse crashed through, following behind Wang Chong.

"Is it these people?"

Li Siye stood guard at Wang Chong's side, his enormous Wootz Steel saber on his back and his over-two-meter-tall figure like the Mighty Miracle God1 of legends.

Wang Chong's White-hoofed Shadow and An Yaluoshan's Ferghana horse were both top-notch steeds that could run as fast as the wind. A normal person would find it impossible to keep up with them.

Only Li Siye, with his enormous strength and high-grade speed halo, was able to keep so close behind.

His enormous constitution, valiant aura, and high-tier Profound Martial cultivation were a massive shock to the rebel troops of Youzhou.

Although Wang Chong had charged in alone, the Youzhou rebel troops facing him did not dare act rashly.

"Who are all of you? Why are you pursuing Yaluoshan?"

Without waiting for an answer, a warhorse rode out of the rain and pulled level with An Yaluoshan.

Wang Chong was able to clearly tell through the flashes of lightning that this was a Hu with a hawkish nose and sunken eyes. Although he was a Hu, he was completely different from others.

His face was thin and slender, his face white and clean, and his wavy hair was extremely rare among the Hu. He had a rather scholarly air about him, and when he opened his slender eyes, he gave off the aura of a strategist.

Standing side by side with An Yaluoshan, he seemed to complement him. The two were also very similar in age, so he instantly gave off the feeling of a military advisor.

"Ashina Sugan2!"

Wang Chong's eyes flashed with cold light as a thick killing intent surged through them. He recognized this Hu. Even though this fair and clean Hu was still obscure in this world, this was not his first meeting with him.

In that other world, he had met him countless times.

He was called Ashina Sugan right now, but in the future, he would have an infamous Han name that would be known throughout the Central Plains: Shi Siming!

This person had played a critical role in that rebellion against the empire. If An Yaluoshan was the greatest leader of the rebellion on the front stage, then Shi Siming was the greatest leader of the rebellion from behind the curtain!

It was like how Zhao Jingdian back then had helped him, assisting him for decades in hot or cold, in the north or south, acting as his right and left arms.

To An Yaluoshan, Ashina Sugan was his Zhao Jingdian, his right and left arms.

These two people were the two largest banners for the three rebel armies of the northwest!

Much less encountering An Yaluoshan in Drunken Sparrow restaurant, Wang Chong had not expected to see Ashina Sugan here as well.

The two greatest foes from his last life were standing right in front of him.

"Get lost!" Wang Chong coldly said. "The current you has no right to speak before me!"

"You!" Ashina Sugan was instantly enraged. He wanted to curse, but as his eyes flitted over Li Siye, he held himself back. His eyes, however, grew even colder.

"Wang Chong, the Imperial Army might arrive at any time. Be careful that they don't escape!" Li Siye suddenly whispered to Wang Chong.

That Hu had already escaped from Drunken Sparrow restaurant. In the current situation, if things looked bad, he might escape again.

Moreover, conducting activities in the capital was no trifling matter. Although this sudden downpour had been a great boon to Wang Chong, the Imperial Army wasn't made of dead men. Once it arrived, this assault would be put to a complete stop.

"There's no need to worry about the Imperial Army."

Wang Chong's voice was abnormally calm. In order to kill An Yaluoshan, he had defied the laws of the Wang Clan and mobilized all the strength he could possibly mobilize.

For such a large undertaking, he could not possibly allow for any disturbance.

He had already informed the Imperial Army. The connections he had built through selling Wootz Steel weapons to the Imperial Army and his uncle Li Lin meant that though Wang Chong could not control the Imperial Army, he could take advantage of this torrential downpour to mobilize the Imperial Army elsewhere. It was completely within his means to buy himself two hours of time.

"…As for escape, hmph, relax; they won't be able to escape!"

Wang Chong slowly raised his head, his gaze piercing through those sixty to seventy Youzhou soldiers and the rows of courtyard buildings, finally settling on the lofty black silhouette nearby.

In the darkness, the high walls of the Great Tang's capital were like majestic mountains linking the heavens to the earth.

This fortress protecting the capital was also a barrier preventing An Yaluoshan and his group from retreating. This was the only place they could fall back to.

He could hear the sound of more horses galloping. Rumble! As he was speaking, more of the courtyard's walls toppled over as his forces caught up.

Although they had been a bit slow, his subordinates had finally arrived.

"Young Master!"

With the clear cry of an eagle, Old Eagle rode up behind Li Siye and led his horse to Wang Chong's side, putting Wang Chong between the two of them.

Following him were ten-some muscular men in black who gave off the aura of bandits. These were the Dragon Bandit elites that Li Siye had taken as subordinates in Qixi Desert.

As elites, they were stronger and had a far higher status than ordinary Dragon Bandits, so their mounts were also of higher quality.

"Milord!"

Once these ten-some black-clothed bandits broke through the wall, they immediately circled around to Li Siye's side. Black Dragon Zhao and his Dragon Bandits had squatted across the Silk Road. The bandit leaders under him were all elites of the northwest, each one of them an expert of the True Martial realm.

With these people at Wang Chong's side, the strength of his forces had swelled.

As their forces swelled, the other side seemed weaker. An Yaluoshan and his group of rebel troops instantly had nasty expressions. One Li Siye was already hard enough to deal with, and now they had to deal with these ten-some top-notch experts.

"Yaluoshan, I'm afraid that it will be hard to settle this matter. This boy is determined to deal with us," Ashina Sugan suddenly whispered in the Hu tongue, a vicious look on his face. "One who can't hate isn't worthy of being a gentleman, and one who doesn't want to get their hands dirty can't be a man. We must strike first. If we delay, we won't have another chance."

Their opponents had moved too quickly. Their reaction had slowed because of the Profound Martial realm expert, and now even more reinforcements had come.

If they continued to delay, they would probably all die here.

"But if we do this, we'll also suffer grievous casualties," An Yaluoshan hesitantly said. That boy was certainly not easy to deal with, and that giant man next to him was even more dreadful.

If they were easy to deal with, he wouldn't have needed Ashina's prompting.

"It's already hard to avoid casualties. If we continue to hesitate, we'll all die here. And besides, there's no need to kill all of them."

Ashina Sugan glared at Wang Chong and fiercely said, "To shoot a person, first shoot the horse, and to capture the underlings, first capture their king. That boy might have many experts at his side, but he himself is not very strong. As long as we first capture him, the rest of them will be like a group of headless dragons…"

Yet before Ashina Sugan, or Shi Siming, could finish talking, he heard the rumbling of horses once more.

This rumble could shatter the earth and topple mountains. At the same time, a long and clear cry came from above. In the clouds, a massive black eagle unfurled its wings, weaving through the storm as it screeched and circled over the courtyard.

In but an instant, all the Youzhou soldiers, including An Yaluoshan, paled.

Both An Yaluoshan and Ashina Sugan had deeply underestimated Wang Chong's resolve to kill them and the speed at which he moved.

This was Wang Chong's first undertaking since he had obtained the approval of the Wang Clan's Old Master, and the first undertaking since he had established Deflecting Blade Manor. It was also the first time the Wang Clan had engaged in full mobilization.

In this undertaking, everyone could clearly feel Wang Chong's intense will and determination. This will and determination had urged them all on, and coupled with the buff from Wang Chong's Halo of Dusk Stallion, they had arrived before An Yaluoshan had even begun to discuss countermeasures.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

One figure after another rammed through the walls, tramping through the rain to finally catch up to Wang Chong.

"Wang Chong, we've come to help you!"

Marchioness Yi, Bai Siling, Zhao Yatong, Xu Gan, Fang Xuanling, and all the others had arrived. Even the unwilling Xu Qiqin was here.

Distinct from her appearance at Deflecting Blade Manor, the current Xu Qiqin was now dressed as a girl. Her fine black hair had been bound up on her head and a hairpin thrust within. This breathtaking sight was also imbued with a nimble and energetic aura.

But the most astonishing of all was Su Hanshan.

His face was just as cold and handsome as before, but his aura was much stronger, even surpassing Wang Chong's. In the training camp, Su Hanshan rarely interacted with Wang Chong.

But this time, when Wang Chong had sent out his summons, Su Hanshan had immediately come.

"What I owe you, I'll definitely pay back!"

Su Hanshan brushed past Wang Chong, not turning his head as he said those words before standing in front of him.

______________

1. The Mighty Miracle God, 巨灵神, is a heavenly general who is so strong that he is capable of lifting mountains and cleaving open rocks. He appears in the fourth chapter of Journey to the West as the general leading the vanguard of Heavenly King Li when they go to capture Sun Wukong.↩
 2. Ashina Sugan, also known as Shi Sugan, and later Shi Siming, was of Turkic descent and grew up together with An Lushan.↩
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'Thank you!'


Though Wang Chong's lips moved, these words did not come out. There were some things that didn't need to be said, because everyone already understood.


Rumble!


More and more horses charged in. It took only a few moments for fifty to sixty people to gather by Wang Chong's side, and still more people were flooding in.


Li Siye, Su Hanshan, Wang Chong, Sun Zhiming, Chen Burang, An Yaluoshan, Ashina Sugan… no one knew that in this world of lightning and thunder, all those people who would influence the future of the Great Tang had gathered at this spot.


"They're finally here!"


The forces that followed behind him swiftly arrived in the pouring rain, causing the killing intent in Wang Chong's heart to multiply. He had waited all this time for this very moment.


The time was ripe.


"Strike! Kill them all!"


With a zing, Wang Chong unsheathed his Wootz Steel sword and issued the order to attack.


Rumble!


As a massive lightning bolt seared across the sky, the two stalemated groups finally began to move.


Boom! With a glimmer of cold light, a powerful saber intent surged like a waterfall into the firmament, slicing through the clouds and the high heavens themselves.


The moment Wang Chong issued his order, the Invincible Great General Li Siye began his attack. His body shot forward like an arrow, massive halos under his feet vibrating. Meanwhile, the strange saber that was even taller than a man fiercely swung around, transforming into a stunning attack that sought to cleave apart An Yaluoshan and the Youzhou rebel soldiers behind him.


In the northwest, Li Siye had single-handedly defeated all the Dragon Bandits and slain their boss, Black Dragon Zhao.


And with this attack, he immediately displayed a titanic strength that could mow down thousands.


Pengpengpeng!


Almost immediately after Li Siye leapt forward, two muscular figures soared out from behind An Yaluoshan like two mighty eagles.


These men had thick eyebrows, large eyes, and burly appearances, and they were both of similar age to Li Siye. A similarly majestic strength was contained in their bodies, and though it was still inferior to Li Siye's, it wasn't by much.


Boom!


A heaven-shaking explosion resounded in midair, intense waves of Stellar Energy emanating out and sending the rain flying. Even distant rooftiles were caught up in this explosion.


As the mist in the air dispersed, everyone realized to their astonishment that Li Siye's mighty blow had been blocked by the concerted effort of this pair.




"!"


Everyone who saw this was struck dumb.


"How is this possible?"


"Just who are these two people?"


……


Even Wang Chong's eyes showed hints of surprise. Li Siye was a high-tier Profound Martial realm expert and it was obvious to all how strong he was.


If he hadn't been so excessively strong, Deflecting Blade Manor wouldn't have allowed him to do as he pleased for so long. And he certainly wouldn't have been able to venture alone and retrieve Wang Chong's Hyderabad ore.


But the pair behind An Yaluoshan had actually managed to block him.


"Cui Qianyou!"


"Tian Qianzhen1!"




Wang Chong's eyes turned dark when he saw this pair. He had recognized who they were.


One Ashina Sugan had already taken him by surprise. Wang Chong hadn't expected that even these two would appear at An Yaluoshan's side.


Wang Chong clenched his fists as the expression in his eyes constantly shifted.


Before, when Wang Chong had heard the Stone of Destiny's warning, seen Li Siye's attack blocked by a lightning bolt and his own attack being blocked by the invisible energy of the world, he had known that killing An Yaluoshan would not be easy.


But Wang Chong had not expected even Cui Qianyou and Tian Qianzhen to appear here.


In the history of the empire, these two had a very special place.


Even though they were members of the rebel army!


An Yaluoshan was only at the True Martial realm. Logically speaking, he was still a complete nobody. But Cui Qianyou and Tian Qianzhen, on the other hand, were already famous in the Andong Protectorate.


In the future, these two would be some of the last few Imperial Great Generals in the final days of the empire, even though they were part of the rebel army!


Wang Chong had originally believed that An Yaluoshan's path would not have intersected with these two so quickly, but he now realized that he was gravely mistaken.


An Yaluoshan was far more formidable than he imagined.


Although this was only his first visit to the capital, the rebel army of Youzhou was already beginning to take shape around him.


"Old Eagle! Quickly go and help Li Siye!" Wang Chong immediately issued an order, his eyes narrowing.


Cui Qianyou and Tian Qianzhen would end up being the two strongest Great Generals at An Yaluoshan's side. Many people did not know of them yet and might underestimate them.


But Wang Chong knew just how terrifying they would be in the future.


When these two were fighting alone, they would at most be brigadier generals. But when they worked together, even the Big Dipper Great General, Geshu Han, who oversaw Longxi and commanded respect even amongst the Tibetans, had to fear this pair.


And in the future, the Big Dipper Great General Geshu Han, a peer of Fumeng Lingcha, Gao Xianzhi, Zhang Shougui, and Zhangchou Jianqiong, would die at the hands of this pair.


Li Siye had been born with a divine strength and possessed astonishing martial arts prowess. In the future, he would even be called the Invincible Great General. But it was no wonder that he couldn't deal with these two people.


However, the more this was the case, the more Wang Chong's killing intent flourished.


"Li Siye, Old Eagle, delay them for me! Everyone else, hear my order: kill!"


With these words, Wang Chong charged forward.


And with a rumble, the rest of his forces followed.


"Assume the formation!"


A shrill voice cut through the rain and thunder. As the thunder boomed overhead and cold lights flashed, the Youzhou rebel soldiers did not rush to meet the offense, but instead formed one of the Five Great Defensive Formations: the Xuanwu Formation!


In the blink of an eye, the Youzhou soldiers had retracted into the tortoise-like Xuanwu2 defensive formation.




This sight took everyone else by surprise. Wang Chong's eyes were like lightning bolts, instantly picking out from the rebel troops the twenty-seven- or twenty-eight-year-old officer who had given the order.


This officer had a moustache, a dignified face, and a sharp gaze. Under his command, the rebel troops moved like a squad of elite heavy infantry.


They seemed even stronger than the Ü-Tsang heavy cavalry.


"Tian Chengsi!"


As Wang Chong's gaze swept over that person's face, his expression turned nasty. Cui Qianyou and Tian Qianzhen had given him enough of a shock.


Wang Chong was stunned that even Tian Chengsi would appear here.


'A field officer of Lulong who manages his troops rigorously.' This evaluation3 was enough to reveal Tian Chengsi's specialty. In Tian Chengsi's hands, three hundred people could be as effective as three thousand.




Three thousand people could exert the might of thirty thousand!


In the Youzhou army, Tian Chengsi was the number one manager, both in name and reality, even though he was inferior in both strategy and combat to the likes of Cui Qianyou and Tian Qianzhen.


But he was unparalleled in managing the army!


Under Tian Chengsi's command, one soldier's strength would far surpass the combined might of Tian and Cui!


One Cui Qianyou and one Tian Qianzhen were hard enough to deal with, and now he had to deal with Tian Chengsi.


"Zhao Jingdian!" Wang Chong bellowed, his face a sheet of ice.


Rumble!


In an instant, the situation changed. Wang Chong's group did not slow, but the warhorses began to adjust their speeds. The warhorses quickly came together, with Zhao Jingdian in the center and Chen Burang, Sun Zhiming and the other spirit vein students forming two wings. In a flash, they had formed the most offensive Arrow Formation!


Every student of Deflecting Blade Manor had to pass a test of chess to enter, or perhaps one should call it a test on strategy. Only by passing this high-level examination could one enter the spirit vein to cultivate.


The students had a greater experience with strategy and also a greater appreciation.


Wang Chong had ordered Zhao Jingdian to organize these students into the most fundamental formations. Although they didn't have many people, this was enough to threaten the Youzhou soldiers' Xuanwu Formation.


Boom!


The warhorses galloped forward, and under Tian Chengsi's anxious gaze, Wang Chong's Arrow Formation crashed into the Xuanwu Formation. In that instant, the earth seemed to quake and the entire courtyard tottered.


"Kill!"


"Kill!"


And just a few moments later, the horde of experts behind Wang Chong from Deflecting Blade Manor, the spirit vein, and the great clans smashed into the Youzhou soldiers…


The shouts of fighting, the clashing of weapons, the resonance of halos, steel whistling through the air, and the crashing collisions all mixed into one in the rainy darkness.


The battle between the two sides had intensified into a frenzy in just a few seconds!


"Kill them all!"


Wang Chong's eyes shone with a bloody light. His right hand wielded the Wootz Steel sword while his left hand had taken out the Little Yinyang Sword and plunged it into the body of a Youzhou soldier. After that, two Youzhou soldiers clasped their throats and slowly fell to the ground as a fresh Stellar Energy poured into Wang Chong's body.


After suppressing it for more than a year, Wang Chong had finally released all the killing intent in his heart. At this moment, the space around Wang Chong was being warped, the killing intent seeming to take physical form as some vicious beast.


Kill! Kill! Kill them all!


After making a circle, fate had once more sent all his old foes before him. Whether it was An Yaluoshan, Ashina Sugan, or Tian Qianzhen, Cui Qianyou, and Tian Chengsi…


These people all needed to die. They should all die!

______________

1. Cui Qianyou and Tian Qianzhen were both generals serving under An Lushan during the An Lushan Rebellion. These two generals defeated Geshu Han at Tong Pass, which allowed the rebel forces to encroach upon the Tang capital of Chang'an and forced Emperor Xuanzong and his court to flee.↩

2. Xuanwu most literally translates into 'Profound Martial', but this does not refer to the cultivation level. Rather, it refers to Xuanwu, the Black Tortoise, the Guardian Beast of the North in Chinese mythology.↩

3. This evaluation seems to come from the Zizhi Tongjian, a history book written in the Song Dynasty, three hundred years after the Tang Dynasty, by Sima Guang.↩
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"Single Character Consecutive Slash!"


Without the slightest hesitation, Wang Chong activated the Stellar Energy Iron Cloak and then used the Single Character Consecutive Slash to jump from the back of his horse and attack.


Both the Eight Steps of the Furious Flood Dragon and the Leaping Dragon Art consumed too much Stellar Energy at this point, and were thus less effective and harder to use than the Single Character Consecutive Slash.


Tcha, tcha, tcha!


Wang Chong's figure seemed to flicker about and his Wootz Steel sword flashed with cold light as it drew out a harsh arc in the air. In the blink of an eye and several bangs, several Youzhou soldiers fell from their horses.


Although Wang Chong was not very strong, his insight and experience far surpassed his opponents'. Only those equal to or stronger than him could pose any threat to him.


"Jingdian, Marchioness Yi, Zhao Yatong… work with me!"


Wang Chong's voice resounded through the dark skies, and not even the thunder or rain could drown it out.


Rumble! The warhorses suddenly changed course, and in the blink of an eye, the armored horsemen had gathered to protect Wang Chong in the center. The White-hoofed Shadow, meanwhile, had shot forward to catch Wang Chong.


This ability to change formation took even Tian Chengsi by surprise. But before he could make his own adjustments, Wang Chong's group was already charging toward An Yaluoshan.


Both Marchioness Yi and Zhao Yatong were top-notch experts of the spear, and in cavalry battles, no weapon was better than a spear at breaking through defenses.


Crash! As man met horse, one after another Youzhou soldier was knocked down into the mud.


"Kill him! Kill that brat!"


A flustered voice came out of the crowd as Ashina Sugan took out his sword and pointed it at Wang Chong.


'To shoot a person, first shoot the horse, and to capture the underlings, first capture their king.' This principle was not only known among the Han. The Hu were also well aware of it.


Swooshswooshswoosh!


Metal whistled through the air. The Hu were excellent archers, so the first thing to arrive was not a wave of majestic Stellar Energy, but a dense rain of sharp arrows.


Boom!


The twang of the bow was like a peal of thunder. Luo Tong stood in the distance, and though his body was not present at the fight, his arrow had already arrived. With a single pull and release, half of the rain of arrows had been blocked.


And as for the rest, they were blocked either by the Stellar Energy Iron Cloak or by Wang Chong's armor.


"Deep Sea Xuan Metal heavy armor!"


Standing at the very back of the crowd, Ashina Sugan narrowed his eyes. He had immediately recognized this armor. Deep Sea Xuan Metal armor was absolutely worthy of being a strategic military resource and was an excellent tool for dealing with the attacks of a master archer.


Even a master archer would be incapable of threatening Wang Chong while he wore this armor.


"To have the audacity to attack the Andong Protectorate is like daring to challenge the heavens! Come with me and kill that brat!"


Ashina Sugan's complexion was ashen, his heart resolute.


In Youzhou in the northeast, one person bullying them was already enough. When they left Youzhou, he had sworn an oath that he would not allow a single person to walk all over them.


Roar!


Ashina Sugan's shout was immediately followed by ten-some yells. These people were all elite troops of the Youzhou army, combatants at Tier 4 or above of the True Martial realm.


The 'cut off the head' plan that Wang Chong so enjoyed using just so happened to be one that Ashina Sugan and An Yaluoshan were fans of as well.


In the Andong Protectorate, this pair had already become very proficient at this strategy. It was precisely through this method that the pair had gradually reached their current status.


Boom! Just as the warhorses had begun their charge, right when Ashina Sugan was raising his sword, the earth suddenly quaked. The wall to the left of them suddenly collapsed and a large number of armored cavalry poured in.


"Young Master Wang, we've come to help you!"


Hearing a familiar voice, Wang Chong immediately turned, whereupon he saw a thin figure dressed in blue leading a group of experts against the Youzhou soldiers.


Zhang Jian of the Zhang Clan had brought the clan elders and their experts to help him.


Wang Chong was elated.


An Yaluoshan, Tian Chengsi, and the Youzhou troops, on the other hand, were stunned.


But before An Yaluoshan and the others could react, crash! Yet another wall collapsed, this time to the west.


"Young Master Chong, we've come to help you!"


In a flash, the Huang Clan's patriarch led a group of elites charging into the Youzhou soldiers.


But this was still not over.


Suddenly, an elderly and vigorous voice roared out like a lion. "Young Master, don't worry; we've come to help you!"


From the back of the courtyard, a stalwart figure, old yet hearty, led a group of experts charging through the rear wall.


"Elder Ye!"


Wang Chong was once more elated. The newcomers were actually his grandfather's old subordinates, Elder Ye, Elder Zhao, and the others.


Wang Chong had not expected that his order would even move them.


"Young Master, who do you want to kill! I'll help you!"


Elder Ye's voice was peerlessly tyrannical, ringing out like a great bell.


In the middle of the courtyard, An Yaluoshan's forces were given another shock. In just a short time, their opponents had once more mobilized so many people.


These two white-haired elders exuded a despotic energy and gave off the thick aura of military veterans. This was not even an aura that old generals who had experienced a hundred battles could have.


"Damn it! Just who is this person?"


These constant assaults caused even Ashina Sugan, who was still attempting to capture Wang Chong, to pale. They had originally believed their forces to be on par with Wang Chong's.


But now that Elder Ye and the others had entered, the Youzhou soldiers were now in a terrible state.


"Withdraw! Complete defense! Turtle Shell Formation! Hurry!"


A panicked voice cut through the rain, and was even repeated twice in both Hu and Han. Tian Chengsi, the field officer of Lulong, was from a family of field officers. He was extremely rigorous in managing his troops, unrivaled in the world in this aspect. In the future, he would be an influential existence.


But at this moment, he wore an expression of panic.


The forces against them were no longer something they could deal with. They were enough to completely crush them.


Moreover, these forces weren't coming from one direction, but all sides at once.


This meant that no matter how powerful, elite, or brave his Youzhou soldiers were, they would also have to endure attacks from three other sides.


On the battlefield, such circumstances would result in absolute defeat!


Rumble!


A massive, exquisite, and complicated Halo of Great Thorns vibrated under Elder Ye's feet. This halo was like countless thorn bushes tinged with streaks of gold. All in all, it exuded an aura of supreme power.


Roar! A giant fist exploded forward, not from Elder Ye's body, but from midair. In this moment, Wang Chong felt like he could see the image of a bronze mountain god behind Elder Ye.


This was Wang Chong's first time seeing Elder Ye strike.


Crsssh! Countless Youzhou soldiers were sent flying. Tian Chengsi's Turtle Shell Formation had been completely incapable of blocking Elder Ye's fist.


And at the same time, armored horsemen thundered in from the other sides, plunging into the Youzhou troops.


"Congratulations to user! For killing 1 Youzhou rebel, you are awarded 1 point of Destiny Energy!"


"Congratulations to user! For killing 2 Youzhou rebels, you are awarded 2 points of Destiny Energy!"


"Congratulations to user! For killing 3 Youzhou rebels, you are awarded 3 points of Destiny Energy!"




……


"Congratulations to user! For killing 7 Youzhou rebels, you are awarded 7 points of Destiny Energy!"


"Congratulations to user! For killing 8 Youzhou rebels, you are awarded 8 points of Destiny Energy!"


"Congratulations to user! For killing 9 Youzhou rebels, you are awarded 9 points of Destiny Energy!"




……


"Congratulations to user! For killing 13 Youzhou rebels, you are awarded 13 points of Destiny Energy!"


"Congratulations to user! For killing 14 Youzhou rebels, you are awarded 14 points of Destiny Energy!"


"Congratulations to user! For killing 15 Youzhou rebels, you are awarded 15 points of Destiny Energy!"




……


A chain of messages poured into Wang Chong's mind. In just a few short moments, 17 Youzhou soldiers had been killed, immediately granting Wang Chong 17 points of Destiny Energy, an amount which was rapidly increasing.


The faces of An Yaluoshan, Ashina Sugan, and Tian Chengsi paled, and even Cui Qianyou and Tian Qianzhen, still battling with Li Siye, were visibly affected.


They could barely deal with one Li Siye, but against all these people… this pair, even working together, would probably die here.


"Stop! Who are you all?"


"We're the Youzhou army, from the Andong Protectorate! Haven't you got the wrong people!"


The Hu amongst these soldiers were still fighting, but the Han soldiers mixed in with them couldn't help but yell. Yet all these yells could not surpass this one shout:


"Commander!"


There was a massive thunderclap above that even managed to scatter away the torrential rains.


An enormous pressure came down. Even Cui Qianyou, who was still in the middle of fighting Li Siye, couldn't help but shout.


This resounding voice could be heard all over the capital. Wang Chong felt a jolt in his heart as he suddenly thought of something.


"Quickly, forget everyone else. Li Siye, Elder Ye, Elder Zhao, Elder Zhang, kill him for me!" Wang Chong pointed a figure at the distant An Yaluoshan.


An Yaluoshan was far craftier than imagined. At the start, he had still been standing at the front of the Youzhou troops, but once things started to go wrong and Wang Chong's side began to hold the advantage, he had immediately retreated to the back, where he was protected by the ranks of the Youzhou soldiers.


"Young Master, I'll seize him for you!"


An old but energetic voice echoed across the sky. Energy surged around Elder Zhao's body as he transformed into a rainbow and shot into the sky. At the same time, Li Siye and Zhang Jian also jumped out and toward An Yaluoshan.


"Cui Qianyou, Tian Qianzhen, save me!"


In a flash, An Yaluoshan's complexion turned ghastly pale and he screamed in fear. He was only at the True Martial realm. One Li Siye was already enough to put him on pins and needles, and now he had to deal with three such individuals.


In this moment, An Yaluoshan felt the thick aura of death and an intense unwillingness welled up.


All of this had been completely unreasonable. He hadn't even done anything, so why did he have to be killed!


Did he have to die here today without knowing a single thing?


No! No! No!


Before he even knew it, Li Siye, Elder Zhao, and Elder Ye, three Profound Martial realm experts, had rushed over to him like eagles descending upon their prey. Suddenly, to the north, a light exploded, as blinding as the sun. It was vigorous, majestic, supreme. This awe-inspiring energy swept through the courtyard, instantly making its presence known.


"Halt!"


This word was spoken flatly, yet it hung up high like the moon or sun. It was imbued with a supreme majesty that made everyone inadvertently lower their heads in submission and reverence.
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At present, Li Siye could be described as the most powerful person at Wang Chong's side. As he would become the Invincible Great General in the future, his strength could be easily imagined.


But even the high-tier Profound Martial expert who had killed Black Dragon Zhao was insignificant before that sudden and majestic energy.


In this moment, Li Siye, Elder Ye, Elder Zhao, Wang Chong, Marchioness Yi, and all the rest felt a fierce unease.


"Forget him. Li Siye, Elder Ye, kill An Yaluoshan!" Wang Chong suddenly yelled.


For this operation, he had mobilized almost all the strength of his clan and didn't mind paying any price. And just a moment ago, everything seemed to be going smoothly. Although he had let An Yaluoshan escape from Drunken Sparrow restaurant, he hadn't been able to completely escape. He had quickly surrounded the Youzhou soldiers, so now, An Yaluoshan couldn't escape like he had at the restaurant.


But right when he was about to succeed, Wang Chong suddenly felt a fierce danger. And in that moment, Wang Chong suddenly understood something.


The reason An Yaluoshan and those Youzhou soldiers had not attacked first was not merely that they were intimidated by Li Siye's strength. While Wang Chong had been buying time for his forces to arrive, An Yaluoshan had also been buying time for someone to arrive.


And now, that person was here.


Whoosh!


Li Siye, Elder Ye, and Elder Zhao, three Profound Martial realm experts working together, had come with a momentum that could overturn the world, could topple mountains. The three had hesitated a little, but Wang Chong's voice caused them to hasten their assault.


"Impudent!"


A shout thundered over the world. That voice seemed to arise from several dozen li away, but it took only a blink of an eye to reach the courtyard.


Boom!


It was like a boot had slammed down, and for a moment, the earth shook, seemingly causing the entire capital to sway.


Under everyone's eyes, a flood of golden Stellar Energy surged out from beneath An Yaluoshan's feet. This Stellar Energy was wild and domineering, yet it was also imbued with supreme majesty. It completely dispersed the attacks of Li Siye, Elder Zhao, and Elder Ye.


And the rest of the energy sent the trio flying.


"!!!"


At this sight, much less Wang Chong, Zhao Jingdian, or Marchioness Yi, even Li Siye, Elder Zhao, and Elder Ye were flabbergasted.


Li Siye had singlehandedly destroyed the Dragon Bandits while Elder Ye and Elder Zhao were distinguished generals of the older generation. Though old, their strength somewhat diminished, they were still formidable. No ordinary person could deal with them.


Only an extremely rare existence could singlehandedly send the three of them flying.


And no mediocre person could possibly reach this level.


In the space of a second, countless thoughts flashed through the minds of the trio. But they were not given much time to think. The winds howled as a golden figure dropped down from the heavens, crashing into the courtyard.


Upon seeing this golden figure, all the Youzhou soldiers cheered. Wang Chong's side, on the other hand, was dealt a severe shock.


"Not good!"


Wang Chong's complexion instantly turned nasty. Although he had never met that person, hearing the cheers of the Youzhou soldiers was enough for him to immediately guess at the man's identity.


And it was at this moment that Wang Chong suddenly realized that he had made a massive mistake.


From the moment he had heard An Yaluoshan's name and found out his location, Wang Chong had only one thought. At any cost, he wanted to kill this future calamity, the chief culprit behind the destruction of the Central Plains. Before he had even begun to mature, he would resolve this danger.


But it was also at that moment that Wang Chong had forgotten about someone: Zhang Shougui!


The Andong Protector-General, one of the supreme Great Generals of the empire!


……


Besides An Yaluoshan, the only people in Drunken Sparrow restaurant had been An Wenzhen and An Xiaojie, so he had always believed that An Yaluoshan had come to the capital alone.


Even when he came to this courtyard and saw Cui Qianyou and Tian Qianzhen, Wang Chong had remained undeterred. At most, his objective now included these Youzhou soldiers.


With his strength and the Wang Clan's power, he could easily wipe them out in the capital.


But from start to finish, this had just been his wishful thinking.


An Yaluoshan had not at all come to the capital alone. As a member of the Youzhou army, An Yaluoshan was not so bold or capable as to desert his garrison and travel to the distant capital.


There could be only one reason for his appearance.


The one who wanted to come to the capital was not him, but the empire's Andong Protector-General, Zhang Shougui. An Yaluoshan had just followed him.


As for why Zhang Shougui would appear here…


As Wang Chong looked through the memories of his last life, he suddenly understood.


Zhangchou Jianqiong!


Zhang Shougui had only appeared in the capital because of Zhangchou Jianqiong.


As the Annan Protector-General, Zhangchou Jianqiong, for the first time, had relied on military status to enter the court. He had succeeded in becoming Minister of War and he now outranked Zhang Shougui.


This 'unexpected' success had dragged in Zhang Shougui.


Zhang Shougui was also an Imperial Protector-General, a Great General, and in terms of seniority, achievements and prestige, he was above Zhangchou Jianqiong.


If even Zhangchou Jianqiong could use his status in the military to enter the court and become Minister of War, why couldn't he?


In his daze, Wang Chong suddenly understood.


Zhang Shougui wanted to become the Prime Minister!


Wang Chong knew this, the world knew this, and the Sage Emperor also knew this. Twenty years ago, Zhang Shougui dealt a mighty blow to Ü-Tsang, giving him some hope of being appointed Prime Minister. Alas, he ran into Wang Chong's grandfather.


His grandfather was far more senior than Zhang Shougui, and he also had greater prestige in the military. And in terms of achievements, they weren't even comparable.


At the time, his grandfather had stated1, "Zhang Shougui is still very young. He has just defeated Ü-Tsang. In the future, while he is in Youzhou and achieves even more, what will Your Majesty reward him with then?"



These words had been spoken in a private conversation in the Four Quarters Embassy, but because they concerned Imperial Great General Zhang Shougui and the position of Prime Minister, they had been leaked to outsiders.


But Wang Chong knew that this was not the true reason.


However, Zhang Shougui had still developed a grudge against the Wang Clan over this matter.


Annan Protector-General Zhangchou Jianqiong's entering the Bureau of Military Personnel had also affected Zhang Shougui. Thus, in his last life, not long after Zhangchou Jianqiong became Minister of War, Zhang Shougui entered the capital.


This had happened in his last life, and in this life… it was clear that it had happened again. And it was happening right in front of his eyes.


It was for this reason that An Yaluoshan and the other Youzhou soldiers had entered the capital.


As these thoughts came to the surface of his mind, Wang Chong finally understood everything.


But understanding did not give Wang Chong relief. On the contrary, it only made his heart sink further.


Because Zhang Shougui had clearly come to stop him!


"Everyone stop! Anyone who dares to move will die!"


Zhang Shougui, his hands held behind him, seemed to shake the world with his voice. In a flash, Zhao Yatong, Bai Siling, Xu Gan, Chen Burang, Sun Zhiming, and Fang Xuanling all seemed to have their breath taken away by Zhang Shougui's pressure, and none of them dared to move.


The intense battle suddenly transformed into deathly stillness. Both the Youzhou soldiers and Wang Chong's forces did not dare move an inch. They were all awed by the renown of this mighty and famous Andong Protector-General.


A man's name was like the shade of a tree2!



In the Central Plains, in the Great Tang Empire, Zhang Shougui's reputation was second only to the Crown Prince's Junior Guardian, Wang Zhongsi. He was a cornerstone of the empire and wielded considerable influence.


And as Wang Zhongsi retreated into the palace and gradually took leave of the border, passing on his authority to the Big Dipper Great General Geshu Han, Zhang Shougui seemed to be trending toward becoming the supreme figure in the military!


In terms of authority and status, he was even above Hu Great Generals like Gao Xianzhi and Fumeng Lingcha!


______________


1.  Historically, Zhang Jiuling, who Wang Jiuling, Wang Chong's grandfather is based on, urged Emperor Xuanzong to not appoint Zhang Shougui as Prime Minister because Zhang Shougui had only defeated the Khitans, so "what will you reward him with when he destroys the Xi and the Turks?"↩

2. This is a Chinese saying that means that a man's reputation can protect the people under him, just like how the shade of a tree can shelter others.↩
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No one had expected the situation to reach this state.


Zhao Yatong, Bai Siling, and the others had never expected Wang Chong's operation to drag in an Imperial Protector-General, and it was Zhang Shougui, one of the most influential and powerful of Protector-Generals.


The situation had already exceeded the bounds of a normal private grudge.


This made the crowd somewhat uneasy.


As for Wang Chong, Zhang Shougui's existence was like a mountain pressing down on his head, so heavy that he found it hard to breathe.


To kill An Yaluoshan in front of a pillar of the empire like Zhang Shougui was even more difficult than ascending into the heavens. Not even someone of Li Siye's caliber could do it, so how could he?


And what An Yaluoshan did next dashed the last sliver of hope in Wang Chong's heart to pieces.


"Foster Father, save me!"


An Yaluoshan, who had originally been planning to break out of the encirclement, suddenly lunged forward and kneeled in fear before the feet of this pillar of the empire.


And those two words that came out of his mouth made everyone tremble in fear. It wasn't 'Milord' or 'Commander'. It was 'Foster Father'!


This slightly plump Hu that Wang Chong had tenaciously chased down from Drunken Sparrow restaurant to this remote courtyard was actually the adopted son of the mighty Andong Protector-General!


"Bastard!"


Wang Chong stared ahead of him, his eyes bloodshot.


This was the closest he had ever been since his reincarnation to completing his mission. Perhaps it would be the only time, and perhaps such a chance would never come again.


For this chance, he had mobilized the entirety of Deflecting Blade Manor and the spirit vein mountain, summoning all the guards of the Wang Clan and all the forces that the Wang Clan was on good terms with. Even Elder Ye and Elder Zhao had appeared.


And he had revealed the entire strength of the Wang Clan to deal with An Yaluoshan.


But now, everything had failed.


That figure before him was an enormous mountain, warding off all possibilities and blocking off all his goals.


More importantly, Zhang Shougui still had no idea what he was doing.


And Wang Chong was certainly not going to explain.


At this moment, even Wang Chong's heart was dripping blood.


"Is there really nothing to be done…"


Wang Chong's eyes were red, his nails were digging into his flesh, and he had even bitten through his lip.


There was no 'three military regions', no 'King of the Turks', no future 'star of calamity'. The current An Yaluoshan was a powerless 'nameless soldier'.


Not even twenty zhang separated him from Wang Chong. And Elder Ye, Elder Zhao, Li Siye, and even Old Eagle or the Huang Clan patriarch could easily destroy him from a distance of several dozen zhang.


As long as they could kill him, the future calamity could be easily resolved. But now, everything was impossible.


Zhang Shougui oversaw the northeast and had made his name ages ago, and in terms of strength, he was even stronger than Zhangchou Jianqiong. At such close distances, it was practically impossible to kill anyone in front of Zhang Shougui.


Not even if they all worked together!


"Brat, what is your Wang Clan up to? Are you declaring war against me?"


A voice resounded in his ear as Zhang Shougui stood in the center of the courtyard like a god. The hem of his clothes trembled while his eyes seemed to spit fire as they locked onto Wang Chong at the front of the crowd.


This was An Yaluoshan and Ashina Sugan's first outing, so they were not familiar with the great clans of the capital. But Zhang Shougui was able to recognize the emblems on the uniforms of the Wang Clan guards with just a glance.


He had even recognized Wang Chong.


In the Regional Commanders incident, Zhang Shougui had gathered a vast amount of information. He had even accumulated a large stack of sketches of Wang Chong.


But recognizing Wang Chong almost made Zhang Shougui even angrier, and seeing the dead Youzhou soldiers made the flames of his rage spew into the heavens.


He had just gone into the palace for a while to see a few ministers, and the result was that all his subordinates had almost been massacred. How could Zhang Shougui accept such a thing?


Only he could decide the fate of his subordinates. Even if they died, they still had to die at his hands!


"A misunderstanding, it must be a misunderstanding! Lord Zhang, Young Master Wang assuredly did not intend to offend you…" Zhang Jian and the Huang Clan patriarch quickly began to explain.


The Zhang Clan and Huang Clan currently shared both glory and disgrace with the Wang Clan. Thus, when they saw that Zhang Shougui's spear was pointed at Wang Chong, the two hurriedly spoke up to defend him.


The pair had not expected that by following Wang Chong in this hunt, they would actually provoke the great god that was Andong Protector-General Zhang Shougui. Now that this matter involved the Andong Protectorate and the Youzhou army, it was no longer some minor concern.


If matters were handled poorly, this incident would send shockwaves through the court.


"Silence!" A furious roar exploded forth like a peal of thunder. Zhang Shougui's face was a sheet of ice, and with a sweep of his sleeve, a dreadful energy that made the heart tremble burst from his body.


"What sort of thing are you? Do you even have the right to speak in front of me?"


As that voice rumbled through the heavens, Zhang Jian and the Huang Clan patriarch felt stifled. Though their mouths were open, they couldn't get a word out in the face of Zhang Shougui's might.


A man's name was like the shade of a tree!


The Zhang Clan and the Huang Clan were both respected clans in the capital, but compared to Zhang Shougui, the ever-victorious Protector-General of countless battles who wielded massive influence in the army, there was quite a large discrepancy.


And Zhang Shougui was not wrong. Neither an elder of the Zhang Clan nor the patriarch of the Huang Clan had any right to speak before him.


"Second Brother Ye, Third Brother Zhao, is this that man's will?"


Zhang Shougui's chilly gaze turned to Elder Ye and Elder Zhao. These elders were the Wang Clan Old Master's subordinates. They had also once held very high positions in the military.


Although they had been retired for several decades and were no longer recognized among the younger soldiers, Zhang Shougui, as one of the most senior Great Generals, had interacted with them before.


Thus, before him, these two couldn't even hope to conceal their identities.


"Lord Zhang, this matter has nothing to do with the duke. It is completely Young Master Chong's will."


"Although we do not know why he wanted to do this, from his past activities, we are confident that he has a reason."


……


Elder Ye and Elder Zhao had already retreated to Wang Chong's side, standing guard in front of him. Even these two had solemn expressions as they faced down Zhang Shougui, felt the enormous pressure he exerted.


Despite Zhang Shougui's reputation and status, he was still inferior to the old duke in the hearts of the people, but it was not by much. Moreover, he was slowly catching up.


If only he could become Prime Minister of the empire!


All was silent. Elder Ye's and Elder Zhao's words had made Wang Chong the center of attention. To tell the truth, there was still no one who knew why Wang Chong had issued that order.


No one knew what sort of grudge Wang Chong had against that Hu.


"Hmph, brat, so it was all your doing?"


Contempt in his eyes, Zhang Shougui suddenly turned to Wang Chong with a cold sneer.


"Yes!"


Wang Chong's voice was calm and flat. Even before this renowned Protector-General, Wang Chong did not show the slightest hint of fear.


"Hahaha, foul brat, did you think I'd believe you?"


Zhang Shougui angrily smiled.


So many people had appeared here, so many Wang Clan guards, and even retired generals like Elder Ye and Elder Zhao, yet Wang Chong said that this was all his doing?


How could Zhang Shougui possibly believe that?


Suddenly, he began to remember how the Wang Clan's Old Master had inhibited his ambitions before, leading him to spend more than twenty years guarding the border, eating wind and drinking dew.


The flames of fury came to life in Zhang Shougui's heart.


Grudges both old and new caused the rage in his heart to flourish. Everything that had happened in this courtyard had made Zhang Shougui conclude without a doubt that this had to do with his entering the capital to seek the position of Prime Minister.


If his base were destroyed and his subordinates slaughtered while he wasn't present, it would assuredly be a barrier in his plan to become Prime Minister!


The Wang Clan had already stopped him once twenty years ago. Did it want to challenge him once more, twenty years later?


The moment Zhang Shougui thought of this, his heart filled with fire.


Wang Chong was observing Zhang Shougui's face and already knew what he was thinking. When Zhang Shougui was young, he had been high-spirited and full of potential, a true servant of the empire.


But the older Zhang Shougui, the one who had spent twenty years squatting in Youzhou, had grown more dictatorial and obstinate as he rose through the ranks. Over the years, he had grown less amenable to the opinions of others.


Wang Chong was well aware that no matter what he said today, Zhang Shougui probably wouldn't listen.


"Milord Protector-General does not need to believe me, but everything I say is true. Today's incident has nothing to do with Milord, nor does it have anything to do with the Youzhou army. It is purely a grudge between the Wang Clan and An Yaluoshan."


As Wang Chong spoke, his eyes were fixed on An Yaluoshan, who was now hiding behind Zhang Shougui.


Whether in this life or the last, no matter how many cycles of reincarnation had passed, An Yaluoshan would always have that same sharpness and cunning!


"What are you trying to say?"


Zhang Shougui's expression showed a small crack. He had only just arrived, so he had no idea what had happened, but he could tell from Wang Chong's expression that he didn't seem to be lying.


"Hmph, why doesn't Milord first ask your adopted son? Ask him what he did this morning in Drunken Sparrow restaurant?" Wang Chong said with a grim smile.


The events of the future and his own 'foresight' were completely off limits, so Wang Chong could only use his older cousin Wang Liang as an excuse for the time being.


"Foster Father, I'm innocent! This matter has nothing to do with me."


An Yaluoshan's expression morphed as he jumped and swore an oath to the heavens, his entire body shaking.


"I can swear that other than drinking alcohol, I did nothing else in that restaurant!!"
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An Yaluoshan's face was fraught with fear, and he seemed ready to break into tears.


No one could lie in front of Zhang Shougui. In the Andong Protectorate, to the east of Youzhou, anyone who dared to deceive the Protector-General was already dead!


The Turks had fierce personalities and were good at fighting, but in the northeast of the Great Tang, everyone, whether they were Turks, Xi, Khitans, or Goguryeons, would always pale at the mention of Zhang Shougui, their hearts trembling in fear.


An Yaluoshan and Ashina Sugan were naturally no exception.


This was not because of Zhang Shougui's status, but because Zhang Shougui had singlehandedly trained the Andong Protectorate Army, and because of his thunderous methods.


The heavens were high and the Emperor was far away. In Andong, Zhang Shougui's words were even more effective than the Emperor's!


"Hmph, boy, I've no idea what you're saying."


An Yaluoshan's oath had greatly improved Zhang Shougui's complexion.


"However, since Yaluoushan said that he did nothing, then he definitely did nothing! The capital is right under the feet of the Son of Heaven, and yet you dared to ambush my subordinates. If you do not give a good explanation for this matter, don't blame me for being rude!"


Upon saying these last words, Zhang Shougui narrowed his eyes, and his expression immediately turned icy. An almost palpable killing intent suddenly emerged from his body and locked onto Wang Chong.


Boom!


A massive lightning bolt streaked across the sky. Zhang Shougui stood right under this thunderbolt, his entire being like a demon god from the underworld, inspiring terror in all who looked upon him.


The surrounding temperature rapidly dropped. In the face of this Andong Protector-General, everyone felt a mountain-like pressure.


Wang Chong had clearly angered this Imperial Great General. Everyone could feel that it would be difficult to smooth over this incident.


"Hahaha!"


When everyone was quiet out of fear, a bout of laughter suddenly broke the silence. Wang Chong looked at the nearby Zhang Shougui, whose mere mention caused countless foreigners to quail in fear. There was no fear in his heart, only frustration and indignation.


As someone who had now lived two lives, Wang Chong had already grown indifferent to the thought of death. The only thing he cared about was completing his mission. Zhang Shougui's threats were meaningless to him.


"…Lord Zhang, have you heard these three words before?"


Zhang Shougui looked down upon him and coldly asked, "What do you mean?"


"Obstinate and headstrong!"


……


These words sent the crowd into an uproar. Bai Siling, Zhao Yatong, Marchioness Yi, Wei Anfang, and the others instantly paled, but Cui Qianyou, Tian Chengsi, Ashina Sugan and the other Youzhou troops actually had a similar reaction.


In the Andong Protectorate, no one dared to say such words to their commander, not a single one! Let alone the living, not even the dead would dare.


Yet Wang Chong dared to say in front of Zhang Shougui's face that he was 'obstinate and headstrong'. The troops from Youzhou would not even dare to think such a thing.


"This brat…"


"He dares to speak of Commander in such a way!"


Even Cui Qianyou and Tian Qianzhen couldn't help but get a little emotional.


They had no idea what the quarrel between Wang Chong and An Yaluoshan was, nor did they want to know. But at this moment, the pair couldn't help but feel a little admiration for Wang Chong, even though he was their enemy.


Other than that individual deep in the palace who wielded total authority over the Central Plains, probably only this youth dared to doubt their commander in front of his face.


"Hahaha, brat, did Wang Jiuling teach you to say that? Do you dare repeat that?"


A cold glimmer flashed in Zhang Shougui's eyes as he gave a grin of absolute fury.


Ever since he had begun commanding armies, he had always stood by his word. And starting from twenty years ago, very few people dared to say to his face that he was wrong.


But now, this teenage brat said that he was obstinate and headstrong.


"Young Master!"


"Wang Chong, don't say any more!"


Marchioness Yi, Bai Siling, Zhao Yatong, and the others nervously walked up to Wang Chong and advised him to stop, all of them with expressions of deep concern.


Although the Andong Protectorate was on the distant border, far from the capital, Andong Protector-General Zhang Shougui had always been a topic of discussion in the capital.


Although it was very rare to see this Imperial Great General, they had all heard the many legends about him.


Zhang Shougui had never been a good-tempered person and his methods were tyrannical and fierce. He was not reputed to be a genial general.


In the empire, Zhang Shougui was unequalled in the ferocity and cruelty of his methods.


For his foes, Zhang Shougui was an existence that would haunt their dreams and never give them a single good night's sleep. For Wang Chong to provoke him was assuredly unwise.


Yet Wang Chong waved his hand, telling these people to stop. An inexplicable aura began to exude from Wang Chong, stifling their exhortations.


At this moment, Wang Chong gave off a completely different impression.


Although Wang Chong had been somewhat bad-tempered in the past, he would always be extremely respectful before a few people and was rarely disobedient to his elders. Moreover, everyone here was older than Wang Chong.


The Wang Chong right now appeared the same, but his every movement was imbued with an invisible might and an aura that demanded respect.


He did not seem like the teenage scion of a great clan. On the contrary, his aura was rather similar to Zhang Shougui's.


A teenager, even one who was a little smart, even if they came from a clan of ministers and generals and had far deeper insight than the normal person, had no right to speak to an Imperial Great General like Zhang Shougui, and they certainly had no right to irresponsibly say that he was obstinate and headstrong.


But as the legendary 'War Saint' acknowledged by the world in the end days of the Central Plains, he absolutely did have this right!


Zhang Shougui was not a bad person!


Just like every other Han, he was ardently loyal, and so loved his country that he was willing to be buried on the battlefield. That was how he had lived in the last life.


Whether it was defeating the Tibetans, presiding over Youzhou, subduing the Xi and the Khitans, or suppressing the Goguryeon Empire, Zhang Shougui's abilities and conduct were beyond criticism.


But people would always change.


Those consecutive victories had changed Zhang Shougui. He became incomparably conceited and would no longer heed any 'disobedient words' from anyone. When he was managing Andong, even his old friends who had fought on the battlefield with him for decades did not dare say anything that would displease Zhang Shougui.


Zhang Shougui made decisions without consultation, and so arbitrary was his rule that in the Andong Protectorate, every order, big and small, came from him alone.


As for his own abilities, Zhang Shougui was absolutely confident in them, so much so that he would not take any advice.


'A proud soldier is doomed to defeat' was a phrase that perfectly described Zhang Shougui.


Some people, when they lost, would at most lead to defeat in a war. Others, when they lost, would require the entire world to suffer the consequences.


Zhang Shougui had been too confident in his own abilities, so he had completely forgotten that he was a man, not a god.


And a man would make mistakes.


The more outstanding Zhang Shougui was, the more correct his method of leading troops, and the more capable he was in battle, the more severe the consequences he would create, and the greater a calamity he would leave behind for the empire.


In his last life, countless people had analyzed that rebellion in the Great Tang that affected the entire world. The great commanders in that army had basically all come from Zhang Shougui's army.


Tian Chengsi rigorously managed the army, and his skill in this aspect was unparalleled. His soldiers flawlessly carried out his orders, were nimble and composed. They could execute all his orders to a frightening level.


In terms of military attainments, Tian Chengsi's leadership of the rebel army had even surpassed the Great Tang regular army!


However, though the Tian Clan might have been field officers in Lulong for generations, they didn't have this sort of ability.


Tian Chengsi had learned how to lead troops from Zhang Shougui!


Cui Qianyou and Tian Qianzhen were not only capable martial artists. They were also excellent commanders, brave and wise. When the two were separated, they could hold off one side alone, but when they worked together, they could even deal Big Dipper Great General Geshu Han a disastrous defeat.


If Gao Xianzhi and Feng Changqing of the Anxi Protectorate were regarded as the two walls of the empire, then Cui Qianyou and Tian Qianzhen were the no-less-inferior twin stars of the rebel army!


However, since the pair had betrayed the world, even if they had the greatest of talents, they would never be entered into the history books.


And there was also the 'Lightning Horseman', Cai Xide. His ability to lead cavalry was without compare, and it was said that he could reach any place in the world in just eight days.


In terms of commanding cavalry, although Sun Zhiming had been praised as the Surprise Attack General, comparing him to rebel Great General Cai Xide was like comparing a spark to the bright moon. Their abilities weren't even on the same level.


And whether it was Cui Qianyou, Tian Qianzhen, or Cai Xide, they had all been picked out by Zhang Shougui. All they knew about commanding troops, strategy, and tactics, they had learned from Andong Protector-General Zhang Shougui.


And every one of them had utilized their specialties to the maximum.


It was like a strengthened Zhang Shougui with three heads and six arms. No one could underestimate this 'Zhang Shougui'.


Zhang Shougui knew what people were good at, and he only cared about ability, not background. Thus, he didn't care if one was Hu or Han. As long as one had the ability, he would use them.


As a result, when An Yaluoshan and Ashina Sugan committed a crime in Youzhou, they had been slated for execution, but then Zhang Shougui saw their talent and recruited them into the Andong Protectorate.


And An Yaluoshan was influenced, completely copying Zhang Shougui's style and conduct. In the rebel army, there were Hu generals, and also Han.


It was for these reasons that the rebel army had been so dangerous!


One could say that the commanders of the rebel army that would trouble the world were all 'good students' of Zhang Shougui, perhaps even surpassed him. Consequently, it was also said that the Youzhou rebel army had also been singlehandedly raised by Zhang Shougui.


That rebellion that would sweep across the world, shake the Great Tang to its core, and make the Central Plains a blighted wasteland would be started by An Yaluoshan and Ashina Sugan.


But if one worked backwards, the source of it all was Zhang Shougui, the man standing right in front of him.


He had been the sole architect of the Great Tang's demise!


Zhang Shougui had been outstanding!


But his excellence had not blessed the world. On the contrary, it had led to the death of the empire.


This was truly what it meant to fail at the finish line!


Wang Chong had thought back then that if there was someone that could remind Zhang Shougui, who could correct his mistakes and tell him that he was a man and not a god, he might not make those errors. Then everything would be completely different.


Alas, his past self didn't have the right or the strength, or even the chance, to stand before the Andong Protector-General, much less say anything to him.


Now that everything had started over, he had finally received this chance. Even if Zhang Shougui wouldn't listen, he still had to say it.


"Has Lord Zhang heard the story about the Farmer and the Viper1?" Wang Chong sternly said.




"Hmph, do you want to say that I'm the viper?" Zhang Shougui sneered. If Wang Chong were not Wang Jiuling's grandson, Zhang Shougui wouldn't have even talked with him for so long.


"I only wanted to tell Milord that the farmer can also make mistakes!" Wang Chong sternly said.

______________

1.The Farmer and the Viper is a story about how one winter, a farmer walking through the snow sees a viper freezing to death. Feeling pity for the viper, the farmer picks it up and puts it in his coat to warm it. Once the viper warms up, it bites the farmer, killing him. As the farmer dies, he realizes that this was his own doing. The moral of the story is that showing kindness to evil will be rewarded with evil.↩
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"Brat, you're acting too impudent!"


Zhang Shougui's originally calm eyes suddenly exploded with cold light.


The Youzhou soldiers around him were all transfixed, dumbfounded by Wang Chong's actions. In the northeast, there was no one left who would dare to speak to their commander like this.


Wang Chong was speaking about farmers, but he was actually talking about their commander.


He started by criticizing the commander as obstinate and headstrong, and now he was saying 'Commander can also make mistakes'. There was probably no one in the world besides this boy that would dare to say such things to their commander.


They could bring themselves to understand this conduct if he didn't know who their commander was. But since he clearly knew who he was talking to, he was being audacious to the extreme.


"This boy… he really did say it!"


At this moment, even Cui Qianyou and Tian Qianzhen were staring with eyes wide, like they were seeing this boy for the first time.


"…At the start, I hadn't intended to do anything to you for the sake of your father and grandfather. But it appears to me that if I don't give you a small lesson, you truly won't know how high the heavens are!"


Zhang Shougui's face gave off an intimidating aura. Wang Chong's actions had already touched his taboos.


His sleeve began to flap as Zhang Shougui extended a powerful veiny palm out. His fingers lightly came together, like he was snatching at the distant Wang Chong. Rumble! Golden light shot forward, stirring massive gales. A massive attractive force seemed to envelop Wang Chong and began to lift him up like a kite from the ground toward Zhang Shougui's hand.


"Not good!"


Wang Chong was astonished. He knew that his foundation was deep and far surpassed the ordinary person, and his cultivation was also rock-solid. Yet it was all naught before Zhang Shougui. He was as powerless as an ant.


When those five fingers pulled, Wang Chong felt like the air around him had become a mighty wave, pushing him forward like he was duckweed.


"Quickly, save Young Master!"


"Not good!"


……


Elder Ye and Elder Zhao both paled with fright. From Zhang Shougui's face, they could tell that he had been enraged. And the pair had heard rumors about how this Imperial Andong Protector-General did things.


If the young master fell into his hands, he would definitely not have a good end!


In the furious gale, Elder Ye and Elder Zhao stretched out their wide palms, one on the left and one on the right. With their close distance to Wang Chong, they were just barely able to catch onto his ankles as he flew forward, pulling him to a stop in the air.


"Release him!"


At almost the same time, the sky roared with dragons. Li Siye gripped the giant Wootz Steel saber on his back and sent a majestic white saber energy into the sky.


This saber cut through the void, cut through the dark clouds, and cut through the infinite starry sky.


Rumble! Li Siye's attack stretched several dozen zhang high before transforming into a furious storm of energy that caused the heavens to change color as it slashed down at Zhang Shougui.


"A good saber move!"


A sharp light flashed in Zhang Shougui's eyes. Even he couldn't help but be surprised at the beauty of Li Siye's saber technique.


"…But your cultivation is too low. It's still not enough!"


Zhang Shougui continued to stand at his spot as he pushed forward with his right hand. Ten zhang away from Zhang Shougui, a golden palm as large as a mountain towered into the air, spanning across space.


Boom! Li Siye's saber energy descended from the sky and crashed into the giant palm. It was like crashing into a mountain. His attack had been completely stopped.


Not only that, the golden palm's counterstrike shook Li Siye's invincible storm of saber energy into pieces.




"This—"


Li Siye felt stifled, his eyes opening wide. This saber attack had consisted of all his energy. It was his strongest attack. On his lone excursion to the northwest, this attack had even managed to kill Black Dragon Zhao.


But Zhang Shougui had given a casual push and dashed it to pieces.


Before Li Siye could think about much more, that golden palm suddenly transformed into a storm of Stellar Energy that crashed against Li Siye.


"Aaahh!"


With a yell, Li Siye was sent flying.


Li Siye was far from his peak. It was not surprising that the future Invincible Great General was no match for a current authority of the empire.


"Now it's your turn!"


A callous voice rang out over the crowd. No one knew when that Imperial Protector-General had vanished. The crowd only knew that when he next appeared, he was only a few zhang from Elder Ye and Elder Zhao.


Boom!


A most gentle and warm flow of air suddenly transformed into the most intense storm. One a half step into the Imperial Martial realm and one at the peak of the Profound Martial realm, Elder Ye and Elder Zhao were both generals subordinate to Wang Chong's grandfather on the northern expedition, but against Zhang Shougui at his zenith, they instantly gave wretched screams. The powerful streams of energy exploding out of Zhang Shougui's body sent them flying together with Wang Chong.


During this entire process, Zhang Shougui had held his hands behind him, making no obvious moves!


Every generation would have its own mark!


In the generation of Wang Chong's grandfather, Zhang Shougui was just some obscure soldier, but Duke Jiu had now retired. This was the generation of 'Wang Zhongsi' and 'Zhang Shougui'!


And while Wang Zhongsi was modest and stood apart from worldly affairs, Zhang Shougui, who was beneath him in status, had become the most influential Han general in the Great Tang Empire, and also the most powerful of all the Imperial Great Generals!


The authority Zhang Shougui wielded in the empire was unparalleled!


All he lacked was probably the merit of enthroning an Emperor and the most senior of statuses.


This was also why he always had to lower his head to Wang Chong's grandfather and the Yao Clan Old Master in the Imperial Court.


Zhang Shougui's face was cold and emotionless. He had easily sent Elder Ye and Elder Zhao flying, and now raised a palm to snatch Wang Chong out of the air.


"Brat, it's your turn!"


With an icy expression, Zhang Shougui once more closed his five fingers to capture Wang Chong.


Stellar Energy pathways and Yinyang pathways, a body that could be both hard and soft—an Imperial Great General like Zhang Shougui had already cultivated his body to perfection.


Sending Li Siye, and elders Ye and Zhao, flying was just a warm-up for him. He had not even used any actual skills.


Bang!


To his surprise, Zhang Shougui's five fingers caught nothing. The figure before him blurred as Wang Chong vanished from sight.


"This is… Wave-drifting Carp!"


As Zhang Shougui watched that figure escape the bounds of his attractive energy, his expression flickered. For the first time, his eyes betrayed a hint of surprise.


'Wave-drifting Carp' was not a martial art, but a type of skill.


When a warrior with lower cultivation ran into one with higher cultivation, they would find it very difficult to escape, but the Wave-drifting Carp changed things. A carp swam along with the waves, swimming up and down. It followed the current, so it could swim freely, regardless of how large the waves were.


More importantly, the carp was not affected by the waves as it drifted along them. It had complete control, was unrestrained. It could even make a leap, breaking through the surface of the water and over the waves, completely escaping the torrent.


'Wave-drifting Carp' was this sort of skill.


If one could not resist the attractive pull of one's opponent, then one should flow along the stream of Stellar Energy and ultimately jump out. And at a higher level, this skill wasn't only restricted to escape.


When high-tier experts were fighting, one could use this skill to follow the flow of an opponent's Stellar Energy, find the laws within them and then exploit them to deal the opponent a crippling blow.


In the world of martial arts, a weaker opponent using this skill to defend against a stronger opponent existed only in theory. It actually saw more use amongst warriors at the same level.


But for both the former and the latter, this skill had extremely high requirements. One not only needed to have a grasp of the flow, attributes, and changes in an opponent's Stellar Energy, they also needed to find the openings in the opponent's Stellar Energy and have a very high cultivation.


If the opponent was on the same level, there was a tiny possibility, but Wang Chong was just an insignificant True Martial realm expert. He hadn't even reached the Profound Martial realm.


It was basically impossible for him to use the Wave-drifting Carp.


And to use it when the gap between opponents was as vast as heaven and earth, that was inconceivable!


"Brat, get down here!"


Zhang Shougui's expression chilled as his anger boiled up.


But before he could move, a shout tore through the sky.


"Everyone, ignore me! Kill An Yaluoshan!"


Zhang Shougui was stubborn in his ways and wouldn't listen to reason. The only thing Wang Chong care about now was An Yaluoshan!


Zhang Shougui thought that catching him would end this operation, but he was wrong. As long as he could kill An Yaluoshan, Wang Chong didn't care what price he had to pay, even if the price was himself!


Wang Chong would not easily let this chance go, no matter who showed up.


"Elder Zhang, Uncle Huang, don't worry about me. Kill him!"


Wang Chong's voice resounded through the heavens!


His sharp voice was like a message that set the people around him into motion. None of them had any intention of dealing with the Protector-General.


But there was also no doubt that none of them hoped to see Wang Chong die here or be taken away by Zhang Shougui.


The Andong Protector-General did not exactly have a sterling reputation.
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Boom!


It took only a few moments for everyone to begin moving. No one knew what Wang Chong was really thinking, and certainly no one knew that Wang Chong was actually willing to die.


But everyone had clearly misunderstood Wang Chong's order to mean something: 'Attack Wei to save Zhao1'.




Twang!


The twang of a bow seemed to shatter the heavens. The first to move was not one of the elders of the Zhang Clan or the head of the Huang Clan, but the distant master archer, Luo Tong.


He wasn't so bold as to attack the Andong Protector-General Zhang Shougui, but it was absolutely no problem for him to deal with a mere Turk like An Yaluoshan.


Twangtwangtwang! In a flash, countless arrows were flying through the rain, obscuring the sky as they shot toward An Yaluoshan.


At almost the same moment, the archers under Luo Tong's command also began to fire. The dense rain of arrows whistling through the wind could be heard even over the blowing of the wind.


An Yaluoshan instantly paled before this rain of arrows. He hadn't expected Wang Chong to be so bold. The Protector-General was already here, yet he still dared to strike right in front of his face.


And this was not all An Yaluoshan had to deal with!


"Attack!"


With a roar, the elders of the Zhang Clan struck. Though the head of the Huang Clan was a little slow to follow, he came with all the power he could muster.


These people had much higher cultivation levels than the rest. Energy buzzed around them like a storm. Their Stellar Energies exploded and their halos hummed. Stream after stream of Stellar Energy covered the sky and filled the air with the clattering of metal. As if intent on toppling a mountain, they surged toward An Yaluoshan.


The dense crowd of soldiers around him did not give An Yaluoshan the slightest hint of safety.


"Obey Young Master!"


"Kill An Yaluoshan!"


……


At the same time, Zhao Jingdian, Chen Burang, Sun Zhiming, Marchioness Yi, Huang Qian-er, Zhao Yatong, Bai Siling, and everyone else once more began the assault on the Youzhou troops so as to delay them.


The concluded battle began once more. The Youzhou soldiers had clearly not expected this and instantly fell into chaos.


"Stop them!"


"Protect Yaluoshan!"




……


It took less than a second for the first people to respond. It was still Cui Qianyou and Tian Qianzhen. But before those two could go and offer their aid, a mighty saber energy howled through the air and stopped them.


Although he had been a little slow, Li Siye was not that severely injured. The heavy armor that Wang Chong had forged from Meteoric Metal had made itself useful.


"Impudent!"


Upon seeing this, Zhang Shougui flew into a rage. He was the Andong Protector-General; just a stamp of his foot would cause the entire army to quake! He well deserved his reputation as one of the most influential figures in the capital.


Even other Imperial Great Generals like Fumeng Lingcha would not dare to act so brashly before him. Yet these people knew that he was here and still dared to attack An Yaluoshan. They were treating him like he didn't even exist.


This was no longer a problem of killing An Yaluoshan.


They were offending an Imperial Protector-General!


Bang!


Zhang Shougui pressed his foot to the ground, causing a golden light to emerge from the ground which transformed into a golden sphere that shrouded An Yaluoshan.


Boomboomboom!


All the arrows, attacks, and collisions were blocked by this golden sphere. And that was not all. A moment later, a monstrous energy exploded out of the ground.


The earth shuddered and cracked. No one could describe the power of this energy. Everyone felt like the earth was undulating as if alive, exploding with a powerful repulsive force that wanted to hurl them all away.


No! This wasn't just their imagination! It really did hurl them all away.


Everyone from Deflecting Blade Manor, the spirit vein mountain, the Wang Clan, and the various clans were thrown outward like rain drops by that mighty power.


And those closest to An Yaluoshan—the Zhang Clan elders, the head of the Huang Clan, Zhao Jingdian, Huang Qian-er, Zhao Yatong, and Bai Siling—suffered the greatest injuries.


"Aaagh!"


Screams filled the air as their chests caved in. One by one, they were cut down like wheat and sent flying.


Blood vomited from their mouths!


Zhang Shougui was enraged, so he had dealt these people the heaviest blows. It was only out of conceit and his concern for their identities that he did not simply kill them all.


Too powerful!


The attacks of the several hundred people present had been nullified in the blink of an eye. At this moment, everyone experienced Zhang Shougui's terrifying strength.


Before an authority of the empire like Zhang Shougui, everyone else was insignificant, the gap in their strength beyond reckoning.


Although everyone had already known of this gap, it was only by actually experiencing it that they knew how vast this chasm was.


Anyone who attempted to resist Zhang Shougui would get a true understanding of the meaning of despair.


Just one barrier of light had made An Yaluoshan as steady as Mount Tai. No matter how many people they had and no matter what level they were at, they were all incapable of wounding An Yaluoshan.


And this one stomp of his feet had not only made their efforts fruitless, it had left them all injured as well.


Yet this wasn't even Zhang Shougui's true strength. He probably wasn't even using ten percent.


This was not something that could simply be described with the word 'strength' anymore.


"Anyone who dares to move again will have everyone in their clan drafted into the army and sent to the Goguryeon border…"


Zhang Shougui's complexion was pale and frigid.


There were imperial censors in the capital, so not even Zhang Shougui dared to act lightly. In Emperor Taizong's era, Su Zhengchen was accused by an imperial censor of planning rebellion. Even further back, during Gaozong's era, the Prime Minister made a slip of the tongue, upon which the imperial censor had him removed from his post. And in the current government, even Wang Zhongsi, hailed as the new war god of the generation, as revered as Wang Chong's grandfather, who had assisted the Emperor to the throne, and who had such a sterling record, had still been impeached by an imperial censor. He had been forced to hand over his military authority and return to the palace, where he now lived the leisurely life of Junior Guardian for the Crown Prince.


Although Zhang Shougui had always viewed himself very highly and never cared much about imperial censors, he had to show them some respect in the capital and not act too rashly.


However, if someone thought that meant that he couldn't do anything about these scions, they would be gravely mistaken.


Just because he couldn't kill them didn't mean he was powerless.


As a Protector-General, he only needed one order to send those scions to the army and then transfer them to Youzhou in the northeast.


And there, life and death were at his command!


As expected, Zhang Shougui's voice silenced the courtyard. Everyone's hearts chilled, and fear crept into their eyes.


Everyone knew that the northeast was the region of the empire where the wars were most intense, the resistance the most formidable. The threat didn't come from the Xi, the Khitans, or the Turkic Khaganate to the northwest. It came from the east, from Yeon Gaesomun2 of Goguryeo.




Goguryeo had never been much of a threat to the Great Tang, not until Yeon Gaesomun appeared. Under his rule, Goguryeo flourished, its power soaring.


Although their land was small, the Goguryeons were able to take the strength, strategies, tactics, and martial arts of the Central Plains and mix it with their own special traits to become an existence on par with Ü-Tsang and the Turkic Khaganate of the northeast. Although they did not have many troops, their fighting power ranked above the Mengshe Zhao.


Yeon Gaesomun practiced scorched-earth policies and had also constructed a large number of defensive fortifications. Even someone of Zhang Shougui's caliber was only able to suppress the Goguryeo Empire and make it no easy task for them to leave their borders.


Attacking the Goguryeo Empire required a massive price, making even the dictatorial and determined Zhang Shougui push away any ideas of assaulting it. One could easily imagine just how fierce a resistance the Goguryeo Empire could put up.


And one could also imagine the number of casualties!


If one was sent there, death was certain.


However, before the crowd could imagine anything more, a scream rang through their ears.


"Aaagh!"


Under everyone's eyes, a Wootz Steel sword was plunged into Ashina Sugan's chest and through his back. Ashina Sugan was vomiting blood, his lips twitching, but not a word could come out. His eyes were wide open as he stared at Old Eagle. Even at his death, he still seemed confused as to why Old Eagle would not attack An Yaluoshan and instead attack him, someone he didn't even know.


"Impossible, this is impossible…"


Ashina Sugan's mind was blank. He had come to save An Yaluoshan. These people had come to kill An Yaluoshan, not him.


These thoughts had been in Ashina Sugan's mind from the start, so during this entire battle, he had placed himself closer to the perimeter of the troops.


When their commander appeared, he thought that the battle had concluded. Not once had he ever thought about his own safety.


Ashina Sugan had never expected that even though An Yaluoshan wasn't dead, that person would come for him.


"Success!"


Old Eagle didn't know why Wang Chong wanted him to kill this young Hu standing on the perimeter, but he had developed a tacit understanding with Wang Chong and thoroughly understood what he desired.


The gesture Wang Chong had made had indicated precisely this Hu, and he had even given Old Eagle his Wootz Steel sword.


Since Wang Chong wanted him dead, this Hu had every reason to die.


Gush!


As the sword was pulled out, blood fountained into the air. Old Eagle, seeing his success, immediately retreated, but though he was fast, his reaction had still been a little slow.


"You're seeking death!"


Golden Stellar Energy flew forward. Before Old Eagle could even dodge, it exploded on his body and sent him flying like a shooting star.


Zhang Shougui's expression was contorted in a grimace.


But none of this could alter Ashina Sugan's fate. Although he was a peerless martial artist, he was still a man, not a god. He had not expected Old Eagle to strike the insignificant Ashina Sugan, who seemingly had nothing to do with any of today's events.


He could defend An Yaluoshan from the attacks of hundreds, but he couldn't stop Old Eagle's fatal strike against Ashina Sugan.


A mental blind spot was the hardest place to defend.


"Noooooo!"


When Ashina Sugan's corpse toppled to the ground, An Yaluoshan, under the protection of the golden shroud, opened his eyes wide and let out a heartrending roar of fury.


His eyes were as red as a wounded beast's.


Not once in this dogged pursuit and battle had An Yaluoshan's eyes ever gone red. But when Ashina Sugan collapsed, An Yaluoshan seemed like he had been dealt a severe wound, his entire body falling out of his control.


"Congratulations to user! For killing Ashina Sugan and greatly altering history, you are awarded 200 points of Destiny Energy!"


The moment Ashina Sugan fell down, Wang Chong heard the voice of the Stone of Destiny in his mind.


Ashina Sugan was dead!


The future Shi Siming was no more!


The two powers of the Youzhou rebel army had been cut down to only An Yaluoshan!


At this moment, Wang Chong felt like a great weight had been lifted off his back!

______________

1. This stratagem dates back to the Warring States period. The kingdom of Qi was allied with Zhao. The kingdom of Wei began a large-scale war against Zhao, and Zhao's capital, Handan, was besieged. However, Wei had left its capital relatively undefended, so the Qi strategist Sun Bin proposed that Qi should attack Wei's capital. Wei's army began to move back to protect their capital, but they were ambushed and decisively defeated.↩

2. Historically, Yeon Gaesomun was a noble of Goguryeo who lived during the era of Emperor Taizong. He essentially ruled Goguryeo as a military dictator, and during his reign, the Tang failed to conquer Goguryeo. After his death, however, the Tang and their Silla allies were able to conquer Goguryeo. Thus, by this time in Emperor Xuanzong's reign, Goguryeo hadn't existed for about a century. Things are clearly different in this book.↩



                                                                        Chapter 456: Wang Jiuling! 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




In the future rebel army, Shi Siming would play an extremely important role. As An Yaluoshan's left and right arms, he would help to resolve many problems.


Without him, An Yaluoshan's sudden rise would be greatly hindered.


An Yaluoshan couldn't be killed, at least for the moment. As the future leader of the rebel army, An Yaluoshan had the protection of fate. The inexplicable energy of the world shielding him was enough to see that.


And Zhang Shougui certainly wouldn't let Wang Chong prevail.


Only Ashina Sugan could serve as a target that nobody would expect, not Zhang Shougui, An Yaluoshan, or even the people on his own side.


But to avoid the obstacles he had encountered with An Yaluoshan, Wang Chong had still decided to use Old Eagle's hands to commit the deed.


"Damn it!"


He could hear Zhang Shougui's furious bellow. Wang Chong didn't need to turn his head to know that Zhang Shougui had an extremely ugly grimace on his face.


But Wang Chong didn't care.


One day, Zhang Shougui would understand that he was not humiliating him, but helping him.


"It's over!"


Wang Chong raised his head, his gaze sweeping over the dark clouds. The rain was still pouring down, but between the lightning and clouds, he could see a massive eagle unfolding its wings. Letting out a bright cry, it flew circle after circle in the sky.


A bright red silk belt had been tied to one of the eagle's legs, extremely striking among the dark clouds.


Boom!


Golden Stellar Energy surged into the sky like a dazzling wave, seizing everybody. A powerful attractive force simultaneously latched onto everyone like countless invisible threads.


"Aaah!"


There were screams from all over as Zhao Jingdian, Bai Siling, Xu Gan, Huang Qian-er, Zhao Yatong, Old Eagle, and even Wang Chong, Elder Ye, Elder Zhao and Li Siye, over two hundred people, were flung into the air by this monstrous strength. Flailing and powerless, they were all being dragged toward Zhang Shougui.


Zhang Shougui was enraged!


Ashina Sugan's death had thoroughly provoked the murderous intentions of this Imperial Protector-General.


At this moment, everyone felt a dread welling up from their hearts.


This was Zhang Shougui's true strength. When he was angry, not even Li Siye, Elder Ye, Elder Zhao, or even everyone together could do a single thing.


"Audacious things, you've gone too far! Since all of you want to die, I'll fulfill your wish!"


Zhang Shougui's icy voice resounded through the heavens.


He no longer cared about dignity or imperial censors. The moment Ashina Sugan died in front of him, Zhang Shougui felt a nameless rage blazing in his mind.


The censure of the imperial censor couldn't be ignored, but even so, the rage in one's heart needed to be vented.


There was no need for these people to exist.


Buzz!


A golden light blazed, its terrifying radiance stretching to the horizon, painting the entire world gold. Before this furious storm of rage, everyone else was a speck of dust.


"Lord Protector-General, please stay your hand!"


Just when Zhang Shougui was prepared to kill them all, a black silhouette shot like an arrow into the deepest part of the golden radiance.


Bang! Bang!


There were two explosions, and then the black silhouette retreated as swiftly as it had come. Meanwhile, that destructive golden light also began to fade into nothingness.


Splashsplashsplash. Those people who had been dragged into the air by the golden light now began to drop back down into the rain water.


Everyone was as quiet as a corpse, unable to speak.


"It's you?"


Upon seeing who that figure was, Zhang Shougui took in a deep breath and fell quiet.


"Lord Zhang, long time no see."


The old butler's hands were thrust in his sleeves and his beard was shaking. Although his breathing seemed disordered, his two feet were firmly planted on the ground.


The courtyard was so quiet that it was possible to hear a pin drop.


Everyone was dumbstruck by this sight.


Zhang Shougui was an Imperial Protector-General, stronger than Li Siye, Duke Ye, Elder Zhao, the Zhang Clan elders, and the Huang Clan leader all working together.


But the old butler had forced his way into that golden light and compelled Zhang Shougui to stop. No one had expected this. Even Wang Chong was a little dazed.


He had seen the old butler's strength before, and he had also worked with him many times, but not even he had expected that the old butler could go toe-to-toe with Zhang Shougui.


Wang Chong looked at the unfathomable old butler standing nearby, his eyes shifting through countless emotions.


The old butler was very strong!


Wang Chong had known about this point long ago. Even when he was just a stubborn good-for-nothing, Wang Chong had already had an impression of this old butler that kept close to King Song.


But Wang Chong had never found out how deep the old butler's foundations went.


He seemed very strong, but he had never revealed his talents. The last time he had moved, it had only been to strike down the fleeing King Sosurim, and it seemed like he had not used his full strength.


Thus, it was impossible to determine just how powerful he was.


But Wang Chong had not foreseen that the old butler would be so strong that he could exchange blows with Zhang Shougui. This was no longer just strong, it was ridiculously strong.


Wang Chong quickly recovered from his daze. Of all the people present, he was probably the person least surprised by the old butler's appearance.


With a sweep of his sleeve, Wang Chong quickly began to walk toward his forces.


Since the old butler had appeared, there was no more fight to be had. Everything had come to an end.


"How are you doing?"


Wang Chong walked up to Old Eagle, who was lying unmoving in the mud and rain. Upon hearing Wang Chong's voice, he opened his visor with a clang, revealing a pale face flecked with blood.


"I'm still okay. This armor truly is very powerful, and if you hadn't told me to dodge beforehand, I would already be dead," Old Eagle said as he propped an arm under him and panted for breath.


The Meteoric Metal was extremely hard, and it was also extremely difficult to forge. It was for these reasons that Wang Chong had only been able to forge a few sets of armor: one for Li Siye, one for Old Eagle, and one for himself.


Wang Chong had planned to forge a set of armor for Li Siye long ago. His power was critical for Wang Chong. As for Old Eagle… he controlled all the information channels and was extremely important for speedy communications and message delivery. His role was essentially that of an information hub.


Old Eagle absolutely could not be allowed to die. Thus, the second suit of Meteoric Metal armor went to him.


It was only because of this armor that Wang Chong dared to give Old Eagle the mission to assassinate Ashina Sugan. At times, the discrepancy of a single hair would lead to an error of a thousand li.


Not even Zhang Shougui could have imagined that Old Eagle would be wearing an incredibly tough suit of armor made from Meteoric Metal.


"It's fine as long as you're not seriously injured. Swallow this pill. It'll protect your internal organs."


Seeing that Old Eagle was okay, Wang Chong felt like the greatest weight on his mind had been lightened. Putting his two arms behind him, he slowly sat himself down.


On one side, Old Eagle looked at Wang Chong with worry in his eyes. But he said nothing and quickly turned to look at the old butler.


On that end, the conversation between the butler and Zhang Shougui had reached the critical stage.


"Hmph, Old Butler, are you also opposing me?"


Zhang Shougui had an icy grimace on his face.


The old butler faintly smiled and leisurely replied, "Ha, Lord Protector-General is such a mighty individual. Who is this old man as to be mentioned in the same breath as Lord Protector-General? This old man has only been ordered by His Highness, King Song, to invite Lord Protector-General to the King Song Residence for a party."


Zhang Shougui stared at the old butler, his expression flickering.


This old butler had served two generations of King Song, and Zhang Shougui had met him when the old King Song was still alive. After several decades, he had clearly gotten even stronger.


"Old Butler, does His Highness King Song really think these juniors are worth it?" Zhang Shougui asked, staring at the old butler.


Zhang Shougui knew that delivering King Song's invitation was just an excuse. He had really just come for these fellows.


"Haha, Lord Protector-General said it yourself. These are just a few juniors. Lord Protector-General is a cornerstone of the empire. With such an esteemed status, is there a need to entangle yourself with these juniors?" The old butler's lip curled as he indifferently replied.


"Moreover, in the end, it's just a few Hu that died. For Lord Protector-General to stir such a storm for just a few Hu, is that really worth it?"


The old butler glanced at the corpses on the ground.


Zhang Shougui seemed a little stunned, the rage in his eyes clearly fading. No matter what sort of goal the old butler had, there was one thing he was right about.


All his dead subordinates were just insignificant Hu.


Youzhou was lacking everything but Hu. And while governing Andong, he had killed mountains of Hu.


The few large-scale wars had all been against Hu.


Thus, Zhang Shougui both cared most and least about the Hu. He cared about their individual abilities, but he did not care about their deaths.


As for Ashina Sugan?


In a future history, Shi Siming's name would thunder through the heavens, occupying a most important status.


But right now, that name was utterly meaningless to Zhang Shougui.


Zhang Shougui had killed so many people, he naturally wouldn't care about a single Hu.


Surprisingly, Zhang Shougui gave a grim laugh. "Hmph, and if I say no!"


King Song was a trueblooded Imperial Prince, and he also had a very high status in the military. Zhang Shougui had to pay him some respect, but if he just conceded like this, he would appear too weak.



Zhang Shougui's current status had already surpassed the so-called shackles of blood. Although he was still inferior to King Song, it wasn't by much.


Suddenly, an elderly voice, mellow and heavy, dignified and wise, resounded in everyone's minds. "Zhang Yuanbao is still holding a grudge over that matter?"


This voice wasn't too loud or too soft, and seemed to be spoken right next to everyone's ears. But the moment Zhang Shougui heard this voice, his entire body shook and his complexion paled.


'Yuanbao' was his courtesy name. In this generation where people addressed him as 'Protector-General', 'Milord', and 'Commander', only a scant few people knew his courtesy name.


And there was basically no one who had the right to call him 'Zhang Yuanbao'.


The courtesy name could not be uttered casually, and was only used when seniors were speaking to their juniors. But Zhang Shougui was over fifty this year and possessed incredible status. 'Zhang Yuanbao' was not something that could be casually said.


But Zhang Shougui knew that there was one person in the capital who could speak to him thus.


Wang Jiuling!


The retired virtuous minister of the Great Tang revered by all the people of the world!


Twenty years ago, it was precisely this minister's words that had dashed his hopes of entering the court. Because of this minister, he had been sent off to Youzhou in the northeast to be Andong's Protector-General for twenty years, drinking twenty years of wind, eating twenty years of dirt!
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The current Zhang Shougui was very different from his former self, and Wang Jiuling had retired from the position of Prime Minister ages ago. After withdrawing from the court, he ceased to be that wise Prime Minister of the Great Tang who was second only to one person and towered over multitudes.


In terms of influence and status, Zhang Shougui had long since ceased to be Wang Jiuling's lesser. At the very least, he no longer had to heed his orders.


But even so, Zhang Shougui did not dare to be careless.


"Hmph, Wang Jiuling, it was not I making trouble for your grandson, but your Wang Clan returning kindness with hostility, making me its enemy," Zhang Shougui coldly said. "Look for yourself at what he has done. This fine grandson of yours took advantage of my absence and attacked my subordinates. You are also a military man, so you should know how someone who attacks active soldiers without orders will end up, no?"


Although he had a frigid expression, he was inwardly a little fearful. This attitude was completely different from how he had treated the old butler.



This was not merely because the Sage Emperor had invited Wang Jiuling to reside in the Four Quarters Embassy after his retirement and Wang Jiuling still wielded enormous influence inside and outside the court. It was also because Wang Jiuling was extremely accomplished on the scholarly path.


Wang Jiuling had not made his name in the world through scholarly pursuits, but his cultivation of that path had received the recognition of literary circles decades ago.


If it hadn't been for the fact that Wang Jiuling's desires were not on that path, he might have become the leader of the scholars.


Wang Jiuling's increasing age and the injuries he had suffered from his early days on the battlefield had led his cultivation of the martial path to wane day by day. Long gone was the formidable self of his golden age.


But his cultivation of the scholarly path was not affected by these things. On the contrary, as he got older, his mental abilities only grew more formidable, and his attainments on the scholarly path far exceeded his attainments on the martial path.


When he was still the wise Prime Minister of the Great Tang who oversaw the court, Wang Jiuling's mental abilities had already reached a terrifying level.


And after so many years, not even Zhang Shougui knew how much further along the path he had gone.


Those who walked the scholarly path were skilled in mental attacks that could pierce through Stellar Energy and directly assault the soul. It was completely different from the martial path. Before the leader of the scholarly path, even the strongest martial artist had to tread carefully.


Wang Jiuling's body was still in the Four Quarters Embassy, but even at such a distance, he could still sense what was happening and transmit his thoughts directly into everyone's minds.


One could imagine from this how powerful he was.


"Although I don't exactly know what's going on, I will give you an explanation sooner or later!"


This elderly was voice was thick and mellow as it once more echoed in everyone's minds.


"Grandfather!"


Wang Chong had still been sitting on the ground, his eyes slightly squinted, but in the next moment, they flew wide open. If he thought the first time was a misperception, he could be sure now that this voice belonged to his grandfather.


I didn't think that even Grandfather would show up.


Wang Chong's mind was in turmoil, but he quickly calmed himself down.


This undertaking of his had been huge, mobilizing all the guards the Wang Clan had in the capital, all the forces that the Wang Clan was on good terms with, and even Duke Ye and Elder Zhao. It would be strange if his grandfather didn't know.


"Hmph, then I'll wait for your explanation, Wang Jiuling!"


Meanwhile, Zhang Shougui wasn't thinking about too much. With both Wang Jiuling and King Song giving their stance, not even someone of Zhang Shougui's status could do anything further.


"We'll leave!"


With an icy face and a wave of his sleeve, Zhang Shougui turned and left.


Behind him, though the Youzhou soldiers were unwilling, they still chose to follow.


"Wait a moment!"


Just when Zhang Shougui was about to leave, a voice came from behind him. This voice was not only a surprise to Zhang Shougui, but also to Bai Siling, Zhao Yatong, Xu Gan, Marchioness Yi, and Huang Qian-er.


Because everyone could tell that it was Wang Chong speaking.


"What does he want to do?"


The crowd was stupefied. No one could guess at what Wang Chong was thinking. For this entire operation, Wang Chong had never once given an explanation.


Wang Chong was not an impulsive person. For the majority of the time, when Wang Chong interacted with others, he was always very rational.


So the more impulsive he was, the more he perplexed others.


"Lord Zhang, please stop!"


Wang Chong stood up and began to walk toward Zhang Shougui.


The rain was slowly beginning to die off. It was no longer pouring buckets, but the rain drops were still the size of pearls.


"Brat, what are you up to?" Zhang Shougui turned around and glared at Wang Chong, his eyes dark and unkind.


The courtyard was quiet and the atmosphere tense. No one knew what Wang Chong would do next. This was a far too sensitive time.


Wang Chong silently stopped several zhang away from Zhang Shougui, bent at the waist, and gave a deep bow of respect.


"There is one thing that Wang Chong has not had a chance to say. Many thanks, Lord Protector-General, for your assistance in the Regional Commanders incident when Wang Chong was behind bars!"


These words echoed through the silent courtyard.


Zhang Shougui's eyes went through countless emotions as they stared at Wang Chong, but they ultimately settled on a cold sneer.


"Hmph, so you didn't forget?" Zhang Shougui said icily, his voice bursting with scorn.


He naturally knew what Wang Chong was speaking of. When Fumeng Lingcha, Gao Xianzhi, and Geshu Han were appealing to the Imperial Court to execute Wang Chong, it was him and Zhangchou Jianqiong who offered their names in Wang Chong's support.


Zhang Shougui was the imposing Andong Protector-General. In both seniority and status, he ranked far above Wang Chong. It would naturally be inappropriate for him to mention this matter of his own volition.


If Wang Chong hadn't mentioned it, he would never speak of the matter for the rest of his life.


But it was precisely because he had helped Wang Chong that he was infuriated at this attack.


He had not been speaking rashly when he claimed that the Wang Clan returned kindness with hostility!


"No matter what reason Lord Protector-General had or how dissatisfied with me Lord Protector-General is, a kindness is a kindness. I owe Milord a favor, a favor that I will return. However, this is not the true reason I asked Milord to stop."


As Wang Chong spoke, he slowly straightened his body, and his expression was neither meek nor arrogant. Even after that battle, even after all he had experienced, even after almost being killed by Zhang Shougui, Wang Chong maintained his habitually calm expression. Not even the Andong Protector-General Zhang Shougui could make him show fear.


As Zhang Shougui's sharp gaze measured up Wang Chong, it finally showed a tiny change.


"What is it that you want to say?" Zhang Shougui sternly asked.


Back in his headquarters in Youzhou, he had reviewed an intelligence report on this youth. Although he was in conflict with Wang Chong and was greatly incensed at his actions, Zhang Shougui would not look down on him too much.


"I only want to say that the wise Emperor has a piercing insight. Though the capital is far, there are bright mirrors everywhere. Lord Protector-General resides in Youzhou, but as a subject, you should still have a reverential heart!" Wang Chong profoundly said.


Buzz!


A shock seemed to travel through Zhang Shougui's body, and his expression instantly changed. Not even Ashina Sugan's death had elicited such a reaction from him.


"In addition, I hope that Milord can pay more attention to the people at your side! At times, your true enemies are not standing across from you, but right next to you!" Wang Chong said. When he said this, he gave a profound look toward An Yaluoshan.


Zhang Shougui gave Wang Chong a strange look, but he quickly managed to regain his composure.


"Hmph, there's no need for you to say this. Perhaps if your grandfather had said this, it would be different."


Zhang Shougui coldly laughed.


Wang Chong gave a faint smile and declined to comment. As he watched Zhang Shougui lead his Youzhou soldiers out of the shattered walls of the courtyard, Wang Chong's face did not shift in the slightest.


Whether or not Zhang Shougui listened, he had already done all he could.


Zhang Shougui was not a bad man. Even though he had come into conflict with Zhang Shougui and almost been killed by him, Wang Chong would still not deny these words.


But he had a major flaw in his personality.


He was too proud! Too conceited!


His decades in the military and almost sixty years of life in which not a bad word passed through his ears, coupled with that confidence that he would be Prime Minister in the future, had given Zhang Shougui an extreme case of conceit.


He was so conceited that he would not listen to any advice and heeded no laws except those of the Sage Emperor.


No! Not even the Emperor! In reality, Zhang Shougui had gotten so swelled up with pride that there were some matters in Youzhou that he thought he could hide from the Sage Emperor.


In the future, when he would be framed by An Yaluoshan and lose his position as Protector-General, part of it would be because he had been careless and not guarded against this possibility. But another part was his personality.


If he hadn't been so conceited and proud, even if An Yaluoshan wanted to frame him, he would not have been guaranteed to succeed.


As for how An Yaluoshan could so quickly frame Zhang Shougui in the future, not even Wang Chong knew what really went on there.


There were too many riddles and questions regarding those events that not even Wang Chong could resolve.


Although An Yaluoshan had managed to finagle his way into becoming Zhang Shougui's adopted son, Wang Chong believed that this status as adopted son was actually rather hollow and that An Yaluoshan's rank in the Andong army would not be that high. For him to replace Zhang Shougui in just two years and gain control of the Youzhou army was something that even many of his seniors from his last life had been unable to comprehend.


Moreover, Zhang Shougui was a famous individual of the empire who wielded immense influence in the army. And his strength could be understood from today's events. Just a mere corner of his strength had been enough to suppress all of them.


But only one year after the Sage Emperor deprived him of his military authority, Zhang Shougui would 'die of depression'.


Die of depression?


What did that mean? This sort of top-notch expert who could sunder the earth with a snap of his fingers could also die of depression? That was a complete joke.


At least in Wang Chong's view, this verdict was unacceptable, utterly absurd nonsense.


But Zhang Shougui's death was something that he could be sure of.


There were too many perplexing matters surrounding that disaster.


Some of these things could be altered by human power, but others… could not.


Whether or not one liked Zhang Shougui, there was one thing that everyone had to admit: Zhang Shougui's death was a massive blow to the empire! It was precisely because of his death that the Youzhou rebel army became completely impossible to control!


Whoosh!


Horses galloped through the rain water. This noise made Wang Chong's shoulders sway and his eyes quickly clear.


This was the sound of the Imperial Army!


All the young scions who lived in the capital were familiar with this sound.


There was absolutely no doubt that this battle had come to an end. His aunt's husband, Li Lin, was already leading soldiers here. The Imperial Army was responsible for guarding the capital, and not even Li Lin could stop them from carrying out their duties.


"Let's go!" Wang Chong declared. His forces quickly retreated from the courtyard, vanishing without a trace before the Imperial Army arrived.
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As Wang Chong's forces retreated, this Wang Clan operation that had alarmed countless great clans in the capital also came to a close. But the effects of this incident were only just beginning.


"Why didn't you kill him?"


As the rain slapped down, a furious Hu voice broke the stillness. In the dark night, the advancing line of soldiers suddenly came to a complete halt.


All was quiet in the gloom, all noises vanishing away. Even the sound of the rain seemed to fade into the background. A wave of unease began to spread. As if anticipating something, everyone became too afraid to speak, their hearts filled with fear.


"What did you say?"


After what seemed like a second, but also like countless years, the soldiers finally heard that familiar, bone-chilling voice.


"Why didn't you kill that brat?"


An Yaluoshan seemed unaware. His eyes were red and fixed on that figure standing at the front, his entire body trembling.


"Yaluoshan, you've gone crazy. How could you speak to Commander this way?"


"Quickly shut your mouth! And then apologize to Commander!"


……


Cui Qianyou and Tian Qianzhen paled as they hurriedly spoke up. The other Youzhou soldiers were also stunned. No one dared to speak to their commander this way!


No one!


In Youzhou, anyone audacious enough to defy the commander was already six feet under. That An Yaluoshan suddenly dared to say such a thing to the commander meant that he had gone crazy.


Slap!


Before the soldiers could react, a powerful palm slapped against An Yaluoshan's face.


An Yaluoshan's entire body went flying with this slap. Spinning in the air, he flew like a kite into the walls of the street seven or eight zhang away.


This hardy moss-covered wall shattered into pieces at the impact, launching debris everywhere.


An Yaluoshan's body dropped down to the ground. As he sat up, he vomited blood, and his entire face was as white as a sheet of paper.


His fellow soldiers all lowered their heads, fear silencing their voices, even preventing them from breathing too loudly.


An Yaluoshan had acted too impudently.


No one was surprised at the consequences.


Zhang Shougui put his hands behind him and coldly said, "You're sure that you were speaking to me?" His face was emotionless, but his body exuded a dangerous aura that could be felt at the very bottom of the soul.


The Youzhou soldiers were far too familiar with this aura.


Every time this aura appeared on their commander's body, a few more corpses would find their way under the ground of the Andong Protectorate headquarters.


"Don't forget your status! You and Ashina Sugan are just two insignificant officers! Officers like you can be found all over the plains. I can promote you, let you live, but I can also destroy you and let you die! Think carefully and then speak to me."


All was quiet. Even Cui Qianyou and Tian Qianzhen had their heads lowered, not daring to breathe too loudly or even glance up.


'The capital is far away and Commander is very close.' In the land of Youzhou, the commander's orders were far more effective than the Sage Emperor's. In that place, he possessed absolute authority.


"Yes, Yaluoshan was wrong! I request Commander's forgiveness!"


After a long time, the soldiers finally heard An Yaluoshan's voice ringing through the rain.


He had lowered his head, draping his hair over his face.


Cui Qianyou and the others gave a long sigh of relief. They had truly been afraid that his impulses would bring him into conflict with their commander. Fortunately, An Yaluoshan had finally come to his senses.


"Hmph, I'll treat this incident as a momentary confusion and forgive you. But next time… you know what the result will be!" Zhang Shougui coldly said.


With these words, he turned and strode away.


The soldiers followed behind, not daring to be slow.


The wind blew and the rain slapped against faces. No one could see that as Zhang Shougui was leaving and An Yaluoshan slowly raised his head, his hair draped down, his eyes were not the meekness and fear everyone would have expected. They were a bloody red, dripping with resentment.


"One day, I'll make you pay the price!"


This voice echoed through his heart, and then An Yaluoshan swayed, stood up, and began walking forward.


……


Putting aside Zhang Shougui and the Youzhou soldiers, once the battle in the courtyard concluded, the news seemed to grow wings and fly to every corner of the capital, into the hands of the leaders of the various great clans.


The sky was dark, but not because of any thick clouds. It was already night. Yet quite a few people in the capital did not feel the slightest bit drowsy.


Ever since Wang Chong had issued his order, countless great clans had been keeping watch on him.


"Just what is that fellow doing?"


Yao Guangyi read a letter under the light of a lantern, his brow creasing.


He and Wang Chong had exchanged blows in both the light and the shadows. Although he didn't want to, Yao Guangyi had to admit that this youngest son of the Wang Clan was gradually becoming a serious problem for him.


But even someone as intelligent as Yao Guangyi could not understand why this Wang Clan brat had done such a thing.


Several hours had passed since he had received the news, but even after all this time, Yao Guangyi had still not been able to understand Wang Chong's actions.


In the past, Yao Guangyi had at least been able to see through Wang Chong's intentions and pin down his goal.


But this time, he truly was perplexed.


Had he really gathered so many forces to kill an insignificant and negligible Turkic Hu? How could that be possible?


Yao Guangyi didn't even remember his name.


If the Wang Clan thought he would believe that, then it was insulting his intelligence.


"That shouldn't be!"


Yao Guangyi's brows leapt up as vexation plagued his mind. This inability to understand his opponent was an excruciating feeling for him.


And there was also a deep sense of defeat.


"Father, Wang Chong's abilities are still far from reaching that level! Could this really be the doing of the figure standing at the upper echelons of the Wang Clan? But isn't this method too straightforward, too childish? Your son has thought about this over and over and still finds it unreasonable. I ask Father for instruction."


Yao Guangyi took in a deep breath and then suddenly turned his head. Looking toward his father quietly seated in the room, he gave a deep bow.


His father normally resided in the Four Quarters Embassy, and he had issued an order that it was forbidden to seek him out in the Four Quarters Embassy unless the Yao Clan had a very important matter to discuss.


And as his father aged, he appeared less and less. Yao Guangyi, using their relationship as father and son, had been able to get a few meetings, but the other members of the Yao Clan…


In the past, they were able to meet three or four times a year, but in the last few years, even one meeting was a rarity. Even for Yao Guangyi, the Yao Old Master had clearly indicated that he should visit the Four Quarters Embassy less in the future.


Authority was something that became less effective the more it was used, and being used less made it all the more revered.


More mysterious things inspired more respect.


Yao Guangyi was well aware that this was the Old Master's guiding rule in life. However, this incident was very unique, so he had still come.


The room was quiet.


The Yao Old Master's hands rested on a five-foot-tall rattan cane, but his body was hidden in the shadows. The shadows cast by the flickering candle light shrouded his entire face, obscuring his true appearance.


But the flickering candle light also seemed to twinkle on the cloth robe he was wearing.


After some time, the Yao Old Master finally spoke, his voice steeped with some mysterious flavor. "Wang Bowu is not this sort of person."


(TN: 'Bowu' is Wang Jiuling's courtesy name.)


The person who understood one the most was always one's enemy.


Although he had struggled against Wang Jiuling for several decades, Yao Chong had to admit that his neighbor was truly one who united action and knowledge, the inside and outside.


Other people might be modest, humble, frugal, and restrained to build a reputation, but Wang Jiuling really was this sort of person.


If not for his inflexible personality, then with Wang Jiuling's achievements in assisting the current Emperor, his status as Prime Minister, and his role in opening the Great Tang's golden age, the Wang Clan would have been rolling in wealth and honor. How could his Yao Clan have been able to suppress it?


The Wang Clan and Wang Jiuling had placed these constraints on themselves.


But even so, this reputation had led Wang Jiuling to be loved and admired by the world. Yao Chong wouldn't be able to learn to do this even if he wanted to.


"I understand what you want to say. However, even if the Wang Clan wants to avoid suspicion by dirtying its name itself, it wouldn't use these methods. At the very least, Wang Bowu would not use them."


The Yao Old Master gripped his cane and closed his eyes, seemingly deep in thought.


"Although I don't know what's going on, there's probably an eighty or ninety percent chance that the child really was behind this incident and that it has nothing to do with Wang Bowu."


A tinge of doubt could be heard in his voice.


There truly weren't many matters that the Yao Old Master couldn't understand, but today's incident had left both him and Yao Guangyi puzzled.


Although he couldn't understand the crux of incident, he could still conclude that it was completely Wang Chong's idea. But he did not understand why Wang Chong had done it.


That Hu was just a Hu. There was nothing special about him. Wang Chong had probably never met him before. But then why did Wang Chong act so crazily?


He didn't even mind offending Zhang Shougui!


The Yao Old Master closed his eyes and fell into deep thought.


"For the moment, our Yao Clan will not involve itself in this matter. We should first observe before making a decision on how to respond," the Yao Old Master finally said.


"Yes, Father."


A hint of astonishment flashed through Yao Guangyi's eyes, but he quickly lowered his head and respectfully agreed.


"But Father, this is such an excellent chance. Are we really not taking the opportunity to beat them down?"


"Hmph, what you want to do is your own matter. However, don't use your authority in the Bureau of Military Personnel. If you really want to do something, you have to inform the Court of Judicial Review."


"Yes!" Yao Guangyi elatedly said.


"In addition…"


The Yao Old Master seemed to think of something and added, "Investigate that Hu. In the future, he might be useful…"


"Yes!"


Though shocked, Yao Guangyi quickly replied in the affirmative.
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Similar events were taking place in various places across the capital. This operation was basically unprecedented in the Wang Clan's decades in the capital.


"Hahaha, wonderful! The Wang Clan is seeking its own destruction!"


A roar of wild and crazed laughter suddenly rose from the King Qi Residence. An energetic and black-bearded middle-aged man wearing a golden imperial dragon robe stood in his room. His arms were wide open, and he was so happy that his entire body was trembling and his face had scrunched up.


On the side, the goateed elder bowed and respectfully advised, "Your Highness has attempted to get in touch with Zhang Shougui before, but Zhang Shougui never replied. All the letters were like stones cast into the sea. But this time, we have been presented with an exceedingly rare opportunity. Zhang Shougui would not go to provoke the Wang Clan, but the Wang Clan went to make trouble for him. The great clans of the capital all saw it. Zhang Shougui won't be able to endure this. Your Highness, this is another ally!"


"Hahaha, you've always been a good talker. Bring me my seal! Immediately invite Zhang Shougui! In addition, immediately notify the Bureau of Military Personnel, the Court of Judicial Review, and the Imperial Army. That's right, call in the Imperial Clan Court1 as well. I want that brat from the Wang Clan sitting in prison as quickly as possible. I'd like to see if anyone comes to save him this time!"




By the end, King Qi had a sinister look in his eyes.


King Song had always been his greatest opponent in the Imperial Court. And the Wang Clan that assisted King Song was a thorn in his side that he wanted nothing more than to tear to pieces.


Unfortunately, his plans to deal with King Song and the Wang Clan had all failed at the last step, and his plans aimed at the Wang Clan had all been broken by Wang Chong. King Qi already felt vicious thoughts building up in his mind.


But in this case, King Qi's own status hindered him from recklessly dealing with Wang Chong. There were many eyes and ears in the capital, and not even an Imperial Prince could do as he pleased.


"…But this time is different. You threw yourself into the net!"


In the gloom, King Qi's eyes glimmered with cold and harsh light.


This night was preordained to be a restless one. In the Yao Clan, the King Qi Residence, the palaces of all the nobles, and the mansions of the great clans, everyone was speculating as to the reasons behind the Wang Clan's perplexing operation.


The majority of the factions that could stand steady for decades in the capital were ones that had experienced great storms, seen many schemes and conflicts.


These people were extremely familiar with the political fights in the Imperial Court and the backstabbing among the great clans. It was incredibly rare for them to encounter something that they couldn't see through.


But even though all the events of tonight were clearly displayed before them, not a single one dared to say that they understood what had happened this evening.


Such a thing was unprecedented!


……


"Grandfather!"


In Four Quarters Embassy, Wang Chong shouted and kneeled before his grandfather. The atmosphere in the room was solemn. Wang Chong's grandfather, the one the world hailed as Duke Jiu, sat at the center. Wang Chong's big uncle, Wang Gen, stood on his right while the husband of Wang Chong's big aunt, Li Lin, stood on the left.


For this meeting, even Duke Ye and Elder Zhao had been asked to stand guard outside. This room contained only people from the Wang Clan.


Everyone was looking at Wang Chong.


Today's incident had attracted endless speculation from outsiders. But only they knew clearly that this operation had nothing to do with them.


Everything had been decided by Wang Chong, all the result of his proposition!


But still, in the end, not even the people of the Wang Clan understood why Wang Chong had done it.


"Chong-er, it's no problem for you to mobilize the guards of my residence. I can even help you take care of tonight's incident, including what happened in Drunken Sparrow restaurant. After all, we're all part of the same clan. But can you tell me why all of this happened?"


Wang Gen's hands were tucked into his sleeves and his face was grave.


"Indeed. Chong-er, there are no outsiders here. Can you tell us now why you did what you did?" Li Lin asked.


Only he knew how much pressure he had endured tonight, how many favors he had owed. And the matter with the Imperial Army still wasn't settled.


He could imagine all the problems he would have to confront in the future.


But Li Lin did not care. Although he did not know the specific reason, he had absolute trust in Wang Chong, following his orders almost without thinking.


However, Li Lin had not expected for this matter to involve a figure on the level of Andong Protector-General Zhang Shougui.


Everyone was waiting for Wang Chong's explanation.


Wang Chong's lips opened as he prepared to speak, when he suddenly heard an icy and emotionless voice at his ear.


"Warning: User is about to reveal information that shouldn't be revealed. Revealed information will majorly alter the destiny and course of the world, resulting in attack and expulsion from the strength of the world. User's strength is insufficient to defend oneself and will instantly be killed!


"In order to protect user, all user's attempts to leak heavenly secrets will be muted. After three attempts, all Destiny Energy will be deducted and user will die!"


At that moment, all Wang Chong's words became nothing.


I still can't say it? Wang Chong silently said to himself. Although he had expected this result, Wang Chong still felt a terrible bitterness in his heart.


Today's incident was bound to seem like incomprehensible madness in the eyes of many, but… was he not even allowed to tell his closest relatives?


At this moment, Wang Chong felt an indescribable loneliness.


In the end, he had no companions on his path. And the mission he was burdened with was one that no one else could know.


This feeling of loneliness was too excruciating to bear. At times, Wang Chong really did want to spill out the truth, especially after the operation had failed.


But Wang Chong knew that it was impossible.


Even if he said it, his grandfather, big uncle, and uncle-in-law probably wouldn't be able to hear it.


After a long period of thought, Wang Chong raised his head and bitterly asked, "Grandfather, Big Uncle, Uncle-in-law, do you believe in me?"


"Chong-er…"


Wang Gen had just started to speak when a thin and withered hand stretched forward and interrupted him.


"Child, speak. No matter what you say, Grandfather will believe in you."


Wang Jiuling sat on raised platform, looking down on Wang Chong with a gaze that seemed to be capable of seeing through everything in the world.


His eyes were benevolent and brimming with forgiveness. Even after all those incidents, Wang Chong did not see the tiniest bit of rebuke.


In this hall, standing before Wang Chong was not the adored and respected Duke Jiu, nor was it that important minister favored by the Sage Emperor. It was just an ordinary grandfather, an ordinary old man.


This was a grandfather speaking to his grandson!


At this moment, Wang Chong suddenly wanted to cry. Although he had said nothing about An Yaluoshan, Wang Chong had this inexplicable feeling that his grandfather already understood.


These thoughts only lasted in his mind for a second. It took only a few moments for Wang Chong to return to normal.


"Granddfather, Big Uncle, Uncle-in-law, I can't tell you the specific reasons for today's incident!"


Wang Chong kneeled on the ground and his eyes started to go red.


"But there is one thing that you must believe me on no matter what. An Yaluoshan, that Hu, must die! Otherwise, he will deal a fatal blow to the empire!"


Buzz!


Wang Chong's words sent a shock through the other three in the room. Wang Gen and Li Lin glanced at each other and even Wang Chong's grandfather seemed surprised.


"Chong-er, are you joking?" Wang Gen finally asked.


He knew that Wang Chong had to have a reason for his actions, but Wang Gen had not expected Wang Chong to claim that it involved the fate of the empire.


It wasn't that he didn't believe his nephew, but this seemed far too unbelievable. He had already gathered a large amount of information on that Hu and discovered that he was just an average Hu under Zhang Shougui's command.


Many of this kind of Hu could be found in Zhang Shougui's Andong Protectorate headquarters.


The true people that had drawn Wang Gen's notice were those Four An Brothers. However, the Four An Brothers was only a recent development. The ones with the truly special statuses and backgrounds were the other three brothers.


As for An Yaluoshan, he was a complete no-name. It had been a complete coincidence for him to run into the other three and fill out their ranks.


Moreover, the Hu were always friendly with each other. For them to drink too much and immediately take each other as sworn brothers was a very common thing, and it was really only in name.


The Hu didn't have a custom of taking sworn brothers. It had originally been a Han custom. With the Hu, it became a sham, so the relationship of sworn brothers naturally lost much of its significance.


"Chong-er, Youzhou is Zhang Shougui's territory. His methods are harsh and he's never been soft when dealing with the Hu. Thus, even though the Hu and Han intermingle, there's never been anyone acting out of line. There's no way a Hu serving under him could get anywhere."


"And at the very least, if some formidable person really did appear, they would just be a minor character," Li Lin added on the side. "There are numerous people in the capital that would be capable of dealing with him. How could he possibly become a disaster for the empire?"


Although he had not clearly said it, his meaning was clear. It was obvious that he did not approve much of Wang Chong's reason.


It was far too lacking in persuasive power.


"Big Uncle, Uncle-in-law, I know that you don't believe. That Hu must die. I'm not joking. Every word of mine is sincere," Wang Chong sternly said.


The Great Tang had still not fallen, and the setting sun was still casting its rays upon it. This massive empire, though bloated and heavy, still had its figure from the prime of its life.


The war machine of its golden age was still at work. Though it was no longer operating at peak performance, it had at least seventy to eighty percent of its former strength.


A life of pleasure had weakened this empire's will to fight, but it had a massive economy still supporting its back line.


Although it was walking the path of decline, this empire had not reached the point of no rebirth or revitalization. It still had a chance to reach the peak.


And even if it were to be destroyed, its time of destruction was still very far away.


At least, that was what every person deeply believed.


No one could imagine that this empire would be demolished in just a few months by the rebel army led by that Hu from the northeast.


When that rebellion was just starting, everyone was confident that the empire was still strong and the rebellion would be quickly crushed.


Yet just three months later, the empire toppled at the feet of that Hu through a completely unexpected method.


The decline that should have taken several decades was swiftly finished in three months. The people were plunged into misery, their cries of despair heard throughout the land. The once-powerful Central Plains was transformed almost overnight into a living hell!


It was a complete slaughterhouse!

______________

1. The Imperial Clan Court was an institution established that kept records on the members of the imperial bloodline. Various names have existed for it over the years, though the particular name the author uses, 宗人府, is an anachronism, as it was not called as such until the Ming Dynasty, which was established more than 500 years after the end of the Tang.↩
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When Wang Chong thought of his experiences from back then, thought of the mountains of corpses left in that rebellion's wake, the countless toppled buildings, and that ravaged and desolate land as far as the eye could see, he felt a deep heartache.


In that massive rebellion, not even the nobles were lucky enough to escape, let alone the common people.


This operation had been an extremely rare chance to kill An Yaluoshan. As long as Wang Chong could do so, he would avoid the ten years of internal crisis that would follow. Alas, he had still failed.


He had lost his only chance!


When he thought of this, Wang Chong felt a terrible pain in his heart.


Wang Gen and Li Lin couldn't help but mentally shake their heads at Wang Chong's words. They had always had considerable trust in Wang Chong.


Wang Chong's actions had also proved that he was worth their trust. But this time, this explanation was truly hard for them to believe.


"Grandfather believes in you!"


Suddenly, an elderly and dignified voice came from behind them.


"Father!"


Wang Gen and Li Lin turned around, astonishment in their eyes.


"Child, Grandfather believes in you!"


Wang Chong's grandfather repeated his words. He had originally been seated unmoving on the platform, but at this moment, he slowly raised himself up from his chair.


"You are a smart child. Your Grandfather believes that you must have a reason for your actions."


"Grandfather!"


Wang Chong clenched his fists, his eyes reddening. At this moment, there was nothing more touching than the trust of a relative.


"Tell me, does it involve an astrologer?"


Wang Chong's grandfather leaned forward, his voice growing gentler.


Opening one critical juncture could open a hundred paths. Upon hearing these words, Wang Gen and Li Lin felt stunned. A moment ago, they had still felt Wang Chong's words to be hard to believe.


But their father's words had suddenly made them understand.


"Chong-er, is what Father says true?" Wang Gen gravely asked.


"Did you really encounter an astrologer?" Li Lin asked.


Wang Chong's actions truly were very strange, but if he had encountered some mysterious astrologer, everything would be resolved.


This could also explain why Wang Chong, despite having never met that Hu, had such an intense hatred for him, even going so far as to offend the Andong Protector-General, Zhang Shougui.




"This…"


Wang Chong was also dazed. His grandfather's words had truly surpassed his expectations. The word 'astrologer' had even left him dumbfounded.


Of course, he had never met any astrologer, but from a certain perspective, his grandfather's speculations couldn't be considered wrong.


Though he had never met any astrologer, he himself was the most formidable astrologer. As he had lived two lives, no one understood more than him how this world would develop.


These thoughts flashed through his mind, and Wang Chong quickly regained his composure.


"Yes!"


Wang Chong nodded.


"Chong-er, can you tell us the astrologer's name?" Wang Gen asked.


Wang Chong shook his head.


"He wasn't willing to tell you?"


Wang Gen frowned.


"Yes!"


Wang Chong hesitated a moment before gritting his teeth and replying. Although he wasn't willing to do so, it was now apparent that even knowing the future had very harsh limits.


Since he couldn't speak the truth, this was probably the best and most acceptable method.


Wang Gen and Li Lin glanced at each other and frowned. If that astrologer did not appear, there was no way to find the root of the matter and find out why Wang Chong had such deep trust in him.


But astrologers had always had a transcendent status in society. Both the common people and the palace would treat them with utmost respect. Yet it was precisely for this reason that most astrologers had very strange temperaments.


They always acted very inconspicuously, and they had eccentric personalities. They were not willing to interact with outsiders, and certainly not willing to be famous. In essence, they lived the lives of hermits.


The astrologer Wang Chong spoke of was not willing to meet others, but this was not a rare trait among astrologers.


"Child, if he's not willing to show himself, then it's fine. Is there anything that you need that Grandfather can do for you?"


It was still Wang Chong's grandfather who was speaking.


"Correct! No matter what you plan on doing, just your abilities alone won't be enough. Today, your grandfather, big uncle, and even your uncle-in-law are here. How do you want us to help you?"


Wang Gen also spoke, his face a mask of solemnity.


Although he still found it somewhat difficult to accept this 'disaster for the empire' that Wang Chong spoke of, if Wang Chong only wanted to kill one insignificant Hu, then no matter the reason, Wang Gen wouldn't mind assisting him.


Li Lin also nodded.


Blood was thicker than water, and though he wasn't born into the family, he was already a son of the clan. If Wang Chong wanted to kill someone, he would immediately come to his aid.


Just like he always had.


Wang Chong said nothing, but a warmth filled his heart. In this life, what he cherished and valued the most was the members of his family.


"Grandfather, Big Uncle, Uncle-in-law, thank you."


For a moment, Wang Chong was deeply touched and wanted to start another operation, but he very quickly put aside the notion.


An Yaluoshan's strength had never been the crucial point. He had too many people at his side who could kill him, yet in the end, his undertaking had completely failed.


The first failure was inexplicable, with even Li Siye's attack being struck down by lightning. The second time, a pile of Youzhou elites appeared, and even a supreme figure like Zhang Shougui showed up.


Just like the Stone of Destiny had always warned him, changing fate had never been an easy task!


At An Yaluoshan's weakest, when he was most lacking in defense, he had still failed. Wang Chong was worried that if he tried again, more variables would appear.


Moreover, An Yaluoshan was now wary and would practice utmost caution. And with the supreme expert that was Zhang Shougui protecting him, there would be basically zero chances to strike.


Although the Wang Clan was a clan of ministers and generals, they were powerless against a major figure of the empire like Zhang Shougui, a lord of the border.


"Perhaps this is fate. I'm too weak right now to even hope to kill him. At least before the Youzhou army rebels, no one will be able to kill him. I'll have to wait," Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


After the battle concluded, he had gradually begun to understand many things. An Yaluoshan was no minor character. He occupied an extremely important role in this world.


His starting of the Youzhou rebellion was an important part of the world's progression. Killing An Yaluoshan would lead to a completely different world.


Thus, An Yaluoshan absolutely could not die. Until he began the Youzhou rebellion and completed the mission the world had given him, he would be incredibly difficult to kill.


As a result, all the strength Wang Chong had gathered had failed to kill him. As a result, the Stone of Destiny had warned him to not encounter An Yaluoshan too early.


Any early encounter would lead to An Yaluoshan being strengthened, and the energy of the world protecting him would also grow stronger.


Because no matter how evil An Yaluoshan was, he was still a part of this world. And Wang Chong was not!


Defeating a person was easy, but defeating a world was not!


Wang Chong raised his head and suddenly requested, "Grandfather, big uncle, uncle-in-law, I need you to help me find a person!"


……



Wang Chong quickly left Four Quarters Embassy, as did his big uncle and uncle-in-law. Not long after Wang Chong left Four Quarters Embassy, a series of catlike footsteps could be heard coming from the back of the hall.


The curtain was raised, and an old woman with silvery hair and a kind expression came out with a tray of tea.


The four cups of tea on the tray had grown cold long ago.


"This child seems to have many matters weighing on his mind."


The Wang Clan's Old Madam looked toward where Wang Chong had left with great concern in her eyes.


"If he doesn't say anything, there's nothing we can do!"


The Wang Clan's Old Master sighed.


If Wang Gen and Li Lin were here, they would assuredly be flabbergasted. Because the Old Master's attitude was completely different from before.


It was obvious that this matter of the astrologer had been made up on the spot. But Wang Gen, Li Lin, and Wang Chong had all been deceived.


"This child must have some difficulty that forces him to be this way. Otherwise, he definitely wouldn't hide it from his own family members."


The Wang Clan's Old Madam sighed.


After a lifetime of storms and tribulations, how could this pair not see what was on Wang Chong's mind? Tonight's Wang Chong was too unusual, yet he also seemed to be burdened by some difficulty that prevented him from saying what it was.


The two had experienced many ups and downs, had watched the times change, so they couldn't possibly allow the junior of their clan to be put in a difficult spot. Thus, the Wang Clan's Old Master said those words.


The Wang Clan's Old Master only gave another long sigh.


……


Wang Chong walked out of Four Quarters Embassy with his mind in disarray.


Although his conflict with Zhang Shougui had come to an end, Wang Chong knew that this matter was far from over.


After seating himself in his carriage, Wang Chong first sought news on his older cousin, Wang Liang. Wei Anfang had found his party on the second floor of Drunken Sparrow restaurant.


Although their injuries were serious, they weren't fatal. By the time Wang Chong had inquired about them, Wang Liang's injuries had already been stabilized.


With specialized treatment, he wouldn't need long to completely recover.


However, since he was not that accomplished a martial artist, he still remained in a coma. Wang Chong didn't stay for long. Upon confirming that his cousin wasn't in danger, he left, returning to Deflecting Blade Manor.


Winds howled over the mountain, and though it was already late at night, Deflecting Blade Manor was brightly lit. Bai Siling, Zhao Yatong, Marchioness Yi, Zhao Jingdian, Fang Xuanling, Xu Gan, Wei Anfang, Huang Qian-er, Xu Qiqin… everyone was here. All of them were standing on the mountain top, quietly watching Wang Chong. It seemed like they had been waiting for a very long time.


In this operation, all of them had taken significant injuries. But they had only bandaged them. Although it was so late, none of them seemed ready to rest.


Because all of them still had one thought in their minds. If this thought was not resolved, none of them would be able to sleep.


"Wang Chong!"


Marchioness Yi was the first to step forward and break the silence. Her face was solemn, as were everyone else's.


Once the battle in the courtyard concluded, they had all followed Wang Chong's orders and returned to Deflecting Blade Manor. Just like Marchioness Yi, they were all waiting for an explanation.


Many things about today's operation had been far too mysterious and confusing: the sudden objective of the operation, the sudden appearance of all those Hu, and then the constant pursuit of that seemingly unimportant Hu.


But at the very end, no one had expected the person behind them to appear: Zhang Shougui!


They didn't mind doing things for Wang Chong. Even if they died, they wouldn't have much to complain about. After all, it had been their choice.


But they did require an explanation!


They at least needed to know why he had done this.


In the silent darkness, countless pairs of eyes looked with anticipation at Wang Chong. No one spoke, and the only sound was the howling of the wind.


Wang Chong slowly raised his head, countless thoughts and ideas flashing through his head.


"I can't tell all of you too much!"


Wang Chong's voice resounded across the darkness. In the face of these gazes, Wang Chong's eyes gradually grew resolved.


"But there is one thing that I can tell you. None of you will regret today's events!"


The mountain was quiet.


The crowd stared at Wang Chong, and Wang Chong stared back. Nobody spoke, and a nervous atmosphere gradually settled in.


Time seemed to stop for a moment, each second lasting for eons.


"I believe in you!"


Bai Siling suddenly walked out of the crowd, the first to break the silence.


"Even though I don't know why, these words from you are enough. I believe in you!"


"Haha, I also believe in you. I'm not that curious. Just like during the training mission, I'll do whatever you say."


The second person to step forward was Xu Gan.


A soft part of Wang Chong's heart was touched, and his eyes suddenly became moist.


"Heheh, just from these words of yours, I can tell you're still the you that I know. In the future, if you need something, just call on me. Our Zhao Clan will help you with all its power."


Zhao Yatong stepped forward with a smile.


This was not her first time working with Wang Chong. Wang Chong had already proved his abilities and motivations. She had chosen to believe in Wang Chong then, so she naturally wouldn't doubt him now.


"Thank you," Wang Chong said emotionally.


"Haha, Young Master, there's no need for you to explain anything to me. No matter what you decide, no matter where you go, I'll always stand by your side."


After a while, Zhao Jingdian walked out of the crowd and naturally stood at Wang Chong's side. It was only because he had been waiting at the mountain for a long time that he ended up standing in the crowd.


He had never once doubted his young master. If it weren't to avoid misunderstandings, he wouldn't have even stepped forward or said a word.


With Bai Siling, Zhao Yatong, Xu Gan, and Zhao Jingdian stepping forward, more people began to join them.


"I believe in you!"


"I believe in you!"


"I believe in you!"


"I believe in you!"


……


Marchioness Yi, Chen Burang, Sun Zhiming, Zhuang Zhengping, Chi Weisi… one figure after another stepped forward.


Each of them used the sincerest of words and the simplest of actions to show their support for Wang Chong!


One, two, three, countless…


The night was cold, yet these familiar gazes and the firm trust and support within them made Wang Chong only feel comforting warmth in his heart.


A pine that did not endure wind and storms would not be able to develop any strength of character. A jade that was not carved would never become a precious object!


This operation had not made them feel defeated. On the contrary, it had made them closer. In his daze, Wang Chong felt like he was seeing a pair of invisible wings slowly unfold.


This was a strength that was truly his own, his future party, allies, comrades in arms, slowly beginning to take shape!
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Bai Siling, Zhao Yatong, and Xu Gan quickly left, Xu Qiqin and Huang Qian-er vanished, and Wei Anfang and the others also took their leave of Deflecting Blade Manor.


On this night, many people went down the mountain.


Just like Wang Chong, they all needed to go back for a spell. So many things had happened that it was necessary to give their clans an explanation.


The once-packed Deflecting Blade Manor suddenly became quiet. Only the lonely lanterns remained, swaying in the cold wind.


Coocoo!


The sound of a nighthawk came from overhead, whistling through the wind as it flew to the mountain.


"How much longer?"


In the solitary darkness, Wang Chong stood at the edge of the summit, his hands behind his back as he surveyed the pitch-black mountains. The blowing of the winds ruffled his robes, making a snapping sound that made the atmosphere seem even colder.


"The Imperial Army has already begun to move, and even the Court of Judicial Review has dispatched troops over here. I have even heard that there is activity in the palace…"


Old Eagle's apprehensive voice came out of the gloom.


He was standing close to Wang Chong, the nighthawk that had just flown down perched on his shoulder. He threw the white paper he had just finished reading into the air, where it broke into pieces and was blown away by the wind.


Impulse had a price to pay. A significant number of Hu had died in Drunken Sparrow restaurant, and no small number of Youzhou soldiers had died in that courtyard on the edge of the capital.


This was a large incident, an armed military clash, that had taken place at the feet of the Son of Heaven, in the very capital of the empire. It had even involved a major general of the border, Zhang Shougui. The Imperial Army and Court of Judicial Review could not act like they were blind.


Before the battle, one could say that these factions had been caught off guard. But now that the dust had settled… there was no doubt that these people were coming to arrest Wang Chong.


"In addition, the Chamberlain of Dependencies are also sending people. They might arrive even faster than the others!"


With these last words, a dark cloud seemed to settle over Old Eagle's face.


This was not Wang Chong's first conflict with the Chamberlain of Dependencies. This incident originally had nothing to do with the Chamberlain of Dependencies.


But a great number of Hu had been injured or killed, and some powerful Hu merchants of the capital had been among them. This just so happened to be under the scope of the Chamberlain of Dependencies.


The Chamberlain of Dependencies had a unique status and enormous authority. And it wasn't like it hadn't wanted to deal with Wang Chong for a while. In the past, however, the influence of the Wang Clan and Wang Chong's prudence had not given them any chances, leaving them helpless against him.


But this time…


Wang Chong had delivered himself to them!


Wang Chong's expression was calm, and there wasn't much surprise to be found on his face.


Everything had its price. Before starting this operation, he had already known what the consequences would be. It wasn't his first time facing imprisonment.


But Wang Chong was not afraid.


If Wang Chong craved wealth and rank, he would be afraid. If Wang Chong lusted for life and feared death, he would be afraid. But as someone who had lived twice, Wang Chong had already seen through all these things.


He had appeared here for one goal, one reason.


'I am willing to give my life for the good of the country, or is it that one should flee in the face of disaster and approach in times of blessing1?' This was a saying from the other world that Wang Chong had come from, a saying that Wang Chong used to console himself.




Thus, Wang Chong didn't care who came, whether it was the Court of Judicial Review or the Chamberlain of Dependencies. His true concerns had never been on these things.


Wang Chong waved his hand and leisurely said, "I understand. In a little while, whether it's the Court of Judicial Review or the Chamberlain of Dependencies that shows up, don't stop them. Just let them come in."


"This… Yes, Young Master."



Old Eagle clenched his teeth and finally lowered his head.


Wang Chong said no more. The howling of the winds could be heard in the darkness. This wind seemed to upset the stars and also upset Wang Chong's mind.


Walking along the back of the mountain, Wang Chong slowly and aimlessly descended. The operation to kill An Yaluoshan had failed. After today, he would have to carefully organize his thoughts and contemplate what he should do in the future.


If he didn't clear things up, Wang Chong would never be able to calm his heart.


……


Time slowly passed. Wang Chong walked alone through the mountains, not letting a single person follow him.


Without his noticing, the skies in the east gradually began to whiten. Wang Chong thought that he would keep being like this until he reached the bottom of the mountain, yet events took a completely different and unexpected turn.


Coocoo!


The strange call of a bird, different from any other sound in these mountains, disrupted the tranquility of the mountains and broke Wang Chong's train of thought.


Wang Chong frowned and inadvertently looked up. In the overcast sky, Wang Chong glanced toward the southwest, where a massive bird was flying like a lightning bolt toward him.


This massive bird was like some mixture of hawk and sparrow. It was covered in golden feathers, and was at least double the size of a normal hawk.


The most striking part of it was the two red fiery-red rings on its legs.


Buzz!


The sight of those red rings caused Wang Chong's hazy eyes to suddenly blaze as he came back to his senses.


An extremely bad feeling welled up in his heart. Wang Chong's entire body became agitated, all drowsiness dispelled.


Wang Chong recognized that bird.


It was a hybrid of an eagle and a magpie that originated from the Gobi Desert in the Western Regions. It had a fierce personality and possessed incredible speed. It was capable of hunting down gyrfalcons, birds that reigned at the top of the hierarchy of the skies.


Wang Chong had seen it with Old Eagle before.


But none of that was important. The important thing was that this 'Eagle King' that Old Eagle had spent countless hours training had been sent by Wang Chong half a year ago to Solitary Wolf, to the southwest of the empire.


This Eagle King was extremely fierce and powerful, so it could break through an aerial blockade of gyrfalcons. As a result, when Wang Chong sent it to Solitary Wolf, his orders had been clear.


The Eagle King could not be dispatched unless the information was absolutely critical, the situation extremely perilous.


As a result, even though Solitary Wolf had the Eagle King with him all this time, he had never used it. The normal information had been sent through ordinary channels.


This Eagle King appearing here meant only one thing: the southwest had experienced an upheaval of epic proportions.


"How could this be… My orders were clear, so why did he use this bird?"


Wang Chong's brows furrowed in thought as a terrible foreboding gripped his heart.


Hwoom!


While Wang Chong was in deep thought, the winds howled. The Eagle King, its eyes sharp and bright, flapped its giant golden wings and slowed itself as it descended toward Wang Chong.


Wang Chong subconsciously extended an arm.


Boom!


The world quaked as an icy and dreadful voice resounded in Wang Chong's mind.


"User has lived for one year and has accumulated over 400 points of Destiny Energy. 'Mission: Trial of Destiny' officially begins. Upon completion of the mission, user will receive the new title of 'Controller of Destiny'. In addition, user's ability to survive, ability to resist the World Constraint, and ability to rule fate will be greatly boosted. At the same time, a new set of rewards will be unlocked.


"Mission failure will result in death and the search for a new user!"


Boom! This voice of warning jolted Wang Chong's mind, but before he could even think, crash! Countless bloody lights surged into his vision.


The entire world before Wang Chong's eyes seemed to be shrouded in a curtain of blood, everything dyed a thick red.


At the same time, countless images began to surge toward him like waves…

______________

1. This saying comes from a poem by Lin Zexu, an official of the Qing Dynasty who was notable for his staunch opposition to opium. His attempts to end the illegal trading of opium triggered the First Opium War, with disastrous consequences for the Qing Dynasty. For his failures in this conflict, Lin Zexu was exiled to Xinjiang. Before taking leave of his wife at Xi'an, he wrote the poem from which this line was sourced, expressing his love for his country.↩
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"The Trial of Destiny, mission contents:


"'When Zhuan Zhu assassinated King Liao, a comet streaked across the moon. When Nie Zheng assassinated Han Gui, a white ray of light shot toward the sun1.' The collapse of an empire does not occur in a single day. The signs of its end are visible…!"



Boom!


In an instant, a scene drenched in bloody light unfurled before Wang Chong, countless illusions assailing him. With a rumble, a massive land stretched out in front of Wang Chong.


The Central Plains!


Although this was his first time seeing it all at once, Wang Chong was absolutely confident.


But then there was a rumble. The sky fell over the southeast while the earth sank in the northwest, and right before Wang Chong's eyes, the southwest quaked and sundered as a bloody light soared into the sky. In a flash, it transformed into a roaring flame that swept from the southwest to engulf the entirety of the Central Plans.


In just a few seconds, all of this enormous land had transformed into a blazing sea of fire.


"Aaaaah!"


As the earth sank, Wang Chong could hear a scream of misery in his ears, almost tearing apart his eardrums. One scream became ten, then hundreds, thousands… countless.


Crash! Boom! Countless buildings collapsed while fire and smoke scorched the land. Corpses, countless corpses: old, young, strong, infants, woman, men… tens of thousands of corpses were piled up in the thick smoke and fire. Mountains of corpses stretched as far as he could see, covering all of the earth.


Thick blood surged between these corpse mountains, gushing like rivers to cover all of the Central Plains.


Wang Chong heard countless clashes of metal, saw an endless horde of foreign cavalry and war banners reigning freely over the Central Plains!


The sky was dyed red and the earth was sinking…


In the final scene, Wang Chong saw countless white bones floating in a sea of blood while dragon banners toppled amidst thick fire and smoke.


This mighty empire that had prospered for almost three hundred years, the culture of the Central Plains that had flourished for more than three thousand years, had all become ash…


Hwoooo!


The rushing of air made Wang Chong open his eyes. In the sky, that massive golden Eagle King had only just landed on his arm.


"The development of any incident has clues that can be sought. Growth and decline, birth and destruction, the replacement of any empire and the life and death of any culture has an underlying context.


"When the southwest collapsed, the entire earth fell with it, and an empire that lasted for more than three hundred years expended its last bit of strength. Under the light of the setting sun, it toppled to the ground. 'Qin lost the deer and all the world pursued it2.' The god of death walked the earth, and the horn already blares. When a massive beast falls to the ground, it attracts a pack of starving beasts!



"This is the final chance. Either salvage this war or descend into the abyss of death and meet your destruction!


"The Trial of Destiny: 'The Empire's Dirge' begins!"


……


When the golden Eagle King was folding its wings and standing on Wang Chong's arm, the voice of the Stone of Destiny was finally fading from Wang Chong's mind.


As he looked at the Eagle King, Wang Chong felt a chill assailing him, a hand of unprecedented cold seizing his heart.


The Nanzhao War!


That sonorous voice of warning in Wang Chong's mind made Wang Chong think of only one thing.


Only the Nanzhao War in the southwest could correspond to the warnings from the Stone of Destiny. But how could that be? Wasn't the Nanzhao war still half a year away?


Why was it happening now? He found it impossible to accept.


"No, no, it can't be!"


With this final sliver of hope, Wang Chong opened the metal tube tied to the Eagle King's leg.


The metal tube contained a wrinkled letter, the words hastily written. It was clear that the letter had been composed under very pressing circumstances.


There were even a few spots of blood.


But Wang Chong was able to recognize the writer of this letter at a glance. It was Solitary Wolf's writing. He had already seen a great deal of this handwriting through Old Eagle's reports.


'For Young Master Chong: Sent by Solitary Wolf


'According to Young Master's orders, upon entering the southwest, your subordinate interacted many times with Zhang Qiantuo, the Governor of Jiange… The situation has changed, the southwest is in dire peril…'


The letter here was smudged with many charcoal smears. It was like this letter had been written next to the stove of some commoner's home.


'The wife and daughter of King Geluofeng of Mengshe Zhao entered Jiange… According to Young Master's orders, I closely monitored Zhang Qiantuo's son, yet there was nothing suspicious about Zhang Qiantuo's son…


'Geluofeng's wife and daughter lingered for fifteen days!


'Everything was normal. Your subordinate did not think anything would happen!


'Fifteen days later, your subordinate entered the governor's mansion to visit Zhang Qiantuo. Zhang was not there… The maids were dead, Zhang Qiantuo's son had been killed, and corpses were lying all over the mansion… Geluofeng's wife and daughter were killed, the throats of their guards shattered… How! It was too sudden! How could this be!


'The governor's mansion was set ablaze… Leaving the governor's mansion, your subordinate discovered that black-clothed strangers were roaming about. They were extremely powerful. Your subordinate was not their match!


'Mengshe Zhao attacked the city, breaking through the walls! Following Young Master's orders, your subordinate promptly returned to the governor's mansion. Zhang Qiantuo had returned to the mansion and was preparing to commit suicide. Your subordinate rescued Zhang Qiantuo, but was suddenly assailed by a large number of black-clothed individuals. Your subordinate was heavily wounded…'


The writing grew increasingly sloppy the further Wang Chong read, and many words were indistinguishable smudges. Apparently affected by his injuries, Solitary Wolf was writing whatever came to his mind.


"It's Solitary Wolf's blood!"


Wang Chong suddenly understood that the specks of blood on the paper were Solitary Wolf's blood. Wang Chong had been paying close attention to the affairs of the southwest all this time, so before Solitary Wolf left, he had ordered Solitary Wolf to report all details concerning Zhang Qiantuo, no matter how trivial.


Solitary Wolf had been injured and events had happened too suddenly, so it was impossible to write everything down. Thus, he could only write whatever came to mind.


'…Other than the Great Tang and the Mengshe Zhao, there was a third faction in the city. Your subordinate personally witnessed them slaughtering the Mengshe Zhao cavalry! The city began to burn, and there were corpses everywhere…


'The black-clothed individuals were searching for Zhang Qiantuo all over. They spoke not a word. They completely ignored me, and all their attacks were aimed at Zhang Qiantuo. It was like they would only be happy if they could leave with Zhang Qiantuo's body… Your subordinate does not understand. If they wanted to kill Zhang Qiantuo, they had plenty of opportunities when Zhang Qiantuo was preparing to commit suicide in the governor's mansion. Why did they not strike then?


'…Zhang Qiantuo is still unconscious and has already swallowed the medicine provided by Young Master. There are too many puzzling matters. The carrier pigeon sent out this morning was caught. No information can get out of the city, due to the black-clothed individuals!


'The situation is urgent. The Mengshe Zhao cavalry are prowling through the city. Fortunately, following Young Master's orders, your subordinate had prepared a secret passage.


'Those people have not relented in their pursuit. There is a danger of being discovered at any moment. There was no chance to send news! No chance to send news…


'Tomorrow will be the final attempt. Young Master, be at ease. Your subordinate will not fail his mission. Governor Zhang will be sent out!'


……


The letter stopped here.


Everything was beyond doubt.


The Nanzhao War!


It truly was the Nanzhao War!


Wang Chong's last sliver of hope was quashed and his heart was a block of ice. And behind this ice was unprecedented panic, impatience, and unease!


There was nothing in front of Wang Chong, yet thunderous explosions were ringing at his ears. Wang Chong felt like he was seeing the southwest region of the empire sinking into the earth, collapsing, flames soaring into the heavens. An intense sense of danger was assailing him, choking the breath out of him!


"Why is it like this? Why? Why…?" Wang Chong muttered to himself, his mind in complete disarray.


As the day gradually brightened, Wang Chong felt like he could hear the gate of the capital slowly opening in the distance. Peace was still being celebrated with singing and dancing within the capital, and other than him, no one understood what the empire was facing at this very moment.


An Yaluoshan's assassination had already failed, but Wang Chong had never expected the Nanzhao War to begin almost immediately afterward.


______________


1. The two assassins referred to here are both assassins of the Warring States period and are two of the Four Assassins. The quotation is from 'Strategies of the Warring States', a collection of anecdotes concerning the political intrigues of the Warring States period. The anecdote in which the quotation arises is known as 'Tang Ju Completes His Mission'. The King of Qin, Ying Zheng, fresh off conquering Wei, desires to occupy Wei's vassal kingdom, Anling. The lord of Anling dispatches Tang Ju to convince Qin to do otherwise. During the negotiations, Tang Ju notes that before these assassins had even done their deed, ominous signs appeared in the heavens.↩

2. Qin lost the deer and all the world pursued it' is a saying from the Han Dynasty. The deer here refers to the right to rule Central Plains, and the line refers to how after the Qin Dynasty was deposed, everyone with ambition began to fight to conquer the Central Plains. The story behind this line is that Kuai Tong was an advisor who served Han Xin, who was a general to Liu Bang, the founder of the Han Dynasty. At the time, Kuai Tong advised Han Xin to break his ties with Liu Bang and establish his own kingdom. Han Xin refused this advice, but later on, he was executed by Liu Bang for treason. Liu Bang heard that Kuai Tong had once advised Han Xin to rebel and summoned him to account for his crime. Kuai Tong's defense was essentially that the entire world was doing this at the time, so it was only sensible that he give such advice. Liu Bang accepted this defense.↩
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The combined army of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang would annihilate the 180,000 elites of the Annan Protectorate, leaving the door to the south wide open and casting the common people into misery!


But this was not even the most serious consequence. When the tiger was old, even the monkeys would dare to ride on its back.


Pandora's box had already been opened, and what was waiting for this empire was an unprecedented catastrophe!


In less than a second, countless thoughts flashed through Wang Chong's mind. His entire body trembled as a shiver crept up his spine!


"No! None of this has happened yet; the Imperial Court has yet to make a decision! As long as the mobilization of the 180,000 elites can be avoided, there's still a chance!"


Wang Chong's mind quickly turned. In his last life, the Wang Clan had already fallen from grace and he had only been the insignificant scion of a fallen clan. It had simply been impossible for him to involve himself in such a large-scale war.


But now was different. The Wang Clan had not fallen and its alliance with King Song was still as firm as rock. As long as he could persuade his big uncle and King Song, there was still a chance.


"No! I have to meet Big Uncle and King Song right now!"


Wang Chong immediately turned around with the intention of going down the mountain. His big uncle and King Song wielded great influence in the Bureau of Military Personnel. As long as he could borrow their help to prevent the court from mobilizing troops, he still had time to salvage the situation.


The Nanzhao War did not have to start!


At the very least, as long as the 180,000 elites were not completely wiped out, everything would be different.


"Wang Chong! Where do you think you're going!"


Just when Wang Chong turned around, there was a flash of light, and a thunderous roar pealed through the heavens. A figure suddenly rose from the lush forests around the mountain like a great bird. With a boom, it landed in front of Wang Chong.


"The Chamberlain of Dependencies is handling a case. Please come with us!"


This person had a harsh expression, his white robe drifting in the air while his body exuded a thick aura.


Upon seeing the emblem of the Chamberlain of Dependencies on the man's clothes, Wang Chong instantly paled.


Without even thinking, Wang Chong turned and began running in another direction. He did not fear the Chamberlain of Dependencies, nor did he fear imprisonment.


But not at this time, not now!


Boom!


But right as Wang Chong was trying to run, there was another boom. Like a wooden pillar stabbing down from the heavens, another figure barred his path.


This person had an icy expression, and on his chest was the striking symbol of the Chamberlain of Dependencies.


"Young Master Wang, please!"


"You can't escape!"


"The country has its laws and the clans have their regulations! Even the Son of Heaven will be judged by the people when committing a crime. Do you still want to run?"


……


One icy voice after another resounded through the heavens like mighty bells. And with these voices came boom after boom as figures dropped from the sky.


Two, three, four… in a short time, six callous figures dropped from the skies at once. Like mighty gods, they surrounded Wang Chong, cutting off all his paths of retreat.


These people were all experts of at least the Profound Martial realm!


As a gentle breeze blew by, the mountain forests were suddenly packed. Near and far, Wang Chong could see the Imperial Army, the prison guards of the Court of Judicial Review, and the experts of the Imperial Clan Court in the morning light. All of them had surrounded this place. It seemed like they had just come from the summit.


After one night, they had finally reached Deflecting Blade Manor.


Wang Chong's heart chilled as he instantly came to a stop!


……


Boom!


When Wang Chong was arrested, the entire capital quaked.


Anyone with some standing in the capital knew of last night's turmoil, and everyone was watching to see how the matter developed.


And in the Imperial Court, this incident had become a major one. Seizing upon this excellent opportunity, the Yao Clan and King Qi truly did add fuel to the fire, doing their utmost to exaggerate the matter. But the most astonishing of all was that the Imperial Army, the Court of Judicial Review, and the Chamberlain of Dependencies had come together to arrest Wang Chong.


Such a thing had never happened before!


Once this matter became known, even the common folk of the capital began to chatter about it, and when more details began to filter out from the court, the entire capital fell into an uproar.


In the Imperial City, under the feet of the Son of Heaven, Wang Chong had led several hundred experts in broad daylight to Drunken Sparrow restaurant and begun killing without a word. Even if one went back three hundred years, such a thing had never happened in the Imperial City.


And this matter also involved many great clans and noble houses, as well as the students of Kunwu Training Camp, Longwei Training Camp, and Shenwei Training Camp, making the common folk of the capital go red with anticipation.


This incident was bursting with riddles.


It was understandable if one said that Wang Chong had attacked Drunken Sparrow restaurant for the sake of his older cousin, but to ignore all the people in the restaurant and chase after that little Hu soldier under Zhang Shougui was an almost absurd twist.


Wang Chong had even had that other Hu killed in front of Zhang Shougui, and this was a Hu that Wang Chong had never even seen before!


There were just far too many questions!


Why had Wang Chong done this? Was revenge for Wang Liang really worth such a big fuss? And why was it that Wang Chong loathed that Hu so much, even though they had never met?


On the second day of Wang Chong's imprisonment, further developments brought in another big character. Much less the common folk of the capital, even the Yao Clan and King Qi were left with jaws agape.


Three of the Four An Brothers were An Yaluoshan, An Wenzhen, and An Xiaojie, but their fourth sworn brother was actually An Sishun, Vice Protector-General of the Beiting Protectorate!


Boom!


When this news exploded onto the scene, even the mentally prepared Wang Clan was stunned.


Wang Chong's operation had not only offended Andong Protector-General Zhang Shougui, it had also offended Beiting Vice Protector-General An Sishun!


In the Great Tang Empire, An Sishun's status was inferior to the Han Zhang Shougui and Wang Zhongsi, and it also could not compare to the extremely senior Hu like Fumeng Lingcha, but as someone who had to deal with both the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates, An Sishun's status was not one bit inferior to Geshu Han's!


And in some aspects, he even surpassed him!


Unlike what most people imagined, although An Sishun had the esteemed status of Beiting Vice Protector-General, he was still extremely young.


In the empire's six protectorates, he was undoubtedly the fastest-promoted and youngest Vice Protector-General. His future potential was endless.


It wasn't enough for Wang Chong to offend Zhang Shougui. He had even offended Beiting's An Sishun! No one had expected this.


The Imperial Court had already been engaged in the fierce quarrel, and now it threatened to overturn the heavens!


But no matter how intense the debate became, the Wang Clan was somehow extremely restrained throughout!
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Old Eagle managed to get a meeting with Wang Chong six days later.


While this incident was causing a storm in the capital, only Wang Chong's faction maintained an extremely level head. It was not because Wang Chong had told them anything, but because they still had incredible trust and faith in him.


This was a powerful unifying source.


"Enter!"


Old Eagle heard a voice in his ears. An expert of the Court of Judicial Review coldly looked down from the steps at him, finally giving him permission to pass.


"Thank you!"


Old Eagle gave a long sigh, clasped his hands in thanks, and strode into the building. It had been four hours since Old Eagle had handed over the token from the Bureau of Military Personnel.


Before going in, Old Eagle took one last look at the place. This was a government office built in an ancient style. It was roofed with greenish-blue tiles, and the place was lush with plant life and tall, mighty trees. All in all, it was a very quiet and secluded place.


But in reality, this was an out-and-out prison!


This was not the Court of Judicial Review, nor was it the Chamberlain of Dependencies, and it certainly wasn't the territory of the Imperial Army. The place Wang Chong was imprisoned was one that no one could lightly approach, not even Old Eagle with the token of the Bureau of Military Personnel.


At this time, there was no matter more earthshaking in the capital than the incident caused by Wang Chong. One Protector-General and one Vice Protector-General, one clan of ministers and generals, the Yao Clan, and two Imperial Princes… No matter could possibly have more reverberations than this.


In the Central Plains, one wouldn't be able to find a game with higher stakes!


All the factions were fighting in the background, with the Imperial Army, Court of Judicial Review, and Chamberlain of Dependencies all fighting to take charge of the Wang Chong incident.


But none of those three factions ended up being satisfied. In the end, a temporary prison, managed by all three factions, was constructed in the northwest region of the capital to serve as Wang Chong's jail.


This 'government office' was surrounded by Imperial Army soldiers, mixed with experts from the Court of Judicial Review and Chamberlain of Dependencies. They watched each other while also keeping strict guard. Outsiders found it impossible to get close.


"Young Master…!"


Old Eagle drew his gaze back, a tinge of concern in his eyes as he was led into this 'government office' by the Court of Judicial Review expert.


It was dark and quiet inside the office, with only a few dim rays of light trickling in. The floor was paved in gray bricks, cold air exuding from them.


The long pathway was lined with guards every few steps, the experts of the Court of Judicial Review and Chamberlain of Dependencies keeping a vigilant watch. None of them viewed Old Eagle with any kindness.


In the current Imperial Court, it was the Court of Judicial Review and Chamberlain of Dependencies that wanted to punish Wang Chong the most. Old Eagle's status was no secret in their eyes.


However, even though they both wanted to severely punish Wang Chong, the Court of Judicial Review and the Chamberlain of Dependencies were also still fighting with each other over the right to handle Wang Chong's case.


This had less to do with Wang Chong's conduct and more to do with the reputation of the Court of Judicial Review and Chamberlain of Dependencies.


It was this that gave Wang Chong and Old Eagle a chance!


Old Eagle ignored those unkind gazes, proceeding with his head lowered. Deep below this government office, he finally met Wang Chong.


"Young Master!"


The moment he saw Wang Chong, Old Eagle's eyes ached. Behind a set of iron bars, Wang Chong was seated cross-legged on the ground, his long hair covering his face. He looked like some wooden statue.


Six whole days had made Wang Chong's skin ghastly pale, and he was so thin that his bones were showing. He had become a completely different person.


Old Eagle had been with Wang Chong for a long time, and his image of Wang Chong had always been of a person in high spirits. This was his first time seeing Wang Chong so haggard.


"Old Eagle, you're here!"


Wang Chong's body shivered at Old Eagle's voice as he slowly turned his head. His face was sunken and his eyes were surrounded by dark circles, like he hadn't closed them in some time.


He was surrounded by many sheets of paper, all of them densely covered in writing. It appeared that Wang Chong had been spending all his time in prison on these things.


"Young Master, relax; I'll definitely think of a way to get you out of here!"


Old Eagle shot forward and gripped the bars of the cell.


"Release me? Haha, you thought that was what I was worried about?"


Wang Chong smiled and shook his head, his long hair sloshing about like waves.


Although he looked extremely haggard and tired, Wang Chong was full of energy. His eyes were bright, and he seemed even more vigorous than the average person.


Yet the more Wang Chong appeared this way, the more Old Eagle was concerned.


"Old Eagle, let's not talk about this. Let me ask you, has there been any news from Solitary Wolf?" Wang Chong asked.


"No."


Now that Wang Chong was bringing up business, Old Eagle shook his head.


"All our connections with Solitary Wolf have been cut. If we want the latest news, we'll have to wait at least another six days."


A tinge of dejection flashed through Wang Chong's eyes, but he quickly returned to normal.


"Although Solitary Wolf is fierce and brave, he's also extremely cautious. He followed my orders and excavated a secret passage to hide himself, so if nothing unexpected occurs, he will definitely be able to safely depart."


"Life and death are decided by destiny. Solitary Wolf and I are both people who have already died once. No matter what we encounter, we've already mentally prepared ourselves, so there's no need for Young Master to worry," Old Eagle calmly said.


Solitary Wolf was a formidable martial artist who had reached the Profound Martial realm ages ago. Killing him was no easy task.


In comparison, he was more worried about Wang Chong. There was clearly something off about him!


Moreover, there was a very profound confusion in the depths of Old Eagle's mind.


Whether or not the incident in the southwest's Jiange was true, it was just one city. Such incidents were commonplace in Beiting, Andong, Anxi, and Longxi.


A city would often be constantly fought over, cycling between lost, occupied, lost, occupied… There was nothing out of the ordinary about such a thing along the border.


But Wang Chong seemed to treat this incident as something completely different. Now that he carefully thought about it, when Wang Chong had finished meeting with Duke Jiu and Wang Gen in Four Quarters Embassy and returned to Deflecting Blade Manor, he was actually very normal.


Everything had changed with Solitary Wolf's letter.


Wang Chong said nothing. Inwardly, he hoped that both Solitary Wolf and Zhang Qiantuo would be fine. Solitary Wolf had already fought several campaigns with him.


He was no longer just a subordinate. In Wang Chong's mind, he was a kindred spirit, an ally. And there were far too few experts at Wang Chong's side that were both powerful and able to carry out his missions.


In Mengshe Zhao's assault on the city, Solitary Wolf had amply proved himself.


And though Zhang Qiantuo had an inflexible personality that wasn't good at adapting, he was a loyal minister through and through. A minister who could be loyal to his empire to the end couldn't be allowed to have this sort of end.


He was exactly the kind of person Wang Chong needed at his side.


In addition, Wang Chong had too many questions about this matter. Mengshe Zhao's occupation of Jiange had been a massive puzzle in his last life. At present, besides Solitary Wolf and Zhang Qiantuo, probably no one knew what had actually happened there.


Wang Chong had to find them and ask them what exactly happened.


As these thoughts flew through his mind, Wang Chong quickly resolved himself. Compared to the matter of Jiange, the situation in front of him was even more important!
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"Old Eagle, what's the situation outside?" Wang Chong asked, slightly raising his head.


"The Court of Judicial Review and Chamberlain of Dependencies are currently on high alert, and there are also people in the Imperial Army opposing us," Old Eagle replied. "However, the Wootz Steel swords have meant that those opposing us have a very small voice. The majority of the Imperial Army still supports us. Without their help, I probably wouldn't have been able to get inside, and the Court of Judicial Review and Chamberlain of Dependencies would have dragged Young Master into their own prisons." His voice brimmed with discontent.


Wang Chong smiled. He had begun unrestricted selling of Wootz Steel weapons in the Imperial Army some time ago, and it was now becoming one of his biggest advantages. Just like Old Eagle said, even if the Imperial Army was split into two factions, probably neither side hoped to see him die, only protect him.


After all, the secret of the Wootz Steel swords was still his alone.


"How is my big uncle doing?" Wang Chong asked.


"Not well!"


Old Eagle shook his head, grimacing for a moment.


"The Court of Judicial Review and Chamberlain of Dependencies have no intention of letting anyone from the Wang Clan in. It was only after King Song paid a massive price and got me a token from the Bureau of Military Personnel that I was able to get inside. Even so, I still spent a long time waiting outside. I'm afraid that Lord Wang won't be able to come inside for the short term!"


"Tell him that no matter what, he has to come in and see me!"


Wang Chong suddenly turned serious.


"In addition, tell Big Uncle that no matter what happens next, no matter what he hears, until he meets me, neither he nor His Highness King Song should issue any opinions! Not a single one! This is very important. Old Eagle, can you remember that?"


"Ah!" Old Eagle gave a small yelp of surprise. Wang Chong had spoken these words with incredible gravity, an attitude that Old Eagle had rarely seen from Wang Chong.


"Young Master, is something big about to happen?" Old Eagle asked.


He had spent quite some time with Wang Chong, and so he knew that every time Wang Chong got this look on his face, some major event was about to take place.


"Old Eagle, remember my words. Relay them to him, and leave not a single word out!"


Wang Chong shook his head, his face unprecedentedly solemn.


"Also, I have an important mission for you! I need you to finish it as quickly as possible!"


"Young Master, please speak, and your subordinate will do all he can to complete it!" Old Eagle solemnly replied.


"Excellent!"


Wang Chong's right index finger shot out, striking a thin slip of paper on the ground. This light jab caused this sheet of paper to immediately fly forward like an arrow into Old Eagle's hand.


"This is a map that I've drawn. Old Eagle, in this period of time, I need you to help me sell the spirit vein!"


"!!!"


Old Eagle's composed expression instantly dissolved at these words.


"Young Master!!"


Old Eagle recoiled in alarm, looking at Wang Chong in shock.


"Why does Young Master want to sell off the spirit vein?"


This news was so sudden that Old Eagle's first reaction was that he had misheard. Wang Chong possessed a massive amount of capital, like the Hyderabad ore, a huge fortune, and Deflecting Blade Manor. However, the most important and most unique of these was not the Hyderabad ore, but that spirit vein several dozen li from the capital.


The Hyderabad ore would be consumed eventually, but the spirit vein could continue to be passed on through the generations, providing an endless stream of talents for Wang Chong, and perhaps even the entire Wang Clan.


As long as it had the spirit vein, then no matter how the times changed or what dynasty reigned, the Wang Clan would always be able to maintain its status.


The Wang Clan perhaps had no foundation in the past, but ever since Wang Chong discovered the spirit vein, the spirit vein had undoubtedly become its foundation.


Only a madman would sell it off!


If he had planned to do this, why had he bothered to offend the First Prince at the start?


"Old Eagle, listen to me. I know what you're thinking. I'm not crazy, nor have I lost my sanity! As for the spirit vein, just follow my orders! You must carry this out," Wang Chong said.


His expression was calm, his eyes bright, and there was no madness in his appearance. And there was no way he wouldn't know what Old Eagle was thinking. In normal circumstances, he would have never made this decision.


But he had already been imprisoned for six days, and selling off the spirit vein had been a decision he had reached after long and careful thought.


It was impossible for the Wang Clan to continue for one hundred generations.


Old Eagle would never know that a terrible calamity was approaching. The crisis brewing in the southwest was not some local war, but the prologue to a worldwide catastrophe.


And when that catastrophe arrived, no one would be spared. If everything went as he expected, even that spirit vein would blow up. How could it be passed on for one hundred generations?


At the moment, Wang Chong's concern was not the benefits the spirit vein could provide to the Wang Clan, but that war in the southwest that was about to shake the entire empire.


'Preparedness ensures success while lack of preparation ensures failure.' Whether or not his plans were effective, if they succeeded in stopping this war, Wang Chong had to prepare for the worst scenario.


The entire empire was still ignorant. Many people didn't even know that Geluofeng had attacked the Great Tang and that a city in the southwest had been lost.


Solitary Wolf's information had arrived much faster than the Imperial Court's. The chess piece that Wang Chong had placed at the start had finally proved its worth.


Wang Chong had been informed of the events in the southwest before the ministers of the court, and he had known far earlier about what was to come.


But Wang Chong could not warn those ministers.


A matter of state could not be decided with only Solitary Wolf's letter. The Great Tang had its own channels of information, and Wang Chong could only quietly wait for that news to explode onto the scene.


After several decades of peace, the Great Tang, Mengshe Zhao, and Ü-Tsang were about to engage in a war of unparalleled scale.


This war would involve over 500,000 enemy soldiers and 180,000 Great Tang elites, totaling almost 700,000 combatants in all.


Such a war had never happened, not in Youzhou, Beiting, Anxi, or Longxi. Even if one surveyed the history of the Great Tang, the number of wars involving almost 700,000 soldiers could be counted on one hand.


The Great Tang was already sliding into the abyss!


What Wang Chong wanted to do was avoid this war as much as possible. And once this war became unavoidable, Wang Chong had to prepare for the worst-case scenario.


A war of unprecedented size, involving 700,000 soldiers, was not something one man or one faction could resist.


To alter the course of this war and change the Great Tang's fate, he needed one thing: money! Massive amounts of money! A massive fortune that surpassed the imagination of any person!


War had never been a simple clash of weapons. It was a war of economies! In order to start a war, one had to have a thriving economy and enormous reserves.


Similarly, in order to intervene in a war, one had to have sufficient fortune, an unfathomably massive fortune.


The larger the fortune, the more right one had to intervene in a war.


In normal circumstances, the full fortune of any clan in the capital would be incapable of reaching this level, let alone Wang Chong's wealth.


This was no longer within the scope of a single clan, but at least several great clans.


For Wang Chong, only selling the spirit vein could allow him to gather sufficient wealth.


At present, the news that Geluofeng had attacked the Great Tang and taken a city was still on the road. It hadn't reached the capital yet, but it would before long.


So Wang Chong did not have much time.


Before that news reached the capital, Wang Chong had to completely sell off the spirit vein. Otherwise, the news of war in the southwest would dilute the impact of any activity in the capital.


When that time came, Wang Chong would have no chance to accumulate that enormous sum of wealth!
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"In addition, I have one most important duty for you."


Wang Chong spoke indifferently, but his expression grew even graver.


"Right now, gather all the wealth we have and send it all to the Zhang Clan. In addition, tell the head of the Zhang Clan that they can begin production with the Wootz Steel and Meteoric Metal!"


Slapslap. With Wang Chong's words, his index finger flicked twice, causing two sheets of paper near him on the ground to fly up and shoot into Old Eagle's hand.


"Without my handwritten order, they won't start," Wang Chong said.


"But, Young Master, did… didn't you order that the Meteoric Metal should be kept quiet and not used for any major operations, so as to avoid other people craving it and bringing us trouble?"


"I can't worry about that anymore! If we don't use the Meteoric Metal now, I'm afraid that we won't get another chance!" Wang Chong said with a sigh.


Old Eagle stared in stupefaction at Wang Chong. Though he understood every individual word that Wang Chong had said, when put together, they became incomprehensible.


But there was one thing that Old Eagle could be sure of. Wang Chong had thought long and hard before making these decisions. He had not made them because of any person, and nothing would make him change his mind.


"Yes, Young Master!"


Old Eagle slightly bent his knees and lowered his head. Between his doubts and Wang Chong, Old Eagle had still chosen to trust Wang Chong!


…Just like he had in the past.


"Also, gather Zhao Jingdian and the others and give this to him!"


Wang Chong took out another piece of paper.


"Yes, Young Master!"


Old Eagle asked no more questions.


With the pieces of paper that Wang Chong had given him, Old Eagle quickly left the jail.


The gloomy prison was quiet. Now that Old Eagle had left, Wang Chong lowered his head once more, his eyes focused on the ground.


If one carefully looked, one would discover that around Wang Chong were countless tiny, crisscrossing lines.


If one stood up and looked from above, one would realize that these tiny marks formed a map, a complicated and unimaginably detailed map of the Great Tang Empire's southwest border!


Countless papers were scattered on the ground, and the southwest was drawn on almost all of them.


"Not enough… it's still not enough. Just relying on these things is still far from enough! Just what am I missing!"


Wang Chong frowned and muttered to himself. Other than himself, no one knew what he was talking about.


The southwest border was already in great peril. The 300,000-strong Mengshe Zhao army, the 200,000-strong Ü-Tsang army… once the war began, the Great Tang's southwest border would appear to be in harmony, but those two powerful armies would be waiting like tigers to simultaneously strike.


A sword hanging over the head would drop down one day!


As a general, Wang Chong needed to find a path of survival for both the Great Tang and the 180,000 elites!


……


Boom!


Like a boulder smashing into water, Old Eagle leaving the prison with the news that Wang Chong was selling the spirit vein jolted all the great clans and noble houses of the capital.


"What? Wang Chong wants to sell the spirit vein? Has he gone mad?"


The Huang Clan head's eyes opened wide when he heard the news. His first reaction was to think that Wang Chong had gone crazy or that the news was incorrect.


Of all the Wang Clan's property, the most valuable was indubitably the spirit vein in Wang Chong's possession. How could Wang Chong sell it off?


"Hahaha, the Wang Clan actually wants to sell off their spirit vein. Buy, buy, buy! Buy like crazy! Without the spirit vein, let's see how arrogant the Wang Clan can get!"


In the Duke Su Residence, Su Bai was reclining on a couch, happily laughing at the letter in his hand.


Last time, Wang Chong had made him lose all his dignity. However, because Wang Chong had too much momentum, Su Bai could only swallow his anger, but he had never given up and kept constant watch on Wang Chong.


That the Wang Clan was actually willing to give up the spirit vein outside the capital presented an extremely rare opportunity. At this time, Su Bai was completely confident in his ability to convince his father to buy as much of Wang Chong's spirit vein as possible!


"Good, good, good! If the Wang Clan wants to sell the spirit vein, why shouldn't we buy? Carry out my order: gather all the money of our Cheng Clan that we can get our hands on, even if we have to borrow from loan sharks!"


In the estate of the Cheng Clan, one of the capital's four great sword-smithing clans, the head of the Cheng Clan was also looking at the letter in his hand, his brows flying up in elation.


"But father, didn't we offend Wang Chong last time? Might he…"


On the side, the only son and scion of the Cheng Clan, Cheng Xiaoshen, couldn't help but offer his opinion. He well remembered that the Cheng Clan had greatly offended Wang Chong when he was selling the Wootz Steel at Bluebottle Pavilion!


Slap!


Before he could finish speaking, a bump began to rise from his head.


"That was one thing and this is another! In terms of business deals, what does a stinking brat like you know? If that boy from the Wang Clan weren't willing, then why would he bring it out to sell?"


Similar events were taking place elsewhere.


"Father, what do we do?"


In the main hall of a general's residence, Abutong put down the paper in his hand and turned to his father, Great General Abusi.


Abusi was not a general with actual power. Unlike Zhang Shougui, Fumeng Lingcha, or Gao Xianzhi, he did not command hundreds of thousands of troops, nor was he bestowed with ultimate power over any region.


But the tens of thousands of Tongluo elite cavalry under Abusi's command were praised as the best in the world, and played a critical role in the empire.


Abusi silently contemplated his son's words.


Several centuries had passed since the Tongluo had surrendered to the Great Tang, and if one had to be more precise, it was all the way back in Emperor Taizong's reign. The favor that Emperor had showed them had dissipated long ago. Abusi had been able to lead the Tongluo to the summit hundreds of years later and forcefully suppress the other Turks and Hu through his loyalty to the imperial household and his extreme caution!


But the Tongluo were also a very proud people.


If not for their pride, the Tongluo cavalry would not have become known as the strongest horsemen in the world. In the Regional Commanders incident, the memorial that Wang Chong had submitted had greatly upset Great General Abusi.


Before the assembled officials of the court, civil and martial, Abusi had still been forced to kneel. Perhaps Abusi could have accepted this result if it had been the Wang Clan's Old Master.


But Wang Chong was just a teenager who was still wet behind the ears. How could Abusi be happy? How could he forget?


"Carry out my order: gather all the treasures of our Tongluo Tribe and exchange it for gold. Buy as much of the spirit vein as we can!" Abusi sternly ordered.


"Yes, Father!"


Abutong was ecstatic. He had immediately understood his father's intention, and he ran off like he had wings. The spirit vein was a priceless treasure, and the Wang Clan would end up regretting this one day.


That his father had agreed to buy part of it was clearly because he objected to Wang Chong and wanted to teach him a lesson.


As for wealth, the Tongluo had never cared much for gold or silver.


"Wang Chong, Wang Chong, you'll regret this in the future!"


Abutong heartily laughed as he ran!


The Yao Clan and the King Qi Residence were similarly confused.


"Father, what is that brat up to?"


In the Yao Clan Residence, Yao Feng frowned, suspicion on his face. Although he had already been beaten once by Wang Chong, Yao Feng was no fool.


This move by the Wang Clan was very suspicious.


"If we want to know what they're thinking, we have to know what they want. There's no question that the Wang Clan wants to exchange the spirit vein for money, a massive amount of money!"


Yao Guangyi lowered his head, his eyes flashing with thought.


"But what does the Wang Clan need all this money for? Isn't that brat already as rich as a king? Where could he even use all that money?" Yao Feng asked.


At a certain level, wealth became a concept, a number. Yao Feng had come from one of the elite clans of the Great Tang, so he was more than clear on this subject.


When one accumulated a large enough fortune, it became simply impossible to spend that much money. Further adding to it would only serve to add to a number, but it would not bring any changes to one's life.


"Hmph, we definitely wouldn't be able to spend that much, so that brat definitely can't!"


Yao Guangyi raised his head and sneered.


Yao Guangyi was no fool. The Wang Clan had relied on the Wootz Steel to accumulate an enormous fortune, but part of this fortune had inexplicably vanished.


Although Yao Guangyi hadn't found out what was going on yet, the Yao Clan would probably be able to find some clues soon.


It was just that Wang Chong's thoughts were too profound and unfathomable. There were something that Yao Guangyi couldn't understand, even if they were discovered.


At the very least, Yao Guangyi could see no meaning in these moves!


"Father, if that's the case, then we can't let them succeed!"


A harsh look flashed through Yao Feng's eyes as he immediately replied.


"Hmph! Wrong!"


Yao Guangyi coldly laughed. As he put down the letter, his eyes turned deep and sharp.


"No matter what that brat wants to do with all that money, we should do what we should do. Even if he wants to use that money to start a rebellion tomorrow, we should still buy as much of the spirit vein as we can! Why shouldn't we do something that can benefit our Yao Clan?"


Yao Guangyi stuck out a finger and admonished, "Feng-er, remember this: never let your emotions affect how you do things!"


Yao Feng was dumbfounded, unable to speak a single word.


At almost the same time, King Qi and many other great clans reached the same decision.


Just like that, a furious, behind-the-scenes conflict in the capital began. Whether it was the Yao Clan, King Qi, or any other clan, it was only after a long time that they realized what exactly they had done.


……


Old Eagle had finished preparations for the auction far faster than people imagined. On the same night that the news spread, Old Eagle began the auction.


"Now auctioning the first lot of land in the spirit vein. Covering an area with a radius of two zhang, it is sufficient space for five people to cultivate. The starting price is 30,000 taels of gold!"


"60,000!"


"70,000!"


"110,000!"


"180,000!"


"230,000!"


……


A crowd densely packed a remote courtyard in the capital. Almost all the great clans of the capital were present. Old Eagle's voice was like a falling boulder, instantly stirring an uproar in the crowd.


Everyone had seemingly gone insane as they yelled out offers. In just a few short moments, this part of the spirit vein that was only two zhang in radius had shot up from 60,000 taels to 230,000!


At this moment, even the mentally prepared Old Eagle was surprised at the fervor of the crowd!
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Clack!


Footsteps on the stairs rang out clearly through the gloomy prison. While Old Eagle was auctioning off the spirit vein and causing a great stir, Wang Chong was welcoming a guest.


It was actually an old acquaintance, wearing a snow-white robe, a cold expression, and the emblem of the Chamberlain of Dependencies.


"Wang Chong, what are you up to?" Zheng Chenzhou slowly walked up to the bars, looking through them at the cross-legged Wang Chong.


"Lord Zheng isn't helping the Hu suppress the Han?" Wang Chong flatly said, not even raising his head.


A flash of rage crossed Zheng Chenzhou's face at Wang Chong's dismissive tone.


"Wang Chong! Don't get too smug! Do you still think that you'll be able to leave? The Wang Clan is influential, but it can't touch the Chamberlain of Dependencies!"


"I never said anything about the Wang Clan intervening in this place. Wasn't that you?" Wang Chong indifferently said.


"You!" Zheng Chenzhou angrily bellowed, then fiercely brushed his sleeve. "Wang Chong, this was a chance that you gave us! You actually dared to kill someone in broad daylight. Does your Wang Clan still have any respect for the law?"


Wang Chong's eyes twinkled for a second as, for the first time, he didn't immediately respond.


"…There are some things that have to be done. You don't understand, and I don't blame you for that. In the future, you'll understand what I was talking about."


"Hmph, murder of another is paid with a life. A country has its laws and the clans have their regulations. Even the Son of Heaven will answer to the people when committing a crime. Let me tell you, Wang Chong, no matter how powerful your Wang Clan is, I'll make this prison your home!" Zheng Chenzhou harshly said.


In the entire capital, Wang Chong topped the Chamberlain of Dependencies' black list. If one had to point out a person in the capital that the Chamberlain of Dependencies hated to its bones, who was like a dagger to its back, then this person would undoubtedly be Wang Chong!


But Wang Chong just had to be no ordinary scion, and he also wasn't that rash, so the Chamberlain of Dependencies had been unable to deal with him for a very long time.


If they didn't use this chance, they would find it very hard to take care of him in the future.


Wang Chong was silent. In a rare sight, he didn't reply.


"I actually wish I could fulfill your desires. Alas, you won't be able to keep me imprisoned," Wang Chong finally said, a hint of sorrow in his indifferent voice.


"Hah! Wang Chong, don't think that we don't know what you're up to outside. I'll tell you now, even if you sell your Wang Clan's spirit vein and bring in all that money, it will still be useless," Zheng Chenzhou sneered.


"So, all of it was for the sake of this?"


Wang Chong suddenly raised his head and sneered, his eyes glowing like flames.


Zheng Chenzhou felt like the air had been sucked out of him and, for a moment, he couldn't speak.


"Hmph, I don't know what you're saying," Zheng Chenzhou icily said, but his eyes inadvertently looked to the side, afraid to meet Wang Chong's gaze.


"Hah, when did the Chamberlain of Dependencies start caring so much about what's being bought and sold in the capital? Hm, it seems like Old Eagle is selling off the spirit vein at a pretty high price, no? Even the Chamberlain of Dependencies can't sit still and sent someone over to probe me out?"


Wang Chong grinned.


Although he was smirking, Wang Chong's gaze was sharp and profound, as if it could see through the deepest depths of one's soul. Zheng Chenzhou was much older than Wang Chong, but in front of this teenager's gaze, even he felt embarrassed and uncomfortable, like he was naked and all his secrets were being bared.


Old Eagle's auctioning off the spirit vein naturally couldn't be hidden from the Chamberlain of Dependencies, and given how much of a threat and trouble Wang Chong posed to the Chamberlain of Dependencies, it would naturally take the strictest of precautions and keep a close eye on him.


One could say that every strange movement Wang Chong made couldn't be hidden from the Chamberlain of Dependencies!


Given the Chamberlain of Dependencies' status and authority, it was essentially unprecedented for it to act so carefully around a mere teenager.


But when one thought about all the problems Wang Chong had made for the Chamberlain of Dependencies, such as the Regional Commanders incident, the Ü-Tsang First Prince incident, or this current incident…


Every member of the Chamberlain of Dependencies, from top to bottom, including Zheng Chenzhou, felt that this was not an overreaction. If a teenager could cause so many problems, what would they do when he got older?


If they didn't deal with Wang Chong now and imprison him to resolve the 'problem', they couldn't even imagine what sort of beehives he would go riling up next.


"Hmph! Wang Chong, don't get cocky! The Court of Judicial Review and Chamberlain of Dependencies are almost done negotiating. When that time comes, I'll see how you can laugh your way out of this place!"


With a sweep of his sleeve, Zheng Chenzhou strode off in a huff.


"The Court of Judicial Review and Chamberlain of Dependencies…"


Wang Chong stared blankly at Zheng Chenzhou's retreating figure. After a long time, he sighed.


It wasn't important how the Court of Judicial Review and Chamberlain of Dependencies dealt with him, because a massive storm was about to engulf the empire.


Boom!


The news from the southwest arrived faster than Wang Chong had imagined. The day after Zheng Chenzhou left his prison cell, a piece of news stunned the empire.


King Geluofeng of Mengshe Zhao in the southwest had attacked Jiange City on the border. Governor Zhang Qiantuo of Jiange had committed suicide while the entire city had basically been razed to the ground!


And this had happened more than half a month ago. Geluofeng had sealed off this information so that even the nearby Annan Protectorate didn't know.


Only after Mengshe Zhao's army completely withdrew did those trade caravans making their way to the city discover that gruesome scene.


The spread of this news made the empire quake. All the members of the Imperial Court were so stunned that they couldn't speak.


Bang!


A hand smashed against a table, striking so hard that the palm reddened and the table almost cracked into pieces.


"Bastard! Did Geluofeng go crazy? He dared, he dared to attack a city of the Great Tang!!"


The one who spoke these words was not someone from the Bureau of Military Personnel, but an imperial censor of the court. His beard was prickling up in anger, an expression of his absolute fury.


"Absurd! What is the Annan Protectorate doing? The Imperial Court has been providing them ample grain and silver for so many years so that they could stand around and let this happen? It was such a nearby city, yet they didn't even know that it had been attacked!"


"Geluofeng wants to rebel! The Great Tang has been kind to him, yet he dares to return with hostility and attack it!"


"Immediately send out the army and exterminate Geluofeng!"


"Mengshe Zhao is acting too wantonly!"


……


All officials, whether martial or civil, and even the officials from the Bureau of Personnel and Bureau of Revenue, government offices normally not even involved in the military, were enraged by Geluofeng's actions.


A few officials from the Bureau of Military Personnel even submitted petitions to the Imperial Court.


Victory and defeat were commonplace for a soldier. The Great Tang had been established for almost three hundred years and was surrounded by great powers. Such wars had happened repeatedly and were no rare event.


The Andong Protectorate, the Anxi Protectorate, Longxi, and Beiting… this had happened in all these places. But the nature of this incident was completely different.


Although such things had happened in the past, they had never reached this scale. And what had never happened before was someone of Geluofeng's status personally leading the attack on the border!


The southwest border had been peaceful for decades, with the Great Tang and Mengshe Zhao living in complete harmony. Moreover, unlike the other powers surrounding it, the Great Tang had given Mengshe Zhao a great deal of assistance.


The writing, language, culture, and courts of the two countries were identical.


If the Great Tang was the teacher, Mengshe Zhao was the student. But this time, the student had disobeyed the teacher and destroyed a city of the Great Tang, even caused the death of a Great Tang governor.


Everyone felt betrayed!
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The true impact of the incident was felt the most among the common people. The southwest bordered Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang, where the Tea Horse Road acted as a source of generous profit. Many merchants in the capital did business there.


When the news from the southwest reached the capital, the gruesome seas of blood and mountains of corpses were not something that the sheet issued by the Imperial Court could fully describe.


Geluofeng had been enraged and so had not shown the smallest mercy. From this point, one could imagine the devastation within the city.


"War! War! Mobilize the army and exterminate Mengshe Zhao!"


"What is the Imperial Court doing? Even Ü-Tsang is attacking our Great Tang! Why hasn't the Imperial Court done anything?"


"Destroy them! Give them a fierce lesson!"


"Blood for blood! The lives of the dead Han must be avenged!"


……


Everyone was furious. The Great Tang had been at peace for several decades. Relying on its hundreds of thousands of soldiers, it had suppressed the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates, Goguryeo, Ü-Tsang, and Mengshe Zhao. Even the Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu in the far west were cowed by this indisputably enormous strength of the Great Tang.


After so many years, this indisputable power had become the greatest glory for the people of the Great Tang. And the incident in the southwest made these people feel a deep disgrace and affront!


When this disgrace and affront transformed into rage, the first to suffer their fury was the Annan Protectorate of the southwest.


And Zhangchou Jianqiong, as the former Annan Protector-General, felt an even greater pressure.


"Bastard thing! What in the world is Xianyu Zhongtong doing? I gave him the Annan Protectorate, and then he produces this massive blunder!"


In the Bureau of Military Personnel, Zhangchou Jianqiong smashed his palm on a table, his face red from anger.


The southwest was his territory, one that he had overseen for decades, and nothing, big or small, had ever gone wrong during his tenure. Neither Mengshe Zhao nor Ü-Tsang dared to act recklessly. He wasn't known as the 'Tiger of the Empire' for nothing.


But Zhangchou Jianqiong would have never expected that right after he obtained his long-desired position as Minister of War, before he had even gotten used to his seat or gotten familiar with the inner workings of the bureau, such an incident would occur in his territory.


And what Zhangchou Jianqiong found even more difficult to accept was that Xianyu Zhongtong had known nothing about Geluofeng's assault, even though he was so close.


Only after Geluofeng retreated did Xianyu Zhongtong send news and ask him what to do!


At present, everyone in the capital was criticizing the Imperial Court, and the Imperial Court was transferring this pressure to him. Zhangchou Jianqiong currently felt like he had a dagger to his back, like he was sitting on a bed of needles.


In this short period of time, the civil and martial officials paying visits to him had almost trod his threshold into ruins. Although none of them had directly said it, they had implied that they were criticizing the previous Annan Protector-General.


Even a few imperial censors from the court had visited and directly criticized him, placing Zhangchou Jianqiong under massive pressure.


He could disregard those other officials, but no one could stop the imperial censors. In the records of the Great Tang, quite a few important ministers in the court had been impeached by imperial censors.


If he handled the matter poorly, he might have to say goodbye to the position of Minister of War before he had even warmed the seat.


But even though he was bursting with anger, there was also a layer of confusion deep within Zhangchou Jianqiong's heart.


"Geluofeng, Geluofeng, what are you thinking? You should know what will happen if you attack the Great Tang. This isn't some simple dispute. Did something happen in the southwest that I don't know about?" Zhangchou Jianqiong muttered to himself as his mind turned.


The most fundamental skill of a Great General was to keep calm. Although Zhangchou Jianqiong was enraged, he would never let his rage control him.


All those years of supervising the southwest had given Zhangchou Jianqiong an understanding of every tree and bush there. Although Geluofeng had been like a lurking tiger, always waiting to strike, he had never been impulsive and rash.


Zhangchou Jianqiong would never believe that Geluofeng had raised such a large army to destroy a single city and then retreated without any other harvest.


This was not Geluofeng's character!


Zhangchou Jianqiong was sure that something had happened that he was unaware of. But the southwest was too far from the capital. One round trip was not something that could be done in ten-some days.


But he could not even wait that long!


……


"It really was as Chong-er said!"


In his massive estate, Wang Gen was seated on an armchair, his hand gripping a sheet of paper while his brow was fraught with concern.


He had probably known of the incident in the southwest earlier than anyone else, but Wang Gen had never been able to bring himself to believe it.


It wasn't that he didn't believe Wang Chong, but that a war between countries could not be decided by a single outsider or scout.


The country could not be handled so recklessly!


A maid suddenly walked in and respectfully reminded him, "Milord, it's time for morning court!"


"I know."



Wang Gen nodded. Putting on a pair of boots, he left his residence.


This was the first morning court session since news of the southwest had arrived. The moment Wang Gen walked into the Taiji Palace, he froze.


The large hall was packed. In the past, when Wang Gen reached this hall, there would just be a few people present. There would occasionally be more people, but not that many.


But this time, everyone seemed to have arrived earlier than usual. They were whispering into each other's ears, anxiously discussing something that Wang Gen couldn't make out.


The atmosphere was extremely abnormal.


"His Majesty has arrived!"


After a moment, a whip cracked and the officials arrayed themselves. A beaded curtain dropped down as the imposing figure of the Emperor arrived. Today's morning court finally began.


Before the sacred steps, a young-looking eunuch with gray hair took two steps forward and announced in a sharp voice, "The Sage Emperor decrees that those with memorials should state them and those without should leave!"


An old civil official over fifty years old immediately stepped forward. "Your Majesty, this minister has a memorial…"


This was the routine of the court: foodstuffs and taxation, fields and irrigation, the lives of the common folk… Each meeting of the court had far too many things to discuss.


The Bureau of Works, the Bureau of Rites1, the Bureau of Revenue, the Bureau of Personnel… one by one, they stepped forward. Wang Gen closed his eyes. He was far too familiar with this process.




Without notice, it finally became the turn for the Bureau of Military Personnel. Before Zhangchou Jianqiong could say anything, a fifth-ranked general suddenly stepped forward, bowed, and declared his memorial. "Your Majesty, this minister has a memorial. In the southwest, King Geluofeng of Mengshe Zhao has offended the Great Tang and led an army against it, destroying a city and leaving mountains of corpses and seas of blood within it. The people have been left in misery. I beseech Your Majesty to make a decision!"


Buzz!


Zhangchou Jianqiong's expression morphed, his face swelling until it went violet as he looked over at the speaker. The tedious air in the hall suddenly transformed, becoming incomparably slow.


"It's here!"


At almost the same moment, Wang Gen opened his eyes. The discussions before had just been foreplay. The most important was the matter of war in the southwest.


"Your Majesty, Geluofeng has greatly offended the Great Tang. He cannot be allowed to get off like this! To show such ingratitude, they must be taught a lesson. This lowly minister recommends that we immediately attack Mengshe Zhao and have them pay a price!" another general said in an impassioned voice.


Wang Gen recognized him as Wu Zhengpeng of the Bureau of Military Personnel. He was a fourth-rank general and old-timer of the bureau who did not belong to any particular faction.


Both King Song and King Qi had attempted to pull him to their side, but they had both failed. He was, however, a staunch warhawk.


There were actually many people in the Bureau of Military Personnel like Wu Zhengpeng who were loyal to the imperial clan and did not join any political faction.


"Your Majesty, this minister seconds the motion! I request that the Sage Emperor dispatch troops to punish Mengshe Zhao! Let Geluofeng understand what it means to be a subject!"


"This minister agrees!"


"This minister agrees!"


"This minister agrees!"


……


In the hall, all the hawkish ministers began to voice their approval.


"This minister objects!"


Just when the crowd had reached its angriest point, a resounding voice spoke out. The speaker, a civil official with a scholarly air and vigorous demeanor, his hair and beard all white, faced down the angry glares of the crowd.


"A war cannot be entered into until the matter is investigated. Mengshe Zhao and the Great Tang have always been at peace. For Geluofeng to suddenly attack, there must be a reason!"


"Lord Feng's meaning is that the incident on the southwest border is fake? Did all those common folk and Governor Zhang Qiantuo die in vain?" a general immediately replied, his eyes glowing with anger.


Another minister stepped forward and shot back, "Lord Feng said no such thing. All of you speak endlessly about war, but do any of you know how many people will die in a war? So many people have already died. Do you want to add to that number? Such an important matter of state cannot be conducted with such recklessness!"


Along with hawks, there were also doves. So it had been for all the dynasties throughout the ages, and this dynasty was no exception.


"Reckless? You civil officials dare to call this reckless? If Mengshe Zhao is not disciplined, they'll get even more vicious. If they grow even bolder and kill even more people, will all of you take responsibility?"


The criticized hawkish generals began to grow red from fury, the blood rushing to their heads. It only took a few moments for the mood in the hall to turn hostile.


There had always been conflicts between civil and martial officials, hawks and doves, but the nature of this one was different.


Debate quickly turned to argument, argument into quarrel! In the end, everyone became a participant, and the entire court fell into chaos.


"Lord Wang!"


"Lord Wang!"


……


While Wang Gen was in deep thought, he heard a voice, followed by many others.


"Ah?"


Wang Gen's expression froze as he returned to his senses. It was only now that Wang Gen realized that the arguments in the hall had come to a stop. Everyone was looking at him with strange gazes.


"Lord Wang… What do you think about Mengshe Zhao's attack on the Great Tang?" someone asked, their expression strange.


Wang Gen had a dazed look before finally understanding why everyone was looking at him. The Wang Clan had always been part of King Song's faction, so the Wang Clan naturally stood with the hawks.


Since the hawks and doves had reached a stalemate, the hawks had planned to use him to strengthen their momentum!

______________

1. The author actually writes 农部 here as one of the ministries, but this would translate as 'Bureau of Agriculture', which is not one of the traditional Six Ministries and would probably be a division under the Bureau of Revenue. I have replaced it with the Bureau of Rites.↩
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In the past, Wang Gen would have assuredly voiced his opinion. The Great Tang had sufficient strength to deal with any force, whether it was Mengshe Zhao, Ü-Tsang, the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates, Goguryeo, or the Abbasid Caliphate.


If it didn't have this strength, the Great Tang would not have its current prosperity.


Every person of the Great Tang firmly believed this point.


But this time, Wang Gen was quiet. For some reason, Wang Gen heard the message from Wang Chong that Old Eagle had relayed to him.


"No matter what happens, please tell Big Uncle to not issue any opinions!"


This was a message from several days ago. It seemed like Wang Chong had already expected this to happen.


Chong-er, just what did you see? Just what reason has you so deeply concerned about this matter before the court?


Wang Gen's eyes were unfocused, his mind in turmoil.


Wang Chong had been acting too strangely as of late, but no one dared to say that he had gone crazy. At the very least, he had found out what happened in the southwest a long time ago, much earlier than the Imperial Court.


It was hard to say if his nephew had already anticipated all this.


After all that he had experienced, Wang Gen found himself more and more unwilling to disregard his nephew's advice.


"Lord Wang? Lord Wang…?"


Whispers could be heard as the gathered ministers looked curiously at Wang Gen. In the past, Lord Wang had always been wise and astute, bold and decisive. But today, he had twice been absentminded and slow to respond.


The hawkish officials found it even more strange.


Wang Gen and King Song were stalwart hawks. To be more precise, they were the banners under which the hawks gathered. Although Wang Gen himself was a civil official, the Wang Clan was an authentic clan of ministers and generals that wielded immense influence in the court.


There was no reason for Wang Gen to show any hesitation on this matter.


"On this matter…"


"Court is over!"


Wang Gen was interrupted by a sharp voice from above. Bzzzz!A massive pressure descended upon the officials, causing them all to lower their heads in panic.


But before they could react, this massive pressure retreated like the tide.


When they raised their heads, they discovered that the beaded curtain had been raised and that imposing figure had vanished.


"This is…"


"What's happened to His Majesty?"


……


The officials were all lost. Seldom did the Sage Emperor leave before the ministers had finished debating. For a moment, no one could understand the Emperor's intent and all were bewildered as to what to do next.


That's good. I managed to dodge this problem!


On the other hand, Wang Gen internally sighed. The Emperor's stance was unfathomable, but at least he did not need to make his own stance known.


I should go and see Chong-er!


Seeing the furrowed brows of a few of the hawkish ministers and thinking about where his own decision was trending, Wang Gen hurriedly left the hall.


This court session had been very uncomfortable. He had to find out as quickly as possible why Wang Chong didn't want him to express a stance.


……


The pressure exerted by the Court of Judicial Review and Chamberlain of Dependencies was unimaginable. Although Wang Chong knew that it wouldn't be easy for his big uncle to get in, it was quite a few days until Wang Chong was actually able to see him.


Candles guttered in the gloomy prison.


Wang Gen was dressed in black informal wear and appeared calm, but the anxiety on his face was impossible to conceal.


"Big Uncle!"


Wang Chong's eyes lit up at the sight of his big uncle and he hastily stood up. This was his first meeting with his big uncle in many days.


"Chong-er."


Wang Gen nodded his head, his gaze taking in Wang Chong's emaciated look, a tinge of heartache manifesting on his brow.


Of the grandsons of the Wang Clan, the one Wang Gen regarded most highly was not his own son, nor was it Wang Chong's two older brothers, but Wang Chong, this nephew of his that once ranked least in his estimations.


Wang Gen truly found it hard to bear this haggard appearance. But by gritting his teeth and hardening his heart, Wang Gen quickly calmed down.


Wang Chong had killed many Hu in Drunken Sparrow restaurant, attacked the soldiers of Youzhou, and killed Zhang Shougui's subordinate in front of his face. This was far too serious an incident, one that had even dragged in An Sishun, Vice Protector-General of Beiting.


Although An Sishun was only Vice Protector-General, the Beiting Protector-General had always been a vacant post, as it was common practice for the members of the imperial clan to control it from afar. In other words, An Sishun was actually the most influential figure in the Beiting Protectorate.


Although Wang Chong had gotten into conflicts with him in the past, none of them had been this big.


The Old Master had already issued an order that no one was allowed to involve themselves in this matter. Wang Chong had to bear the punishments for his mistakes.


Otherwise, it would have been impossible for Wang Chong to be locked up in this prison managed by the Imperial Army, Chamberlain of Dependencies, and Court of Judicial Review.


"Relax—after a while, once things have settled down, no matter what the Old Master says, I'll think of a way to get you out of here… My words are also useless against your grandfather, but even he has to listen to King Song's words."


In the end, Wang Gen still found it a little difficult to accept his nephew's circumstances.


"Big Uncle, I know that you want to help me, but I've never worried about these things."


Though these words made him feel warm, Wang Chong still shook his head. Everything had its price, and when he had decided to kill An Yaluoshan, Wang Chong already knew what he would have to pay.


Wang Chong had never regretted his decisions. He was more concerned about something else.


"Big Uncle, tell me, is the Imperial Court in complete turmoil right now! …You don't need to hide it from me. I can guess," Wang Chong said, worry in his eyes. In this period of time, what he anticipated the most was news from his big uncle.


The tragedy from his last life was playing out once more in this one. Wang Chong could smell the coming of a storm on the wind.


"Aye!"


Wang Gen sighed and nodded.


"The court is currently united in favor of war. The voices from the court and the people are too loud. Even many old ministers in favor of peace couldn't hold on and changed their minds. I can't last for much longer either. Chong-er, you must tell me what exactly you want me to do."


The clouds of war were currently gathered thick over the capital. In the few days in which Wang Gen was attempting to arrange a visit with Wang Chong, he had been visited by countless officials, both civil and military.


Every one of them was asking for Wang Gen to give his opinion. Only Wang Gen knew how much pressure he had endured in this time.


Wang Gen had always favored this nephew of his, but this matter was no game!


Bang!


The moment Wang Gen finished speaking, he heard a loud boom. Under Wang Gen's flabbergasted gaze, Wang Chong got down on both knees and bowed, his eyes red.


"Chong-er, what are you doing?"


Wang Gen's eyes were wide, his face frozen. It was obvious that Wang Chong's display had caught him by complete surprise.


"Big Uncle, I know that you have many questions and are facing many difficulties, but only you can help me with this matter."


Wang Chong had a very solemn expression as he kneeled. Based on the memories from his last life, there was no doubt that this matter had already reached the critical juncture.


In his last life, the Wang Clan had declined ages ago and lost any right to intervene in this war, but this time was different. Whether or not the tragedy of his last life could be avoided would be decided soon, and he could not allow the slightest error.


"Chong-er, what exactly do you want to do?" Wang Gen said gravely, looking down at his kneeling nephew. The intuition he had refined from decades in the court told Wang Gen that Wang Chong was planning something.


"Big Uncle, if the time comes for the final decision, I ask that no matter what, you and King Song must oppose the war together. The war with Mengshe Zhao must not happen at this time!" Wang Chong sternly said, his head sinking even lower toward the ground.


"What?!"


Shock covered Wang Gen's face.


"Chong-er, do you know what you're saying? Jiange is a ruin, and many people have died. This isn't some simple decision. If the Wang Clan opposes an attack, it'll be universally condemned!"


Wang Gen had truly been stunned by Wang Chong's request. He had always believed that Wang Chong had asked him to delay any opinion because he had something important to tell him, but not this.


To abstain, remain silent, and not express a stance was completely different from objecting.


"…Moreover, our Wang Clan and King Song have always been the leaders of the hawks, and all of them follow us blindly. It's precisely because of this that we can build so many connections in the court. The Wang Clan can remain silent, can abstain, but it absolutely cannot shield Geluofeng and object to the war. If I do as you say, the reputation the Wang Clan accumulated over the decades will vanish into nothing. No! I cannot agree to your request!"


Wang Gen swept his sleeve. He didn't even need to think. He had never expected that this would be Wang Chong's request.


If he did this, the Wang Clan would forfeit all of its hard-earned reputation. Like rats leaving a sinking ship, no one would ever heed the call of the Wang Clan or agree with its decisions again.


If he did this, the fall of the Wang Clan would be right around the corner.


It hadn't been for no reason that many of the doves had changed their stances.


"Big Uncle, if we don't object, then it truly will be a catastrophe!"


Wang Chong lowered himself to the ground, pain in his voice.


"The Great Tang was founded more than three hundred years ago, but its collapse might be today!"


In the vast Central Plains, among the countless people living within, the only people who had the foresight and understanding to deal with this crisis were him and the Wang Clan. If not even the Wang Clan could take the proper measures, what hope would there be for the Central Plains?


Without the powerful Great Tang, just who in this vast world would be able to resist when that calamity descended?


He had already failed in his past life. Was he fated to fail in this life as well?


"Chong-er, just what are you saying?"


Wang Gen stood in a daze, completely stunned by Wang Chong's words.


He had watched Wang Chong grow up, but never had he seen him like this.
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"Big Uncle, once the war begins, the Great Tang will be sure to lose!"


Wang Chong kneeled on the ground and said with a grief-stricken voice, "I absolutely do not intend to help Mengshe Zhao by stopping this war. I am only worried about the Great Tang. This war involves 300,000 Mengshe Zhao elites and the 180,000 soldiers of the Great Tang Annan army. Once it begins, it will be a war of unprecedented scale. Big Uncle, have you ever thought about what would happen if the Great Tang loses?"


Wang Gen was dumbfounded.


He was a civil official and thus no master of military strategy. The Imperial Court had been spending its time discussing how to punish Mengshe Zhao and Geluofeng.


As for if the Great Tang lost, no one had even thought of that problem, nor would anyone ever consider problems from this angle.


The Great Tang would not lose. This was a conviction deeply rooted in everyone's minds.


However, victory and defeat were commonplace for a soldier. Wang Gen had to admit that once war began, victory and defeat were equally possible. The Great Tang was completely capable of losing.


Wang Gen did not believe in his heart that the Great Tang would lose, but as a member of a clan of ministers and generals, he couldn't possibly be unaware of this principle.


For a moment, Wang Gen was transfixed by Wang Chong's question.


The dark prison was cold, the dim light shining on the even colder bricks on the floor. Wang Chong felt endless cold traveling up from his knees, but his heart was even colder.


Other than the sound of breathing, there was only silence around Wang Chong. But Wang Chong could clearly hear a thunderous drumming at his ears.


This was the warning sound of fate.


This world of millions of beings was once more walking toward the abyss of destruction. A sliver of light would appear before dawn. A leaf would fall before the coming of autumn.


The war in the southwest was no ordinary war!


The complete defeat of 180,000 elites, the millions of lives turned into bones, the southwest of the Great Tang completely defenseless for the first time to two foreign countries…


These disastrous circumstances would stun the entire empire! They would also shock all the Hu along the vast Great Tang border, the jackals and wolves.


The defeat of the 180,000 elites would inflict an unprecedented wound on the empire. The Great Tang military would lose almost one-third of its strength.


In the history of the Great Tang, this scale of casualties was unheard of.


This war inspired all the great powers on the Great Tang's periphery: the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates, Goguryeo, the distant Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu, and even Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang, the ones that had started the war…


For the first time, these powers bordering the Great Tang realized that it was not as strong as they had imagined. The Great Tang was no longer that invincible and dreaded Great Tang.


This war would reveal the weak side of the Great Tang to all the foreign powers. All of them would start itching to act, their covetous gazes fixed upon the Great Tang.


The northwest, the northeast, the north, Longxi… the Great Tang would be embroiled in endless wars. A massive empire, the strongest culture in all the history of the Central Plains, would begin its decline and fall.


This was the eternal pain of all of the Great Tang's people! The pain of the Central Plains!


No matter what, Wang Chong had to change this.


"…Big Uncle, I know that this matter will put you in a bad post! But I would like Big Uncle to consider, has your nephew ever deceived Big Uncle before? I know that this will cause trouble for Big Uncle, but your nephew has never requested anything from Big Uncle. This time, however, I request that Big Uncle promises your nephew that no matter how many people oppose you, how many people slander you, Big Uncle must stop this war! This is not only for the Wang Clan, but for the Great Tang! Time will eventually prove that your nephew is correct!"


At the end, Wang Chong clenched his fists and pressed his forehead to the ground so hard that his veins were prominent on his body.


He was foreordained to be alone on his journey of revenge, and only those who had personally experienced it could understand how difficult it was to change the destiny of an empire, of this world.


There were far too many things on his mind that he couldn't speak of to others. Even someone as close to him as his big uncle was hard to convince, much less others.


Wang Gen was deeply moved by the kneeling Wang Chong. Although Wang Chong had not said much, Wang Gen sensed that his mind was as steady as rock, that his will was unshakable.


"Chong-er, let me think about it!"


Wang Gen gave a long sigh and closed his eyes. The military affairs of a country were no trifle, and they could not be decided through emotion. It was certainly out of line for private feelings to outweigh public good. This was a principle that had upheld throughout his many years in the court.


If this were any other descendant of the Wang Clan, even his own son Wang Li, Wang Gen wouldn't even consider the notion. But this was Wang Chong…


Scenes from the past flitted through his mind. Wang Chong had already proved himself in the Regional Commanders incident and the Consort Taizhen incident. He had even been the first to find out about the battle in the southwest.


And in every one of those incidents, Wang Chong had been proven correct!


He seemed to possess some foresight that allowed him to find the correct path among the thousands of possibilities.


"Chong-er, tell me that I won't regret my decision today!" Wang Gen suddenly said.


"Big Uncle will not regret this."


Wang Chong was elated.


He could tell that his big uncle had agreed.


Wang Gen let out another long sigh.


"Chong-er, I can promise to help you with this one matter. This is the first time I will put my private thoughts over the public good and change my stance, and also the last time, do you understand?"


Wang Gen opened his eyes.


"Your nephew understands," Wang Chong sternly replied.


During the Regional Commanders incident, it was because he knew of his big uncle's personality that he had worked around him and only attempted to persuade King Song.


"Speak—what else do you need me to do?" Wang Gen asked, his expression actually much more relaxed.


"Yes!"


Wang Chong nodded and said, "Big Uncle, when you go back, please tell King Song that he has to personally step forward no matter what. In addition, I have a letter here. Big Uncle, please give it to Yang Zhao. In order to alter the decision of the Imperial Court, Big Uncle, King Song, and Consort Taizhen will all have to work together!


"Also, Big Uncle, please inform King Song that we definitely aren't trying to help Mengshe Zhao. Geluofeng's ambitions are clear and he must be punished, but now is not the time. Please have him delay as long as possible. Preparations have to be made before moving out. So starting from now, Big Uncle and King Song should begin using the Bureau of Military Personnel to move troops to the southwest.


"Just the 180,000-strong army in the southwest will be far from enough to deal with Geluofeng. Only 300,000 or more soldiers can be enough!"


Wang Gen shook his head and replied, "Impossible! Troop mobilization is no minor matter, and not even King Song can arbitrarily move 100,000 soldiers. He can only do so with permission from the other ministers."


King Song wielded great authority in the Bureau of Military Personnel, but not to the extent that he could hide his movements from whomever he wished. At the very least King Qi had just as much authority in the Bureau of Military Personnel.



Moreover, the Great Tang had always fought wars with inferior numbers. The Great Tang emphasized elite troops, well equipped and supplied, the soldiers armed to the teeth and capable of crushing any opposition.


If they truly did mobilize over 300,000 troops, the Great Tang would be completely capable of crushing Mengshe Zhao. It would be carrying out of a war of extermination.


However, the Great Tang had only so many troops. If they transferred 300,000 soldiers, this would weaken the defense in other areas, creating even larger problems for the future.


"Then use the reserves and prefectural armies! This is the best source of troops, bypassing the Bureau of Military Personnel and lessening any resistance!"


Wang Chong's gaze was sharp, his voice decisive. As the War Saint of the Great Tang in his last life, the last Grand Marshal of the Central Plains, Wang Chong had a far more thorough understanding of the military than his big uncle.


"The battlefield is the best forge. Three months is enough time to train a regular army that would usually take several years. These prefectural armies are the best place to find troops!"


A complete military system had both a standing army and reserve troops. This was where the Mengshe Zhao, Ü-Tsang, Goguryeo, and the Turkic Khaganates were inferior.


Although the Great Tang did not have many soldiers, it had always maintained a large reserve force. Though their numbers weren't that large, there were at least 200,000.


Moreover, the Great Tang had rigorous training that surpassed that of other armies. It was systematic, and any soldier that went through this demanding training could go to the battlefield at any time.


This was also why the Great Tang could maintain a stable number of soldiers despite fighting one against six and being engaged in endless battles that resulted in significant casualties.


However, reserve troops were still reserve troops, severely lacking in battlefield experience. Sending them off to the battlefield could quickly produce many qualified and experienced warriors, but there would be many casualties.


And mobilizing these reserve troops would lead to a flaw in the military 'pyramid' of the Great Tang. A severe lack of training among the reserve troops would have large consequences in the future.


Wang Gen looked at Wang Chong with a strange expression in his eyes.


Wang Chong understood more things than even he did, and the way Wang Chong spoke of them was not how a teenager would speak.


"I'll do my best to convince King Song. The Imperial Court's war against Mengshe Zhao seems certain. If none of this can be avoided, perhaps your way really is the best."


Wang Gen sighed.


"…There's also one other matter that I need trouble Big Uncle with."


"Speak."


Wang Chong did not directly say it, instead leaning forward and whispering.


"Ü-Tsang!!"


Wang Gen immediately understood, his body trembling.


"Big Uncle, no matter what, bring these words to Zhangchou Jianqiong. The southwest is not our territory. Only Zhangchou Jianqiong's words can order around Xianyu Zhongtong," Wang Chong said.


Mengshe Zhao had never been a major trouble for the Great Tang. The true problem was Ü-Tsang. No matter what, Ü-Tsang's movements needed to be watched at all times.


A lack of understanding on this point would lead to a repeat of the tragedy from his last life.


"I understand. Leave this matter to me."


Wang Gen finally left.


The moment Wang Gen departed, the gloomy prison became extremely quiet.


"Come out!" Wang Chong suddenly said, not even raising his head.


After a few moments, a few figures emerged from the gloom. Zheng Chenzhou walked out from behind the experts of the Chamberlain of Dependencies.


"Wang Chong, I don't care what sort of matters of state you were discussing with your big uncle. You won't be able to escape," Zheng Chenzhou said rudely.


"There's no need for you to worry about that," Wang Chong said indifferently.


Zheng Chenzhou only snorted, not attempting to retort. He talked to a subordinate before taking his leave.


After everyone left, Wang Chong once more extended a figure and began to draw on the ground. The complicated map of the Great Tang around him had gotten even more complicated over the last few days.


There were many symbols on this map that were completely unlike any found in this world. Only Wang Chong could understand them!



                                                                        Chapter 471: The War Begins! 

                                                                                



Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




The incident in the southwest had entranced the entire empire. Even Wang Chong in his cell could feel the change in the atmosphere.


The people from the Court of Judicial Review and Chamberlain of Dependencies had originally come to visit him every day, but now they rarely appeared. The prison guards who occasionally came in to deliver food also seemed distracted.


A somber air pervaded the capital.


It seems like the decision is about to be made! Wang Chong silently said to himself. Although he was worried, the imprisoned Wang Chong could do nothing but quietly wait.


"Chong-er!"


It was ten days later that he next met Wang Gen. His big uncle was dressed in his court robes, his face hard and grave.


Upon seeing his big uncle, Wang Chong felt his eyes begin to twitch while a terrible foreboding suddenly rose from his heart.


"The Imperial Court has already made a decision! Xianyu Zhongtong has been ordered to lead the 180,000 elites of the Annan Protectorate and immediately attack Mengshe Zhao to punish Geluofeng for his offense against the Great Tang!"


"What?!"


Wang Chong's heart went cold at this news, sending a shiver running throughout his body. Suddenly thinking of something, he lunged to the bars and asked, "Big Uncle, how could this be? Didn't you, King Song, and Consort Taizhen all oppose? Were you three not enough?"


King Song, the Wang Clan, and Yang Zhao's backer Consort Taizhen were three mighty powers of the Great Tang Imperial Court, three figureheads. The united strength of those three should have wielded enough influence to alter the court's decision.


Wang Gen sighed and began to give a detailed recount.


After meeting Wang Chong, Wang Gen almost immediately went to see King Song. Together with Wang Chong's sworn brother Yang Zhao, the three were completely capable of changing the court's decision.


But both Wang Gen and Wang Chong had underestimated someone.


Wang Chong's eyes flashed with cold light as he suddenly asked, "The Yao Clan?"


"If it was just the Yao Clan and King Qi, it would have been fine!" Wang Gen said with a shake of his head. Only those present would understand the intensity of that court debate. When the perennial hawks Wang Gen and King Song suddenly opposed the war with Mengshe Zhao, the entire court was stunned.



The hall had been silent for a very long time, no one able to speak. But the Yao Clan and King Qi were even more surprising.


These two had seemingly been keeping a watch on the Wang Clan and King Song this entire time. However, when those two opposed the war, King Qi and the Yao Clan, who had always been in favor of disarmament, suddenly took the opposite stance and loudly criticized King Song and the Wang Clan.


They said that these two were colluding with Geluofeng, had been paid off by him, and they also strenuously pushed for war with Mengshe Zhao. But everything would have been fine if that was all.


After all, the Yao Clan and King Qi were still inferior to the combined might of the Wang Clan, King Song, and Consort Taizhen. But in the end, someone completely unexpected, a most eminent yet also most inconspicuous person suddenly stepped forward and completely altered the result of this court debate.


"Who?"


Wang Chong's heart tightened.


Wang Gen gave a long sigh before giving the answer.


"The Prime Minister!"




Zing!


Silence reigned. Wang Chong gaped, and his pupils constricted. He found himself unable to say a single word.


"Li Genu1…"




This name was like a bolt of lightning. As it seared through Wang Chong's mind, it conjured countless memories.


In that moment, thousands of thoughts flew like lightning through his mind.


In the Great Tang Dynasty, there was no position higher than the Prime Minister. He was truly beneath only one and above the rest.


Both the Wang Clan and Yao Clan were closely related to this position. It was the primary reason for the Wang Clan's reputation as a clan of ministers and generals.


However, both the Wang Clan's Old Master, the revered Duke Jiu, and the Yao Clan's Old Master, Yao Chong, had already retired from the position of Prime Minister.


Someone new now held the post of Prime Minister.


Li Genu really was that man's courtesy name!


In the Great Tang Imperial Court, this person was abnormally low-key. Never before had the holder of such an illustrious position as Prime Minister stood out so little. Many people had even forgotten who he was.


However, Wang Chong had never dared to underestimate him.


"I didn't think that it would actually be him…"


A sharp light glimmered in Wang Chong's eyes.


In all of the Great Tang Dynasty, the one Wang Chong feared the most was not the Yao Clan or King Qi, but this Prime Minister who was often forgotten despite the prestige of his post.


In all of the Great Tang Empire, probably not even his big uncle knew just how terrifying this normally genial Prime Minister was.


Everyone was deeply underestimating the 'Lord Prime Minister'.


Wang Chong had never expected the Prime Minister to break custom and support the war in the southwest.


The combined might of the Yao Clan, King Qi, and the Prime Minister was enough to balance the might of the Wang Clan, King Song, and Consort Taizhen.


"…And there was one other thing. At the crucial moment, Zhangchou Jianqiong stood with King Qi and the Yao Clan!"


"Ah!"


Wang Chong was completely flabbergasted.


Zhangchou Jianqiong was part of Consort Taizhen's faction and they had a very close relationship. In fact, it had been Zhangchou Jianqiong who had helped Yang Zhao travel to the capital.


Consort Taizhen and Yang Zhao opposed this war, yet Zhangchou Jianqiong, the Minister of War, had stood with King Qi. No one could have expected this.


One Prime Minister could still be dealt with, but with Minister of War Zhangchou Jianqiong… the court debate was decided.


Wang Chong fell quiet.


"There was nothing to be done about that. His position as Minister of War still isn't stable, and he is also from the Annan Protectorate. There was a problem in his own territory, so it's easy to imagine how much pressure Zhangchou Jianqiong was under! Almost all the generals in the Bureau of Military Personnel under his command were in support of the war with Mengshe Zhao. If Zhangchou Jianqiong flinched here, he would face a great deal of opposition as Minister of War in the future," Wang Gen said helplessly.


Zhangchou Jianqiong had lusted too badly for power. After holding the border for decades, he desired authority and status more than anyone else.


Wang Gen had originally thought that he could delay this court debate for twenty days, but with the Minister of War in the fray, the situation was no longer in his control.


And there was nothing Wang Gen could do about it.


The dark prison was quiet. Both Wang Chong and Wang Gen were silent. The only sound was the guttering of the torches on the wall.


"Chong-er, what do you plan to do next?" Wang Gen asked his nephew.


Wang Chong had been behind all the plans, and Wang Gen had told him what had happened in the court. What would happen next would be for Wang Chong to decide.


"I didn't think that it would still be impossible to avoid…"


Wang Chong gave a long and bitter sigh.


Geluofeng had attacked the Great Tang, and the Imperial Court had decided to have Xianyu Zhongtong lead the 180,000 elites of the Great Tang in attacking the southwest… If it were Zhangchou Jianqiong leading the troops, if Zhangchou Jianqiong were still in the southwest, perhaps the final result would have been better.


But Zhangchou Jianqiong had already been tempted by power, and the position of Minister of War had now become the fetters around his neck. Leaving the southwest had been easy, but going back was not so!


The Minister of War could not leave the capital and lead the 180,000 elites of a border protectorate. There was no precedent for such a thing in the history of the Great Tang!


The plans of man were no match for the plans of heaven. Wang Chong had done all he could to avoid this war, but he had ultimately failed.


At this time, the last sliver of hope in Wang Chong's heart was extinguished.


Since it was impossible to avoid, he had to confront it head-on.


"Big Uncle, when did Xianyu Zhongtong set out?"


Wang Chong raised his head and closed his eyes.


"Four days ago. The news was sent by the fastest golden eagle of the palace. It should have only needed two more days to arrive. And with Xianyu Zhongtong's reaction speed, it should be another two days for him to mobilize his army and attack Mengshe Zhao," Wang Gen said.


"…It's already too late!"


Wang Chong gave a long sigh. Even the fastest bird would need six days to cover the vast distance between the capital and the Annan Protectorate.


By that time, the dust would have already settled. It would be too late to say anything.


"Big Uncle, take me out of this place…" Wang Chong suddenly asked.


……


Bongbongbong!


Over countless mountains and rivers, in the distant lands of the southwest, dark clouds had gathered and the beating of drums thundered into the sky. This beating of drums alarmed the earth and startled the entirety of the southwest.


The southwest had not heard the beating of drums for many years. And the last time it had resounded with this thunderous tempo had been ten-some years ago.


"By the orders of the Imperial Court, we are to punish Mengshe Zhao and spread the heavenly might of my Great Tang!"


In front of the main hall of the massive Annan Protectorate headquarters, a harsh, solemn, and also extremely majestic voice resounded through the sky.


The fully-armored figure of the newly appointed Annan Protector-General, Xianyu Zhongtong, stood on an imposing platform, his entire body exuding a chilling aura of power.


Atop the platform, banners fluttered in the wind, all of them soaring into the sky like pillars supporting the heavens.


And below the platform stood the 180,000 elites of the Annan Protectorate, all of them armed and armored. In their serried ranks, they were gathered before the Annan Protectorate headquarters like dark clouds.


"Fight! Fight! Fight!"


The Great Tang elites waved their halberds and roared. A vital energy exploded out of their bodies and surged into the dark clouds like rainbows.


The thundering of the drums shook the earth, and the mountains shuddered as a somber air filled the world.


"Move out!"


Without any further words, Xianyu Zhongtong gave the order. Warhorses neighed as the 180,000 Great Tang elites set forth like a storm of black clouds, howling and rushing toward Mengshe Zhao.


For the first time in ten-some years, the 180,000 elites of the Annan Protectorate were leaving their garrison, engaging in a war against a foreign country!


And only a teenager in the distant capital understood what exactly this war truly meant.


Not even the participants of this war understood!


Whoosh!


Right when Xianyu Zhongtong was issuing his order for the army to move out, carrier pigeons were taking flight from the city walls.


None of these carrier pigeons were destined for the Great Tang's capital. Instead, they were crossing the borders of the Great Tang, to the northeast, northwest, the north, the southwest, and the west.


Goguryeo, the Turkic Khaganates, Ü-Tsang, the Abbasid Caliphate, Charax Spasinu… many powers were paying close attention to this war between the Great Tang and Mengshe Zhao!


The southwest had always been peaceful.


This was the Great Tang's first large-scale mobilization, one that far exceeded any mobilization carried out in Longxi, the northeast, or the northwest!


And though various countries had fought with the Great Tang before, this was Mengshe Zhao's first time!

______________

1. Li Genu, more commonly known as Li Linfu, one of Emperor Xuanzong's Prime Ministers, was historically known for his political acumen and his skill in removing any potential challengers. He was also in favor of promotion for non-Han generals.↩
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Over vast tracts of land, over Erhai in the southwest and a vast and thick forest, not long after Xianyu Zhongtong led his 180,000 elites…


"Move out!"


A massive shout tore through the sky. A stalwart, middle-aged man with a black mustache, seemingly endowed with both strength and wisdom, stood on the lands of the southwest. He wore a flatheaded crown and an imperial robe, and his hand held a golden sword. Meanwhile, an aura as vigorous as the mountains or ocean surged from his body and into the sky.


Rumble!


The earth seemed to have awakened from a long sleep. It began to fiercely quake and shudder.


"Kill!"


"Kill!"


"Kill!"


……


A killing aura so majestic that it seemed to take on physical form soared into the sky, sweeping through the clouds like a wave. The great earth was covered by the elite warriors of Mengshe Zhao, all of them armed for battle, wrapped in war halos of white or black. This mighty flood of steel was advancing relentlessly toward the distant Great Tang Annan Protectorate.


The thunderous beating of drums resounded through the heavens. In the sky, the dark clouds were in turmoil. After ten-some years of peace, war was finally about to rise in the southwest.


……


Clang!


A massive hammer smashed down on a bright-red iron. As sparks exploded, the screech was so grating that it could almost tear apart eardrums.


Dang! Dang! Dang! The massive hammer continued to slam down, once, twice, thrice… thousands of times. And the hammerers went from one to thousands as well!


On the massive Tibetan Plateau, fires blazed and smoke roiled. Thousands upon thousands of short and powerful Ü-Tsang blacksmiths were swinging their hammers. On this plateau more than 4,000 meters above sea level, they worked night and day in the outdoors to forge armor, sabers, swords, U-shaped horseshoes, arrow tips, and all sorts of other weapons.


Sweat poured out in buckets as these Ü-Tsang blacksmiths produced a stream of countless weapons and armor.


Ü-Tsang did not have as developed a weapons industry as the Central Plains, nor was it as efficient. But no one would dare view with contempt the weapons produced on this plateau, because the blacksmiths here used that most primitive and most straightforward of methods: a thousand hammerings and one hundred temperings!


There was nothing aesthetically pleasing about the armor of Ü-Tsang, and there certainly wasn't much skill put into its creation, but this armor was truly the toughest in the world, and also the thickest and longest-lasting.


The armor of one Ü-Tsang horseman far outweighed the armors of the horsemen of the Great Tang, the Eastern and Western Turks, Goguryeo, or even the Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu.


This also made it so that ordinary weapons and attacks would find it very difficult to harm the Ü-Tsang cavalry!


Ü-Tsang armor took a great deal of time and energy to forge, but it also meant that among all ordinary armors, Ü-Tsang armor lasted the longest.


This long armor-forging process had been started a long time ago. By this point, mountains of weapons and armors had been piled up on this vast plateau, creating a most magnificent sight!


Flapflap!


Wings flapped through the sky as a pure white carrier pigeon flew through the smoke and sparks. A white-clothed and old-styled middle-aged Confucian scholar raised his head and allowed the carrier pigeon to land on his hand.


"Hahaha, Huoshu, it's finally time to start!"


Dalun Ruozan gave a faint smile and sent the letter flying with a flick of his finger. The thin page in his hands was like a knife, shooting forward like a bolt of lightning.


Nearby, Great General Huoshu Huicang of the Ü-Tsang Empire's Ngari Royal Lineage was standing in front of a small mountain of Tibetan weaponry. Seeing the letter, he cast away the weapon in his hand and dexterously snatched the letter.


"Geluofeng is asking for troops again…" Huoshu Huicang said in surprise upon reading the letter.


"Hahahah, this is the third letter!" Dalun Ruozan said with a derisive smile. Ever since Mengshe Zhao had retreated, Geluofeng had been sending letter after letter requesting Ü-Tsang to send troops and for the two kingdoms to becomes allies. However, these attempts had all been stopped by Dalun Ruozan.


Huoshu Huicang turned his head and emotionlessly asked, "Do you want to reply?"


"There's no need!"


Dalun Ruozan waved his hands and sneered, "Everything that needs to be said has already been said. If Mengshe Zhao wants to win our Ü-Tsang's support, then it needs to prove itself!


"The world has been peaceful for decades now. Is the Great Tang still as powerful as it once was… Mengshe Zhao is the best test! If the Great Tang wins and easily crushes Mengshe Zhao, it means that the time isn't ripe and we need to delay our plans.


"But if the Great Tang loses…


"Then that means… that this is Ü-Tsang's era!"


With these final words, Dalun Ruozan slowly raised his head, his gaze piercing through the mountains and rivers to rest on the distant southwest region of the Great Tang.


From the towering Tibetan Plateau, one could faintly see two trails of dust, two steely armies surging toward each other.


Perhaps now should be our Ü-Tsang's era!


As this thought flashed through his mind, Dalun Ruozan's gaze cooled.


Whether it was Mengshe Zhao or the Great Tang, they would all be Ü-Tsang's opponents in the end. In this southwestern war, the Ü-Tsang Empire would be the final winner!


……


Day after day passed, Wang Chong spending his time calculating the state of the war in the southwest. In his previous life, although Wang Chong had not participated, he had been a witness. He clearly remembered everything that had happened.


"The future has already been changed. The war between the Great Tang and Mengshe Zhao has already been pushed forward half a year. I can only hope that the progress of this war changed as well," Wang Chong quietly said to himself, his heart burdened with worries.


Although his gloomy cell was cut off from the world and any outside news, Wang Chong could feel from the atmosphere that this war in the southwest had transfixed all of the Great Tang.


The air was filled to the bursting with worry!


And no one was more worried than Wang Chong. However, Wang Chong was still unable to leave. It appeared that the pressure from the Court of Judicial Review and Chamberlain of Dependencies was far stronger than he had imagined.


Several days later, right when Wang Chong was about to reach his breaking point, a figure appeared in his prison. It was not his big uncle, but King Song of the Great Tang.


"Your Highness!"


Wang Chong was startled and instantly had a very bad feeling.


"Wang Chong, I have some very bad news to tell you!"


Through the bars of the cell, Wang Chong could see that King Song had a very unpleasant expression.


"The Great Tang lost! Xianyu Zhongtong lost…"


"What?!!"


Wang Chong stood up from the ground like he had been struck by a bolt of lightning. His mouth was ajar, his entire body paralyzed.


How could this be possible!


Wang Chong's thoughts were in chaos as massive waves raged through his heart.
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The battle in the southwest had been like a peal of thunder, stunning the entire capital!


Just when everyone was expecting to see the newly appointed Annan Protector-General Xianyu Zhongtong, leading the 180,000 Great Tang elites, topple Mengshe Zhao in a single blow and punish Geluofeng, the battle in the southwest dealt all of them a heavy blow.


King Geluofeng of Mengshe Zhao had mobilized his entire army, all 340,000 soldiers, and fought a decisive battle against the 180,000 elites of the Annan Protectorate on the western shores of Erhai!


The sheer difference in numbers led to the defeat of the Annan Protectorate army. The vast distance meant that there was no news on the most recent developments.


But these initial results were already extremely worrying.


In the northeast's Youzhou, Anxi's Suiye1, Longxi's Jishi, and the Yin Mountains of the north… the Great Tang had always held the advantage, at the very least in one aspect. But in the southwest, the Great Tang rarely ever engaged in mobilizations on as large a scale as 180,000 soldiers.




And such large-scale defeats were even more of a rarity!


Upon receiving this news, the Imperial Court immediately sent out a hundred of its most experienced scouts to find out what was happening in the southwest.


And the Imperial Court began to discuss the problem of reinforcements!


Whether it was Anxi, Andong, Anbei, or Longxi, the Great Tang was facing a powerful empire on every side. There was no easy way to withdraw troops to serve as reinforcements.


A rash action might lead to a flaw, leading to even greater danger. As a result, troops would have to be drawn from the interior.


"The Imperial Court's second wave of reinforcements was dispatched two days ago. The army is being led by the young rising star of the army. It consists of 60,000 troops and is heading to the southwest with many crossbows, ballistae, armaments, and supplies.


"You might not know who Li Zhengyi is. He's the leader of the younger generation of officers in the army and has participated in many large battles with sterling performance. Moreover, he made a name for himself very early. His reputation in the military probably even surpasses your older brother Wang Fu," King Song said.


King Song's expression had been very grave this entire time, and when he spoke of the defeat in the southwest, it was solemn to the extreme. However, when speaking of Li Zhengyi, King Song was clearly much more relaxed. It was clear that he regarded Li Zhengyi very highly!


Wang Chong's face contorted into a nasty grimace.


History is repeating itself! Wang Chong thought, his heart suffering from an indescribable pain.


How could he not know who Li Zhengyi was?


Li Zhengyi truly had made his name in the army earlier than his older brother Wang Fu, and he was publicly acknowledged to have formidable talents.


His earliest post had been an assignment in the distant Suiye of the Anxi Protectorate. His performance there had been so eye-catching that even Gao Xianzhi had profusely praised him.


Later on, he was transferred to Beiting, where he subdued the Turks many times. His performance was so remarkable that he even surpassed a few generals in the army.


Li Zhengyi was already acknowledged in the army to be a future candidate for Great General. He was regarding as the leader of the younger generation, a future pillar of the empire who would replace the likes of Wang Zhongsi and Zhang Shougui.


But no matter how formidable the Imperial Court or how talented Li Zhengyi was, they would have never expected that their true opponents were not the people from Mengshe Zhao, not Geluofeng or Fengjiayi2, but Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan of the Ü-Tsang Empire!




The former was the number one general of Ü-Tsang's Ngari Royal Lineage. He was both aggressive and brave, and had once been conferred the title of 'Invincible Great General' of Ü-Tsang, only inferior to top-notch Great Generals like Li Siye.


The latter was a famous and wise general of Ü-Tsang with an incredibly keen sense for seizing the opportunity at the right moment.


When the two worked together, even Zhangchou Jianqiong would still be in great peril if he were leading those 180,000 elites.


In his decades of service in the Annan Protectorate, Zhangchou Jianqiong had never once attacked the Tibetan Plateau. His concern was not betrayal by Mengshe Zhao. He simply wasn't confident that he could beat Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan once he left the south.


Li Zhengyi might be strong and talented, but he was simply no match for people like Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan.


And the troops mobilized from the interior were utterly incapable of dealing with the elite cavalry of Ü-Tsang.


Their strength was already insufficient in a direct confrontation, and coupled with their lack of mental preparation, it was easy to imagine Li Zhengyi's fate.


Wang Chong had not expected the tragedy from his last life to repeat itself once more.


"Your Highness…"


Right as Wang Chong opened his mouth, a voice erupted in his mind.


"The world shifts, a major event: Ü-Tsang has intervened in the Great Tang's war with Mengshe Zhao. The Great Tang has been routed and is left with only 80,000 soldiers. Starting from now, user is forbidden from revealing any information regarding Ü-Tsang.


"Starting from now, within two months, if the number of soldiers in the Annan Protectorate army drops below 10,000, user will fail the mission and be killed. If the Annan Protectorate army is completely wiped out, user will fail the mission and be killed.


"User will not leave behind a single trace in this world, not even in the memory of others!


"The countdown starts now!"


……


Buzz!


An electrical current traveled from the soles of his feet to the rest of his body, causing Wang Chong to shudder. Paralyzed, he couldn't say one word of what he had planned to say.


"Wang Chong, what's wrong?" King Song said with concern. Wang Chong currently had a rather awful complexion.


"It's nothing."


The pale-faced Wang Chong shook his head, but his mind was in absolute turmoil.


Xianyu Zhongtong had lost, and it hadn't been a simple loss, but a complete rout. Ü-Tsang had intervened in this war far earlier than he had predicted.


The 180,000 Great Tang elites had already been fighting the entire Mengshe Zhao army of 340,000, and now that they had to contend against the more than 200,000 heavy cavalry of the Ngari Royal Lineage, the fate of Xianyu Zhongtong and his army could be easily imagined.


I didn't expect that I was still too late…


Wang Chong's heart sank. Only 80,000 of the 180,000 elites were left, meaning that 100,000 had died in battle.


The Annan Protectorate had suffered its worst wound since the establishment of the protectorate!


If things continued like this, it would be the first protectorate of the Great Tang to be dissolved due to attacks by a foreign power.


"Wang Chong, your big uncle mentioned to me that you had already predicted all of this, which is why I've shrugged off all criticisms and had you released from this prison. You can leave now. In addition, I hope to hear your views on the southwest.


"Someone, come and open up this cell!"


……


Rumble! The heavy main door of the prison opened with a boom. A beam of sunlight shot in as Wang Chong walked out, his first ray of sunlight in over half a month.

______________

1. Suiye was the seat of the Anxi Protectorate and is now located in present-day Kyrgyzstan. Jishi refers to Jishi Pass, located in Gansu.↩

2. Fengjiayi is Geluofeng's son.↩
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Outside the 'government office', it was complete chaos. Only after coming outside did Wang Chong realize what a mess the capital had become.


The raucous and thriving capital had now become much quieter. There were fewer peddlers hawking their wares, and pedestrians were walking faster than usual. The topics of their conversations were no longer about buying and selling, but 'Xianyu Zhongtong', 'Annan Protectorate army', 'Ü-Tsang', 'Geluofeng', and other names that would have been impossible to hear several years ago!


The atmosphere was one of anxiety and concern.


It had been far too long since the Great Tang had suffered this sort of defeat. The loss of 180,000 elites was enough to affect the entire empire.


At this moment, it wasn't just the common folk of the capital. Even the generals in the army, the ministers in the court, and the authorities on the border were watching this war.


All of this gave Wang Chong a sense of déjà vu.


"Young Master!"


He heard a familiar voice. Old Eagle was standing in the street outside the office, a four-horse carriage beside him. It was clear that he had been waiting for a long time.


But Wang Chong did not immediately board the carriage.


"Carry out my three orders!"


Wang Chong held up three fingers, his eyes looking forward with a most profound gaze, as if he was peering into the depths of space-time.


"First, immediately dispatch the guards of the clan to all the tea houses and restaurants of the capital. Hire all experts at or above the True Martial realm. Whether noble or lowly, strong or weak, cheap or expensive, hire all of them!" Wang Chong said.


Old Eagle froze for a second before replying, "Yes, Young Master!" Inwardly, he rejoiced.


More than half a month of imprisonment had not worn away at Wang Chong's spirit. The youth before him was still that wise and composed young master in his memories.


Moreover, every time he issued a string of orders, it meant that something big was about to happen. It was clear that his young master was about to begin an operation.


"Young Master, does it have to do with the war in the southwest?" Old Eagle inquired.


When the entire empire was still clueless about the war in the southwest, Wang Chong and Old Eagle already knew. When the empire was still discussing what to do, Wang Chong was already beginning preparations.


Although Wang Chong had not stated why he was selling the spirit vein, Old Eagle could already guess.


Wang Chong did not nod, but he also did not shake his head.


Although his stance appeared ambiguous, Old Eagle, who had been serving at his side all this time and was very familiar with his thoughts, could already tell what he was thinking.


The war in the southwest had stunned the empire and left everyone gripped by terrible worry.


Xianyu Zhongtong's crushing defeat had dealt a gigantic blow to the Han, who had always firmly believed in the unstoppable might of the Great Tang.


Although one person, much less a teenager, was limited in what they could do in a war, Old Eagle had always firmly believed that his young master would be able to do something.


Perhaps others might not, but his young master definitely could.


Such things had happened many times in the past.


"Second, summon the four great sword-smithing clans, all the sword stores and shops, and all the swordmasters and inscription masters in the capital! Tell them that the Wang Clan wants to buy all the weapons they have and all their production for the next three months!"


Old Eagle suddenly raised his head and looked at Wang Chong in shock. There were more than a thousand sword shops in the capital, and combined with the four great sword-smithing clans, buying their total production for three months would result in an astonishing sum.


"Yes, Young Master!"


Although he was flabbergasted, Old Eagle still immediately agreed.


"Third, summon Zhao Jingdian, Wei Anfang, Xu Qiqin, and Huang Qian-er. Tell them to meet me tonight at the Wang Residence."


"Yes, Young Master!" Old Eagle immediately replied.


At this time, Old Eagle was completely without doubt. With these three orders, Wang Chong completely coincided with that extremely decisive youth in his mind.


There were some people that couldn't be judged by their age, and these people would never allow their own circumstance to weaken their will. It was obvious that Wang Chong was this sort of person.


"Have the ink and paper been prepared?" Wang Chong asked, apparently unaware of the change in Old Eagle's expression.


"They're ready, Young Master, in the carriage," Old Eagle deferentially replied.


Wang Chong nodded.


"Your Highness, please!"


Wang Chong turned around and extended his right palm to King Song, who had been standing behind him. King Song's carriage was parked nearby. Upon receiving Wang Chong's invitation, King Song appeared a little slow to catch on, a hint of surprise in his eyes.




"Very well."


Surprise quickly faded, and it took only a few moments for King Song to regain his composure. He nodded, raised the hem of his robe, and stepped onto the carriage.


Wang Chong followed behind, letting down the curtain of the carriage window before stepping inside.


"Let's go!"


The carriage quickly took off. No one knew what Wang Chong and King Song were talking about within. A powerful energy had suddenly exploded from within, instantly severing even Old Eagle's perception.


Old Eagle only knew that when King Song walked out of the carriage mid-journey, he had an extremely unpleasant expression!


After King Song left, the carriage became quiet once more.


"Half a month—there's only half a month left at most! Whether I can succeed will depend on this half a month!"


In the carriage compartment, Wang Chong's eyes flashed as he quickly spread out a sheet of paper. Holding it down with a paperweight, he dipped the brush in his right hand in ink and began to write.


His first letter was to his father Wang Yan and his older brother Wang Fu. Xianyu Zhongtong was a typical defensive general, and he was one of those sticklers who lacked flexibility. He was only good at defending a city.


And his talents certainly did not lie in commanding 180,000 soldiers, much less against opponents like Huoshu Huicang, Dalun Ruozan, Geluofeng, or Duan Gequan.


In his last life, Xianyu Zhongtong had lost precisely to these people. The death struggles of those 180,000 soldiers had only managed to preserve Xianyu Zhongtong's life.


To save the remaining 80,000 soldiers and preserve the vitality of the Great Tang, Wang Chong could only rely on his father and brother.


"To Father and Brother: From Wang Chong!"


Wang Chong lowered his head, his mind raging as his brush flew across the paper, writing line after line of weighty words.


No one other than Wang Chong knew the overall situation in the southwest. The lives of the 80,000 surviving soldiers depended entirely on the words in this letter.


Flapflap!


When the first letter was finished, a carrier pigeon took off into the sky, swiftly disappearing into the southwest.


After writing the first letter, Wang Chong immediately began on the second, third, fourth…


Some of these letters were bound for the southwest, others for the northeast. Some were going to places within the city, others without… Eagles and carrier pigeons received Old Eagle's summons and flew down from the sky and onto the roof of the carriage. They then took the snowflake-like letters and took off.


Not even the nearby Old Eagle knew what was in those letters.


"Young Master…"


Seeing Wang Chong's solemn and focused expression, Old Eagle gave a long sigh. Though his heart ached, he knew that it was wiser to not disturb him.


Although Wang Chong was only a teenager, Old Eagle inexplicably felt that Wang Chong would have to bear the burden of this incident alone!
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The capital was foreordained to be restless today.


Flapflap!


One carrier pigeon after another flew all over the city.


In a mountain range ten-some li from the city, a slightly plump youth was currently in the middle of meditating. A vigorous Stellar Energy seeped out of his body, transforming into a thick, white beam of energy. It coiled around him like a python, making the young man exude an aura of incomparable valiance.


"Mm?"


Upon receiving the carrier pigeon, Wei Hao (Youngster Wei) opened the letter, an astonished look in his eyes.


"Hahaha, Wang Chong, you bastard, you've finally come looking for me…!"


Bang! Wei Hao drew back his fingers, crushing the letter in his hands, after which he began to excitedly laugh.


Wang Chong hadn't written much in the letter, only one simple line: 'I want to borrow twenty guards!'


They were childhood friends, so twenty guards was nothing at all. Even if the Wei Residence had strict rules, even if he risked his father's rebuke, Youngster Wei would definitely help Wang Chong out.


What twenty? He would even be willing to find two hundred!


Boom!


The air vibrated with the clatter of metal. Under Youngster Wei's body, an obsidian-black Halo of Thorns spread out.


It was followed by a second, a third, a fourth!


In this short time, Youngster Wei had ascended from the Origin Energy realm to the True Martial realm, all the way to True Martial realm Tier 4. There were even signs that he was about to break into Tier 5.


At this moment, Youngster Wei was brimming with boundless energy, his strength even surpassing Wang Chong.


This was the power of the Mountain Ascension Art!


Wang Chong had gifted Youngster Wei this technique. It was considered a top-notch technique, but also one that was extremely difficult and had very demanding requirements on one's body.


It was especially difficult at the Origin Energy realm. But after breaking into the True Martial realm, one would become incredibly strong.


Ever since Youngster Wei entered Kunwu Training Camp, Wang Chong rarely called him. Whether he was dealing with the Goguryeon assassins or dealing with An Yaluoshan, Wang Chong had never asked for his help precisely so that he could put all his focus on cultivation.


Wang Chong's attitude toward his childhood friend was one of wholehearted support.


All of the golden ginseng he had obtained from the Goguryeons was a hundred years old. Ever since Wang Chong had reached the True Martial realm, that ginseng had become useless to him, but Youngster Wei could use it, so Wang Chong had offered it with no limit.


The Mountain Ascension Art was different from other techniques, so the Goguryeon ginseng was far more effective on him than on Wang Chong. In addition, practitioners of the Mountain Ascension Art found it much more difficult to break out of the Origin Energy realm and into the True Martial realm.


But the Goguryeon ginseng would lighten the load and provide a large boost in power.


At this point, Youngster Wei had consumed twenty to thirty times the amount of ginseng that Wang Chong had consumed. Moreover, even though Wang Chong had forbidden others from using the spirit vein, Youngster Wei could enter as he pleased.


However, upon reaching the True Martial realm, the Mountain Ascension Art could no longer use the simple energy of the world. It required an energy one level higher, the essence energy of the mountains.


This sort of energy was not like the energy of the world. In normal circumstances, outside of the unique Mountain Ascension Art, it was very difficult to cultivate this energy.


Thus, upon reaching the True Martial realm, Youngster Wei left the spirit vein and headed deep into the mountains. The more primal and numerous the mountains, and the less traveled they were by people, the thicker the mountain essence energy would be.


Youngster Wei had always been a martial arts maniac addicted to cultivation. He cultivated into the night, and from the night until the day. And given that, unlike Wang Chong, he was not bothered by other affairs, he was a perfect match for the Mountain Ascension Art!


As a result, Youngster Wei's cultivation had surpassed Wang Chong's.


There was no doubt that Youngster Wei had reached a level that would have been impossible to reach in his previous life.


"Something must have happened for Wang Chong to borrow guards. I have to go and take a look!"


Youngster Wei's eyes shone as he immediately stood up. With a swoosh, his body jumped forward like an ape, covering more than ten meters in a single bound.


But after a few jumps, Youngster Wei suddenly became a fierce tiger or massive elephant, quickly vanishing among the mountains.


……


At the same time, somewhere in the capital, there was a three-floor tea house. It had flying eaves and was built in an ancient style, giving off an aura of elegance and grandeur.


An elegant figure furrowed its brows, slender fingers gripping a five-inch-tall porcelain tea cup. It appeared like this figure had many worries on its mind.


Flapflap! The flapping of wings could be heard.


"Eh?"


A hint of surprise flashed through Bai Siling's eyes as she subconsciously raised her head. She saw a white carrier pigeon drawing a curve through the sky as it flew over the arching eaves of the tea house and toward her.


Bai Siling inadvertently extended an arm to receive the bird.


"It's him…"


As she opened the letter and saw that familiar, crooked handwriting, Bai Siling's originally furrowed inky brows slowly began to relax.


The worries that had vexed her for many a day melted like ice as her lips curled into a faint smile, a flower blooming.


"I just knew that cell couldn't hold you!"


Bai Siling gave a confident smile and took a sip of tea from her cup. A sweet aroma was left on her lips, imbued with endless charm.


Finally able to put down her worries, Bai Siling felt much more at ease. As for the contents of Wang Chong's letter, she didn't much care.


Putting down the cup, Bai Siling, with a graceful stride, quickly took her leave of the tea house.


……


"Haha, twenty True Martial realm experts… Wang Chong, you really can't stand to be quiet!"


In the practice ground within the estate of the Xu Clan, a pigeon was perched on Xu Gan's shoulder. In one of his hands was a spear made of white poplar while in the other was Wang Chong's letter.


"You just got out of prison and you already want to borrow soldiers. Are you starting another operation? The southwest?!"


Xu Gan slightly raised his head, his wise and profound gaze seemingly peering into the depths of time-space.


Xu Gan had always felt a deep admiration for his junior Wang Chong. He was deeply aware that he was no match for Wang Chong's thoughts and deeds, his courage and ambition.


Xu Gan felt blessed to have met him during the training camp mission.


The scions of the noble clans, especially those first in line, were all very proud and arrogant to each other, but Xu Gan had never once acted that way toward Wang Chong.


If there was one person in the capital that deserved his sincere and thorough admiration, that person could only be Wang Chong.


Whoosh!


With a flick of his wrist, the spear in his hand whistled forward like a mighty flood dragon, accurately landing in the weapon rack around sixty zhang away.


"Let's go… Last time, it was Zhang Shougui and Beiting Vice Protector-General An Sishun. I wonder who it's with this time? Being with him really isn't a waste of time!"


After wiping the sweat off his neck with a towel, Xu Gan strode off.


"Haha, just as expected of someone admired by me, Zhao Yatong! Nothing can hold you for long!"


In the main hall of the Zhao Clan, Zhao Yatong finished reading the letter in her hand and left the Zhao Clan's mansion like a blazing cloud of fire.
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Flapflap!


One carrier pigeon after another flew to various places in the capital. All of the great clans, noble houses, and rich merchant families that had been established in the capital for at least several decades received Wang Chong's letter, regardless of whether they even knew Wang Chong or the Wang Clan.


"Father, what do you think the Wang Clan is up to?"


In the remote Duke Liu Estate, Li Bing gripped the messily written letter in his hand, his brow deeply creased.


"It would be fine if it were someone else, but we've had conflict him before, with Su Hanshan… Just what is he thinking?"


The Duke Liu lineage had retreated from the Imperial Court long ago and could be said to possess no influence whatsoever, only enjoying the status of Duke. It couldn't even be compared to the likes of the Wang Clan.


One could even say that there was nothing the Duke Liu lineage could do to help the Wang Clan, and besides, the two had once come into conflict over Su Hanshan.


Although both sides ended up making peace, such a matter was not so easily put aside.


The hall was quiet. Duke Liu was quiet, his brow even more tightly creased than Li Bing's.


If the Li Clan and the Wang Clan were extremely close, then they would have to agree to Wang Chong's request no matter what it was.


But in truth, Wang Chong's sudden request for experts had felt all too sudden for both Duke Liu and his son Li Bing.


"Bing-er, the Wang Clan is no normal clan, and Wang Chong is a golden-scaled fish, not bound to the confines of the lake. No matter what he plans to do, since we've received his letter, send a few people to go and see what he wants. And besides, this is a good chance to form a relationship with the Wang Clan. Just remember, that Su Hanshan… do your utmost to avoid meeting him!"


"Yes, your child understands and will do this now."


Li Bing lowered his head and then left.


……


"What does that Qilin son of the Wang Clan want?"


If Duke Liu was said to be caught by surprise, one could say that Duke Su found it somewhat hard to understand why he was now holding a letter from Wang Chong.


"If I remember correctly, didn't His Highness King Song recently repress the Court of Judicial Review and Chamberlain of Dependencies to get Wang Chong released? At this time, what is he up to, asking to borrow guards from me?"


Duke Su was over forty, and his bearded face gave off a rather dignified aura.


Before Duke Su could continue, Su Bai immediately began to shout. "Father, ignore him! That Wang Chong is nobody good. Last time, he inflicted a terrible humiliation on us, and now he's asking to borrow guards? Ignore him. Bastard! He's definitely up to no good. 


"And also, Father, did you forget? I almost ended up dying in prison because of him!"


Duke Su suddenly turned around and berated his son. "Bastard! I didn't even mention you yet! Speak! Did you make trouble for me yet again?"


"Father, I'm innocent! I haven't done anything!"


Su Bai's plea of innocence was true. He had just been messing around in a tea house when his father's guards tied him up and brought him back.


In truth, Su Bai had been frightened half to death by the fact that Wang Chong had sent a letter to the Duke Su Residence, and was even more shocked than his father.


"You've done nothing? Then why did he send a letter to our Duke Su Residence? Evil son, remember this for me. We can disregard any other person in the capital, but for Wang Chong, no matter how much of a grudge you hold against him, you had better keep far, far away," Duke Su harshly scolded.


"Why? Didn't that brat need King Song's help? Otherwise, given his crime, he was dead for sure!" Su Bai angrily replied.


"Hmph, you also know that the trouble he caused would have ended in death. Then why don't you think about why he's not dead? Who are Zhang Shougui and An Sishun? One is Andong Protector-General and other is the Beiting Vice Protector-General, and both are Great Generals of the empire. You couldn't even afford to provoke one, much less both of them.


"Perhaps other people might stay quiet if King Song released Wang Chong, but do you think Zhang Shougui and An Sishun would be cowed? Although an Imperial Great General might be inferior in status to an Imperial Prince of the Great Tang, they also don't have much to fear. So why didn't they say anything?"


"They…"


Su Bai's mouth was open, but he couldn't find a retort.


It was true. Other people might stay quiet, but why didn't Zhang Shougui or An Sishun say anything about King Song releasing Wang Chong?


Other people might fear King Song, but why would they?


If his father hadn't mentioned it, Su Bai would have never contemplated this question.


Su Bai looked at his father and uncertainly said, "Father, your meaning is…"


"Hmph, if this wasn't His Majesty's will, do you think Zhang Shougui and An Sishun would just leave the matter at that? Even the massive ruckus caused by the Regional Commanders incident wasn't able to do anything against him, and all he did this time was kill a few of Zhang Shougui's and An Sishun's subordinates. Did you really think anything would happen to him?


"Zhang Shougui has always been praised as a quick-witted person. If he didn't perceive His Majesty's will, he wouldn't have taken this matter lying down. As for An Sishun, he might be a Hu and not have a lot going on in his head, but he is devotedly loyal to His Majesty. Did you think that he ended up as Vice Protector-General of Beiting by luck? He might not know what other people are up to, but he clearly understands His Majesty's intentions.


"An Sishun must have received a message from His Majesty. This was why King Song was able to so smoothly ensure Wang Chong's release," Duke Su indifferently said.


There was no way he would have let Wang Chong go so easily, but as a longtime servant of the court, he had gained the ability to see where the political currents were flowing.


One needed this sort of sharp sense to remain in political circles.


"This, this…"


Su Bai was dumbstruck, his eyes wide open and mouth agape. He only knew that King Song had saved Wang Chong, but nothing about what was going on behind the curtains.


The internal politics of the court were far more complex than he had imagined.


"Go with a few people and see what he wants first…" Duke Su said with a wave of his hand.


Similar events were taking place at around the same time all over the capital. It wasn't merely clans Wang Chong had good relationships with like the Bai Clan or the Xu Clan, but also places like the Duke Su Residence, which the Wang Clan had few interactions with. Even great clans that had no connection with the Wang Clan had received an invitation.


Other than the Yao Clan and King Qi, these rivals of the Wang Clan, all the great clans of the capital received this invitation.


Wang Chong's letters began to move the entire capital.


No one knew what Wang Chong wanted, but there was no question that the letters Wang Chong wrote on his carriage home were stirring up the entire capital.
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Zhao Jingdian, Wei Anfang, Xu Qiqin, and Huang Qian-er arrived at the Wang Clan Residence at a very late hour. The residence was brightly lit, and Wang Chong invited these people into his study before shutting the door.


No one else knew what they discussed, only that once Zhao Jingdian, Wei Anfang, the usually uninterested Xu Qiqin, and Huang Qian-er left Wang Chong's study, they all had very unsightly expressions.


The four were completely out of sorts, every one of them dazed and absentminded, unresponsive to the calls of the Wang Clan guards. They did not stay the night, leaving right after the meeting.


But the lanterns in Wang Chong's study were not extinguished.


After the four left, the silhouette on the window of Wang Chong at his desk remained while the scratching of his brush could be heard. But the door was shut, so nobody knew what Wang Chong was actually doing inside.


……


"…Lion City was finished a long time ago, and a massive amount of food was stored within. That is the last chance to save Xianyu Zhongtong and the Annan Protectorate army!"


In the study, Wang Chong looked at his desk under the flickering lantern light, an incredibly grave expression on his face.


On Wang Chong's table was a miniature topographic model of the southwest. All the canyons, mountain ranges, rivers, plains, cities, and forests were displayed here in breathtaking detail.


Wang Chong had borrowed the necessary information from the Bureau of Military Personnel quite some time ago and then hired artisans to make this model. In the Great Tang, all information involving geography, including models of military defenses, were classified secrets, and keeping them for oneself was a major crime.


But Wang Chong had never cared. He had kept this model in his study the entire time.


The defeat of the Annan Protectorate army in the southwest was already set in stone. The past could not be changed, but that did not mean that everything was hopeless.


"If there are no surprises and everything goes as it did in the past, Xianyu Zhongtong and Geluofeng should have fought on this plain!"


Wang Chong stared at the model, countless thoughts flickering through his head. He looked nothing like a young and inexperienced teenager.


Without knowing, Wang Chong had once more become the experienced Grand Marshal of the Great Tang, leading a powerful army and deciding victory or defeat with a forceful jab of his finger!


Whoosh!


Wang Chong took out a small flag and thrust it into the Erhai plains. As someone praised by the entire world as 'War Saint', Wang Chong had experienced thousands of battles, big and small. Not even he could remember exactly how many.


Even a completely clueless layman would become a decent commander if they managed to survive through thousands of battles, and this was Wang Chong!


As long as Geluofeng wasn't an imbecile, as long as Duan Gequan was still a commander, they would definitely have chosen the Erhai plains for their decisive battle.


And only the Erhai plains could hold so many soldiers!


The Great Tang and Mengshe Zhao of his past life hadn't chosen that place to fight for no reason. And as long as Xianyu Zhongtong wasn't a complete idiot, as long as he was still an ordinary person, after the defeat, he would definitely be able to see that place!


Wang Chong took out a small red flag and placed it on Lion City, positioned behind the Erhai plains. Wang Chong had still not been to Lion City, had no idea what this city he had spent millions of taels of gold on even looked like.


But given Zhang Shouzhi's abilities, Wang Chong was sure that the city he had built, that massive city near the Erhai plains, was a most remarkable existence.


Even from a distance of several hundred li, one would definitely be able to see that city seemingly forged from steel, 'Lion City'!


This Lion City had been constructed for Wang Chong, and it had also been constructed for those 180,000 Great Tang warriors. It was their only hope.


In his last life, those 180,000 soldiers had no place to retreat to after the battle at Erhai, and there was no way infantry could outrun cavalry. As a result, those 180,000 elites were completely annihilated.


Other than Xianyu Zhongtong, who barely managed to escape, the rest were utterly wiped out!


But Wang Chong's Lion City had now become the only hope for survival for these 180,000 elites. Wang Chong could almost guarantee that the remaining 80,000 Great Tang soldiers only existed because they had escaped into Lion City.


Otherwise, the army would have already been wiped out and the Stone of Destiny would have already killed Wang Chong for failing the mission.


But Wang Chong was well aware that one Lion City was not enough to alter the fate of those 80,000 soldiers and the disposition of forces in the southwest.


There was no city in the world that could not be broken, and Lion City was no exception.


The 300,000 or more Mengshe Zhao soldiers that Geluofeng had practically emptied his country to raise and the 200,000 or more soldiers of Ü-Tsang's Ngari Royal Lineage constituted a force that could break down any city.


Lion City couldn't last for too long!


Wang Chong had expended a massive amount of resources on Lion City only to give the 80,000 Great Tang soldiers some space to breathe, to offer them a temporary moment of reprieve.


But this reprieve would not last for too long.


Moreover, even if Lion City were unbreakable, it still wouldn't be able to last for too long. 'Food is god for the people.' Even though Wang Chong had prepared a massive number of rations in the city, this amount was absolutely insufficient for these 80,000 Great Tang soldiers who needed to step onto the battlefield at any moment.


'Before the troops and horses can be mobilized, rations and fodder must be prepared.' Without sufficient food, a great army would crumple without even the need to attack!


In order to save the 80,000 remaining Great Tang soldiers and alter the course of the war in the southwest, he had to act before the rations were completely exhausted.


There was not much time left for Wang Chong!


Wang Chong's gaze flitted over the model, taking measure of the southwest's geography.


300,000 Mengshe Zhao soldiers and 200,000 Ngari Ü-Tsang soldiers were not something a mere 80,000 soldiers could fight against.


Even with the tens of thousands of soldiers under his father and Li Zhengyi, it still wouldn't be enough.


But Wang Chong had no other choice. In addition, while difficult, it wasn't impossible for the few to defeat the many, at least for Wang Chong.


With proper use of geography and suitable strategies, such a thing was completely possible.


'All warfare is based on deception.' In this world, no one understood the meaning of this phrase more than Wang Chong.


(TN: This quote is a proverb from Sun Tzu's Art of War.)


Wang Chong was searching for the proper geography.


Swish! Swish! Swish!


One small flag after another was thrust into the model. Hills, forests, riverbanks, mountains… these places that Wang Chong thrust the flags into were projected onto his mind.


The model was empty, devoid of activity. But in Wang Chong's mind, a massive army was surging through it.


The Mengshe Zhao army, the Ü-Tsang army, and the Great Tang army besieged in Lion City… all of these soldiers began to fight in his mind as if they were alive.


This was Wang Chong's first time using his mental energy to simulate the changes in the war of the southwest.


'Military strength relies on simulation.' This was a skill that every commander needed. But the most formidable commander could only simulate tens of thousands of soldiers, perhaps a bit more than a hundred thousand. No one had ever done what Wang Chong was doing, simulating in his mind a war involving 700,000 soldiers.


Moreover, this war involved famous and powerful generals like Geluofeng, Fengjiayi, Duan Gequan, Dalun Ruozan, and Huoshu Huicang!


The styles of renowned generals were difficult to grasp. If someone were to see what Wang Chong was doing at this moment, they would definitely be flabbergasted.


Because if one wanted to predict the actions of generals on the level of Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang, one had to have an extremely deep understanding of them. In addition, one had to completely surpass them in terms of strategy.


Only by fulfilling these two conditions could one smoothly simulate this war!


Yet this was precisely what Wang Chong was doing!


The future had already changed. 80,000 survivors was already a massive difference from his last life. To Wang Chong, what happened next was no longer in the bounds of fate. He could only rely on himself!
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Wang Chong's mind was constantly simulating, and the positions of the little red flags were constantly fluctuating, being plucked out and thrust back into the model.


At the end, everything in his mind was decided, and the number of little red flags on the model had been greatly reduced. Only seven or eight were left.


Of the 80,000 soldiers, half is infantry and the other half cavalry. They also have a square of master archers! They won't be able to escape the Ü-Tsang warhorses, so if they have to fight, the decisive battle will be here! Wang Chong mentally said to himself as he thrust out his finger and drew a circle on the model. Although there seemed to be nothing around there, Wang Chong knew that this would be the site of the truly decisive battle. The fate of those 80,000 soldiers and the fate of the Great Tang itself would be decided within the bounds of that circle.


After taking into account all the factors—distance, speed, rations—that place would be the final hope for the Annan Protectorate army!


When one has done all one can, the rest is up to the heavens! For the rest, it'll just depend on luck! Wang Chong said to himself, a great burden relieved from his mind.


'One misstep leads to many more.' This was a basic understanding needed before making any attempts to predict a foe's movements in a war.


Dealing with famous generals like Huoshu Huicang and Duan Gequan, predicting in advance the location of the decisive battle, luring them over, making preparations… such a feat was simply unimaginable for an average person.


But for Wang Chong, dealing with a stronger opponent wasn't a problem at all.


Although the reincarnation had lowered his cultivation level, it had not stripped him of his strategic intuition and attainments.


Time slowly passed as Wang Chong's brush flew at tremendous speeds, piling high a stack of diagrams on his desk. The complexities of war far exceeded the bounds of a simple simulation.


Wang Chong had to prepare for everything, developing a response for every circumstance.


After some time, Wang Chong's pale-faced figure finally opened the door to his study and walked out.


"Old Eagle, send a person to each of these three locations. Have them conduct a thorough investigation and then draw a detailed topographic map to give to me!" In his hand were several maps.


"Yes, Young Master!"


Old Eagle took the maps, his eyes filled with worry at the sight of the black circles around Wang Chong's eyes.


"Have you gotten in touch with the sword shops of the capital about buying their next three months of production and asking them to help us forge items?" Wang Chong said.


Adding on the time he had spent in the cell, Wang Chong had not gotten any proper rest in a long time. But even so, Wang Chong did not feel one bit tired. On the contrary, his eyes were bright and his face seemed to be brimming with energy.


Old Eagle lowered his head and earnestly answered, "Replying to Young Master, I've already sent out the residence's guards, but it's still early. It hasn't been very long since Young Master was released. Although we've communicated with no small number of sword shops and smiths, they still haven't expressed any stance. We'll probably need to wait a little longer to hear any response."


Although he had been at Wang Chong's side all this time, he had also been carrying out all the orders Wang Chong had given him.


But unlike normal people, even though Old Eagle himself didn't move, his carrier pigeons and various birds of prey had never stopped moving.


However, getting in touch with so many sword shops and smiths was clearly not something that could be done in a short time; one night was definitely not enough!


Moreover, actual discussions, signing of contracts, and affirmation at the Court of Judicial Review would require time.


"Hmph, if time is needed, use money to lower it!" Wang Chong said with a grim smile.


Although he was young, he was also no three-year-old. In a place like the capital, if a deal was going slowly, it meant that the price was not enough.


"Old Eagle, let me ask you, when auctioning the spirit vein, how much money did we raise?" Wang Chong asked.


With his long hair, gown, and hands held behind his back, he naturally gave off the graceful air of a noble scion, but he was also not lacking in the manly air of a descendant of generals.


"Young Master, even if you didn't ask, I would still say it. One-third of the spirit vein has been sold off at present, resulting in 1.8 billion taels of gold!"


"1.8 billion taels?"


Wang Chong took in a deep breath, the shock evident on his face. Even though he was the one who had initiated the proceedings, he still didn't dare believe his ears. This sum had far surpassed his original expectations.


"Yes, Young Master. The auction price far exceeded our original estimates. However, although I say 1.8 billion taels of gold, the amount we have in hand hasn't reached that amount. When we began the auction, the great clans still did not have much money in hand, so quite a significant part of this sum is made up of land, businesses, or treasures the great clans used to reach the necessary sum," Old Eagle said somewhat apologetically.


The spirit vein was a priceless treasure that any clan would cherish. But no one had expected Wang Chong to give it up like an old shoe and auction it off.


The clans of the capital all basically went crazy!


However, the price for the spirit vein was still very high, not something an ordinary clan could afford. Many of the clans had bought parts of the spirit vein by offering both gold and clan property.


Even so, the amount of actual gold was still a massive sum.


"So how much is left?" Wang Chong asked.


"About 200 million gold!" Old Eagle said.


The gap between this figure and the one he first reported was rather large, but it was still quite the surprise. The Wang Clan did not have any sort of large-scale business.


The other clans, on the other hand, had an unending stream of revenue from their own properties.


It was precisely this thought that gave Old Eagle the idea of paying part of the auction price in property. Otherwise, it would have simply been impossible to bring in this much gold.


But Old Eagle had no idea what Wang Chong wanted to do with all this gold.


"200 million… is enough!" Wang Chong indifferently said, his eyes calm, his plans already made. "Take 100 million and give it to the clan guards. Have them go directly to those sword smiths and shops, and negotiate with them. I want to hear their answer by the end of today. As for the rest of the 100 million, help me find the sword-smithing clans and sword shops on the periphery of the capital.


"Although their forging abilities are inferior to those of the capital, it's enough for what I want to have forged!" Wang Chong said without hesitation, a calm expression on his face.


Old Eagle looked at Wang Chong in consternation, wanting to speak out. 200 million taels of gold was the harvest from auctioning off the spirit vein. By doing this, Wang Chong was just using the money to smooth negotiations.


This would lead to a much greater loss than normal.


"Yes, Young Master!"


Old Eagle had hesitated, initially wanting to urge Wang Chong to do otherwise, but by the time the words had reached his mouth, he had already changed his mind. Wang Chong's will was firm and was not easy to alter. It was clear that anything that Old Eagle said would be useless.


"Mm!"


Wang Chong nodded and continued, "Did you inform all of the capital's great clans? When will they arrive?"


"According to Young Master's will, they have all been informed. They should arrive in four hours," Old Eagle said.


"Mm, I understand. I'll go back inside and do a little work. When they arrive, come and inform me."


With this said, Wang Chong turned and walked back into his study.


"Yes, Young Master!"


Old Eagle's voice came from behind him, but right after, boom!A massive energy struck an acupoint on his back. Wang Chong's entire body trembled as all the strength poured out of his body like it was a punctured sack. A tide of drowsiness immediately swept over him.


"Old Eagle…"


This was the last thought in Wang Chong's mind as his body toppled.


"Young Master, I've offended you. What you truly need is a good rest. If you continue like this, I'm worried that you'll break down!"


Old Eagle gave a long sigh as he went to pick up Wang Chong.


From the cell to now, Wang Chong had always appeared energetic and not the least bit tired. But Old Eagle was well aware that he was actually exhausted to the extreme.


This was not purely physical exhaustion. The bodies of martial artists were far stronger than those of ordinary people. Old Eagle's true concern was Wang Chong's mental state.


Wang Chong's mind had been operating at full capacity throughout his more than half a month of imprisonment. In the few times Old Eagle had seen him in his cell, he had been constantly writing and drawing.


Even though he didn't understand what Wang Chong was writing, Old Eagle was completely capable of guessing that it had to do with the southwestern region of the empire.


A person couldn't allow their physical body to reach this state of exhaustion. Old Eagle was worried that if Wang Chong persisted on this path, he would burn himself out.


"Rest well, Young Master! Just leave the rest to me!"


Old Eagle put Wang Chong in bed and then left the room and the residence. Since Wang Chong had already pointed out the direction, he should handle the rest…
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Wang Chong woke up four hours later.


"Young Master, all the representatives from the great clans are here!"


He heard a familiar voice at his ear. Opening his eyes, Wang Chong immediately noticed that Old Eagle was standing by his bed, his waist bent in a deferential bow.


Wang Chong froze for a moment before giving a bitter smile of understanding.


"Old Eagle, I know that you had good intentions, but you shouldn't do this again."


"Yes, Young Master. Old Eagle understands."


Old Eagle did not argue.


Wang Chong left the matter at that. Old Eagle didn't have a bad personality, and Wang Chong knew that he had done it for his own good, but time was short, and he had countless matters he needed to attend to. How could he allow himself to take a rest?


"Where are they all?" Wang Chong asked.


"In the reception hall. I only came to inform Young Master after making sure that they were all taken care of," Old Eagle said.


Wang Chong took in a deep breath, nodded, and quickly left his room.


……


The Wang Clan's reception hall was packed.


The representatives from the great clans filled the room. The Wang Clan was a clan of ministers and generals, its status far higher than the other great clans. Ordinary clans wouldn't even have the right to step through its main gate.


In addition, the Wang Clan was influenced by its Old Master and had very strict principles, so other clans were rarely invited into its residence.


For many of these great clans, this was their first time being invited into the Wang Clan Residence. However, the atmosphere in the hall was not harmonious in the slightest.


"Just what is the Wang Clan up to?"


"We've been waiting for so long, so why has no one come out?"


"Is that how the Wang Clan acts when they want to borrow people from us?"


"Hmph, what's this about borrowing people? Did you agree? I certainly haven't. Just want to see what reason the Wang Clan has for making this request."


"That's right, that's right. Not even revered Duke Jiu would do something like this, right? We ourselves don't have many True Martial realm warriors, so why should we lend them to the Wang Clan? And they're even asking for True Martial realm Tier 4 or 5!"


……


The crowd in the hall was buzzing with conversation, but the air wasn't very friendly.


"These people!"


This was the sight greeting Old Eagle when he led Wang Chong out, a sight that caused Old Eagle's brow to rise.


"It's fine!"


Wang Chong chuckled as he pulled the angry Old Eagle back from giving those people a beating. Unlike Old Eagle, Wang Chong only needed to sweep his gaze through the room to know what was going on.


"Someone here is leading the conversation!" Wang Chong softly said, the situation as clear as crystal in his eyes.


There were many great clans in the capital, but all of them would be very reluctant to lend their precious True Martial realm Tier 4 or 5 experts to another person.


But for all of these people to be of one mind, all working in concert to make a ruckus in the Wang Clan's reception hall, that wasn't normal at all. If there weren't someone making trouble in the background, there was no way this crowd would have been so united in their denunciations.


But Wang Chong didn't care that much.


If he had no confidence in this venture, he would not have dared. He wasn't just confident that he could merely persuade these great clans to lend him their experts. He believed that by the end, they would be more than happy to lend him their guards, even those people who were making trouble and leading the conversation.


In truth, by that time, he wouldn't be begging them. They would be begging him.


"I've let everyone wait!"


With a sweep of his sleeve, Wang Chong walked into the hall, Old Eagle at his side.


"It's Young Master!"


"Young Master Chong is here!"


Wang Chong's entrance immediately attracted the attention of the crowd. With a glance, Wang Chong could tell that while the number of people in the hall was quite large, it was only a small part of the number he had actually invited.


Moreover, many of these people were not actual members of these great clans, but their subordinates.


No wonder they were so easily incited by someone else, Wang Chong said to himself, instantly understanding everything.


"Young Master Chong, what do you need to borrow these people for?"


"Young Master Chong, Duke Jiu has always been revered by the people. If the Wang Clan needs it, our Li Clan will do our utmost to assist. However, even we are lacking True Martial Tier 4 and 5 experts!"


"Young Master Chong, I am truly sorry. Our clan elders haven't been present as of late, so we are momentarily unable to answer your request. I was sent here to express our apologies to Young Master Chong! I hope that Young Master can forgive us!"


"Young Master, these two Deep Sea Xuan Pearls represent our Yu Clan's courtesy. As for ten True Martial realm experts, please forgive us. We cannot do it. Our Yu Clan is already lacking in manpower, so I don't know if you're willing to accept two True Martial realm experts!"


……


Wang Chong coldly watched the proceedings. There were all kinds of people in the hall. Some of them directly refused, some found an excuse, fearing the Wang Clan's power, and others wanted to negotiate to reduce the number of people requested…


While he had been sleeping from the strike Old Eagle had delivered to his acupoint, that person in the shadows had proved very effective in their attempts to lead the conversation.


Yet Wang Chong was utterly unsurprised by this result.


Experts at the True Martial realm and above were extremely important to the great clans. Moreover, the Imperial Court had always strictly controlled the experts of the great clans.


Each great clan had a quota to meet in the army, and once a clan had too many experts, they would immediately be ordered to enter the army to follow the military's tune.


As a result, there had always been a limit to the number of experts under the control of the clans. Besides, clan experts were a special resource that couldn't be loaned out to others like silver or gold.


It was the complete opposite. If a clan found someone talented or strong, they would vigorously attempt to recruit them. Why in the world would they want to lend these experts to others?


From the very start, Wang Chong's request had been almost impossible to fulfill.


"Hmph, isn't it just twenty experts at True Martial realm Tier 4 or 5? This one will lend you forty!"


While everyone was making excuses or declining, a voice suddenly exploded like thunder in the ears of the crowd.


For a moment, the entire hall was quiet. Everyone turned to one particular extremely straightforward and outspoken young scion.


"Hmph, I wondered who it was. So it was Wei Hao! You're childhood friends with Wang Chong, brothers who basically shared the same pair of pants. Of course you would lend guards to him!"


An odd voice filled with derision quickly entered the ears of the crowd.


"But Wei Hao, I would just like to ask one thing. You casually declared that you would lend him forty True Martial realm experts, but are they actually yours? If I remember correctly, don't you have two older brothers? Wouldn't you have to ask them as well as your father, Duke Wei, first?"


A man dressed in silver walked out of the crowd, a sneer on his face. He had a stalwart body, and the emblem of a clan adorned his chest. He was clearly a guard from some clan.
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"Hmph, you were sent by Su Bai? Bastard thing, since he sent you over, he must not be far. Su Bai, you son of a bitch, show your face!"


Wei Hao angrily snorted, his wolfish gaze sweeping over the crowd. He had no reason to be polite toward Su Bai. If that fellow dared to send people over to make trouble, he was under no obligation to treat him kindly.


"Don't go spouting off any nonsense here. Our young master didn't even come. Besides, the one who invited us was your good brother Wang Chong. It has nothing to do with us!" the Duke Su guard sneered back.


The order he had received was to do his utmost to ruin this venture of Wang Chong's, no matter what it was. However, even if he hadn't received this order, Duke Su had intended for him to come and see what exactly was going on.


Alas, in Su Bai's hands, these orders became ones of selfish mischief, demanding that he ruin Wang Chong's venture at any price.


"Wang Chong, Su Bai can't have had any good intentions by sending over this son of a bitch. Just give the word and I'll help you kick him out!"


Wei Hao was foaming in rage as he pressed out of the crowd and to Wang Chong's side.


As a brother who had basically grown up together with Wang Chong, he had a good grasp of the Wang Clan Residence, but Wei Hao still understood whose home this actually was.


This gathering had been called by Wang Chong, so on this formal occasion, only Wang Chong could decide how to deal with the unwelcome and troublemakers.


"It's fine."


With a grin, Wang Chong pulled on the fuming Wei Hao.


"Cool down a little. I was the one who invited Duke Su's people."


"What?!"


The raging Wei Hao was dumbfounded by these words, his face frozen in shock. He had been under the impression that Su Bai had sent people purely to make trouble.


He didn't think that Wang Chong had specifically invited them.


"Haven't you always been at odds with him? Why did you suddenly invite him?"


Wei Hao had an incredulous look, taken completely aback by the truth.


"Haha, in a little while, I'll tell you."


Wang Chong smiled but did not explain any further.


The matter of the southwest involved enemies of the country while the matter between the Wang Clan and the Su Clan was just a private grudge, and what did a private grudge matter in comparison to what was about to happen in the southwest?


As long as it was of benefit to his current task, as long as it could help the empire and its millions of inhabitants confront this great peril and get through this storm, nothing else was important to Wang Chong.


"Hmph, Wang Chong, don't pay attention to this bastard. Isn't it just ten-some True Martial realm experts? Not only does my Bai Clan have them, it has plenty!"


A voice piped up from the crowd as Bai Siling strode out of the crowd, simultaneously heroic and charming, her head held high.


As she walked over to Wang Chong, she also blinked her eyelashes at him as if communicating some profound meaning.


Wei Hao leaned close to Wang Chong and whispered to him, "We had originally wanted to come and find you, but you happened to be sleeping. Bai Siling also said that there were certain to be troublemakers among all these people you invited, so she recommended that we not rush out to meet you and mix in with the crowd first."


Although he hadn't spent much time in the training camp, he had met the people at Wang Chong's side quite a few times, so he knew the Bai Clan's Bai Siling, who had made her name off her intelligence and cunning.


"Haha, if Young Master Wang needs, you can also count on our Xu Clan!"


On the other side, Xu Gan coordinated with Bai Siling and also walked out of the crowd. He wasn't as bombastic as Bai Siling, but it was enough for him to coordinate with her.


"Haha, then count us in too!"


Like a fiery cloud, the red-dressed Zhao Yatong, a dot of red on her brow, promptly drifted out of the crowd, bewitchingly beautiful.




Buzz!


Both the Xu Clan and the Zhao Clan were very influential clans in the capital, and Bai Siling's Bai Clan ranked amongst the oldest, its influence on par with the Wang Clan's.


These three people stepping forth caused the crowd to buzz with chatter. From the restlessness of the crowd, it was clear that no one had expected this sight.


The great clans always had reasons for their actions. If there were no benefit to them, they would not have done this. To many clans, whenever they were hesitating, they would just need to look at those most influential clans to know what to do.


And there was no question that the support of Bai Siling, Zhao Yatong, and Xu Gan had greatly affected the crowd.


The somewhat minor clans seemed about to act.


"Wait a moment!" the Duke Su guard hastily shouted. "Hmph, if my memory is right, Bai Siling, Zhao Yatong, and Xu Gan, you're all Wang Chong's friends. If you help him… there's no problem. But there's no need for the rest of us to follow!


"And besides, all the people here come from clans that are in no way lacking for money. Moreover, many of these experts are ones that we spent a great deal of time and energy raising. The rest of them are ones that we spent large sums hiring from the outside. If we gave them to you, wouldn't we be helping out the Wang Clan for no gain! I know that your Wang Clan recently sold off the spirit vein, but no matter how much money you offer, we're not selling!"


The Duke Su guard wasn't willing to let the matter end like this. And with his troublemaking words, many people began to hesitate once more.


The prestigious clans had exceptional status that was very effective on the other clans of the capital. However, if one said that Bai Siling, Zhao Yatong, and Xu Gan had always been Wang Chong's good friends, then this matter took on a completely different flavor.


In the end, Wang Chong wasn't borrowing pots and pans or gold and silver from them. For many of these clans, top-notch experts were the backbone of the clan that couldn't be lightly loaned to others.


Damn, how did this fellow know who Bai Siling, Zhao Yatong, and Xu Gan were? Wei Hao silently cursed. This scoundrel seemed determined to make trouble.


"Ha, who said that I was going to buy them with money?" Wang Chong indifferently said.


"Is that not so?" the Duke Su guard immediately shot back. Gold? Treasure? All of these things had utterly no appeal to these clans.


As for status, the Wang Clan couldn't offer such a thing.


Wang Chong gave him no further explanation, only a faint smile. He turned his eyes to the other representatives.


"First of all, my thanks to everyone for coming. And then, the reason I didn't write it in my letters is because just words alone wouldn't be enough to make you believe me. If you didn't hear them from my mouth, none of you would have any faith in the exchange."


Wang Chong paused for a moment, his expression unhurried, his manner exceptionally convincing.


"There is no such thing as a free lunch in this world. Since I have asked for help from all the clans, I'm naturally not asking for them for free. Thus, each person can decide next if they want to accept.


"I want the clans present to lend me their strongest guards. They must be at True Martial realm Tier 4 or above. I need them for three months. In these three months, all of them have to follow my orders without question. And once these three months are over, these guards will naturally return to your clans! As for the price…"


Wang Chong paused, during which the entire hall was absolutely silent, everyone looking at Wang Chong.


Even the Duke Su guard who had been making trouble kept his mouth shut, a focused expression on his face.


Wang Chong had just stated that he wouldn't be using money to borrow these True Martial realm experts from the clan, so now, everyone was very curious to see what Wang Chong would give them if not gold or silver.


Given the status of all these clans, there was truly little that could attract them.


"One Wootz Steel weapon!"


Under everyone's expectant gazes, Wang Chong slowly raised a finger.


"For three months, for each True Martial Tier 4 or 5 expert loaned, you can obtain one Wootz Steel weapon from me. Once the three months are over, then whether I've completed what I wanted or not, you can get one Wootz Steel weapon along with the guard you loaned me!"


The moment Wang Chong finished speaking, the entire hall fell into an eerie silence.


"Wang Chong, you've gone crazy!"


Wei Hao was the first to react. His wide-open eyes stared in disbelief at Wang Chong. No, it wasn't just disbelief, but deep concern.


"How can you give the Wootz Steel weapons to them? And for only three months? Quickly, take back your words."


"That's right. Wang Chong, Wootz Steel weapons are currently priceless. You can't even buy one if you wanted to. If you require a few elite experts, we can think of ways to help you. There's no need to do this."


Bai Siling was also stunned.


Not even she had imagined that Wang Chong had gathered so many people to carry out this sort of exchange. Wootz Steel weapons could cleave through regular steel and were hailed as the king of weapons.


Wang Chong himself probably didn't have enough of them!


"Siling is right. Wang Chong, do you not want to reconsider?" Xu Gan added in support.


From his perspective, Wang Chong was suffering a severe loss. This sort of exchange was absolute insanity!


"Wang Chong, if you need help, I can also assist. Our Zhao Clan is a military clan and has probably been involved in the army for much longer than your Wang Clan. In this aspect, our Zhao Clan can offer you aid, so there's no need to ask them for help."


Zhao Yatong walked up to Wang Chong's side.


"No!"


Before Wang Chong could respond, someone in the crowd became nervous.


"The Wang Clan is still a clan of ministers and generals. Once these words have left his mouth, they are a horse that can't be retrieved. He's already made the promise, so he can't back down now!"


With these words, a fierce and stubborn figure squeezed their way out of the crowd. It was not the Duke Su guard, but someone else.


"Bastard! Su Bai, it's you!"


Wei Hao's eyes went red as he roared and leaped through the reception hall toward that person who had been hiding in the crowd all this time, Su Bai.
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"Wei Hao, do you think I'm afraid of you? You want to challenge me? You're just making trouble for yourself."


Although Su Bai had spent quite some time hiding in the crowd, he seemed not at all humble in the face of Wei Hao's charge.


Foul scoundrel, just because I can't deal with Wang Chong doesn't mean that I can't deal with a brat like you!


A vicious look appeared in Su Bai's eyes.


What sort of person was Wei Hao?


He was the butt of the jokes they made while messing around, their punching bag in Eight Gods Pavilion. Su Bai had never been afraid of Wei Hao. And besides, Wang Chong had repressed Su Bai so much that his belly was almost bursting with rage.


Boom!


Su Bai thrust out a palm, his entire body suddenly going red. His dantian began to reverberate with the ringing of metal as a majestic energy burst out from his body. This was not the strength of the Origin Energy realm, but the Stellar Energy of the True Martial realm.


Although he seemed ignorant and incompetent, Su Bai had broken into the True Martial realm a long time ago. As a member of one of the top-ranking noble clans in the empire, Su Bai couldn't actually be a true incompetent.


"Wei Hao, this time, I'll let you get a good taste of pain!"


Su Bai had a sinister gaze as his voice turned into a roar. But then suddenly, boom! A boundless power rang out with the clattering of metal as it smashed into Su Bai's hand.


Like he had been struck by some massive mountain, Su Bai flew backward like a stray kite.


As Su Bai flew backward, he brought the seven or eight people in his path down with him.


"Aaaaah!"


"Su Bai, you bastard! Don't you have eyes?"


"What are you two doing? Fighting here?"


……


The orderly reception hall fell into chaos as those clan representatives knocked down by Su Bai began to curse.


"Wang Chong, shouldn't you be controlling Wei Hao!"


On the ground, Su Bai was both shocked and furious. He was shocked at Wei Hao's power and angry over the fact that he had shamed himself in front of so many people.


"Wei Hao, it's fine, that's enough."


Wang Chong couldn't help but inwardly laugh. From the moment Wei Hao appeared, Wang Chong could sense that his strength had increased by leaps and bounds. The Mountain Ascension Art had been an elite art back then, so it would have been stranger if Su Bai had won.


However, he had not called on Su Bai so that he could humiliate him or take revenge. Such a matter wasn't even worth mentioning when compared to what he planned to do.


"Hmph, Su Bai, weren't you mouthing off just now? Can't back it up? Heh, I'll let you go this time for Wang Chong's sake, but I won't go so easy next time!" Wei Hao said with a huff.


Now that Wang Chong had spoken, he naturally couldn't continue, but it was fine to give him a good tongue-lashing.


Su Bai's complexion fluctuated between green and purple, but to everyone's surprise, he didn't leave out of anger from his humiliation.


"Wang Chong, do those words of yours count? Do you really plan to exchange three months of one True Martial realm expert's time for one Wootz Steel weapon?" Su Bai asked, staring at Wang Chong.


He originally intended to not show himself. While he had outwardly agreed to listen to his father, he had actually wanted to make Wang Chong look like a fool.


But it was no longer the time for that.


Wootz Steel swords were the highest class of weapons. They were not only gorgeous, they were also incredibly tough, simultaneously almost invulnerable and incredibly sharp.


Almost no saber or sword in the capital could compare to them. As a result, although every Wootz Steel weapon was remarkable, they had always been priceless.


The Duke Su Residence had once attempted to buy a Wootz Steel sword, but found out that the Wootz Steel swords were only being circulated in the palace and were simply impossible to buy outside.


In the past, Duke Su's status had meant that he had always been able to easily obtain any information or object he wanted from the Imperial Army.


The situation in this case was completely different.


The Imperial Army that had always been extremely respectful to the dukes of the empire had an attitude as different as night and day to the Wootz Steel swords. Anyone who got their hands on a Wootz Steel weapon wasn't willing to let it go.


Ever since the Wootz Steel weapons had started being auctioned off, the number of them that had appeared outside the Imperial Army could be counted on one's fingers.


To the majority of the clans, this object was something they could look at, but not touch, could encounter, but not seek.


More importantly, the clans of the capital all had a few precious swords that had been passed down through the generations, but the sharpness of the Wootz Steel weapons far surpassed them.


The price of such weapons was naturally impossible to estimate.


Martial artists had a lifespan, but sabers and swords could be passed down without limit. This was where the value of Wootz Steel weapons rested.


If they only needed to lend one True Martial realm Tier 4 or 5 expert for three months to receive an indestructible Wootz Steel sword that could slice through metal, this would be an incredibly profitable exchange.


"Right, right, Young Master Wang, you can't just take back your words!"


"A great clan also needs its dignity. Young Master wouldn't throw away the Wang Clan's dignity for a Wootz Steel sword, right?"


"Five True Martial realm experts is no problem! Young Master Wang, you'd better not go back on your word!"


"That's right! That's right!"


……


It only took a few moments for the crowd to take a completely different tone and voice their approval.


The conditions the Wang Clan had offered were simply impossible to resist. No one had expected the terms to be so generous.


"Wait a moment! Wang Chong, don't do this!"


Bai Siling was quite panicked over the fact that Wang Chong had made this sort of promise.


"Siling, it's fine!"


Wang Chong smiled and waved his hand. After allaying Bai Siling's worries, he turned to the crowd and announced, "Our Wang Clan's words can naturally be counted on, and I'm also putting my reputation on the line here. On my end, I only have one thousand Wootz Steel weapons. After this wave, even if I wanted to, I wouldn't have any to give out. Thus, I'll stop as soon as I reach one thousand True Martial realm experts. Whether or not you can get a Wootz Steel weapon will depend on yourselves!"


Boom!


Wang Chong's words were like a boulder falling into the crowd, instantly causing them to rush out of the room.


This matter involved a massive boon to the clan. Everyone was afraid to fall behind.


"Su Bai, wait a moment!" Wang Chong sternly called out.


In the crowd, Su Bai, who had already run seven or eight zhang, suddenly came to a quivering halt. As he slowly turned around, he had an unsightly grimace on his face.


"Wang Chong, are you going back on your word?"


Though he truly had come to make trouble, he was also no fool. Exchanging ten elite experts for ten Wootz Steel swords would be of massive benefit to the Duke Su Residence.


Only an imbecile wouldn't make such a deal. In comparison, the grudge between him and Wang Chong might as well not exist.


If Wang Chong suddenly went back on his word, then he would be in trouble!


"Hmph! I'm not going that far!"


Wang Chong waved his sleeve and grinned.


"But I presume that you also understand our relationship. So, Su Bai, don't think that you can send some people over, take the Wootz Steel, and also make trouble for me in secret.


"I don't demand much of others, but for you, don't send any of your Su Clan's trusted agents. And don't send anyone below True Martial Tier 6. In addition, I know that your Su Clan recently recruited a new batch of experts. It shouldn't have been more than two months ago. This amount of time probably hasn't been enough for you to completely tame them, right? If you want to get some Wootz Steel swords, you should know what to do, right?" Wang Chong indifferently said.


Su Bai's face froze, his complexion ghastly pale. Wang Chong had been right on the mark. He really did have such plans.


No matter what Wang Chong planned on doing, as long as he planted a few of the Su Clan's trusted agents inside, he could obtain the sharp Wootz Steel swords while also getting a grasp of Wang Chong's movements and secrets. If it was necessary, they could even stab Wang Chong in the back.


If something really did happen, they could just say that they didn't know anything and push the responsibility on a few of their guards.


Alas, Wang Chong had already prepared to defend himself against this move. And he even knew about the new batch of experts that the Su Clan had recruited.


"Hmph! Wang Chong, don't get too smug! There will come a day that you'll regret this!"


Although Wang Chong had seen through his plans, Su Bai wasn't willing to give him the final word. After throwing out this phrase, Su Bai quickly departed.


A matter involving Wootz Steel weapons was no minor one. He had get back and tell his father as quickly as possible.


"Wang Chong, why do you need so many people? And you're even exchanging them for Wootz Steel weapons!"


Once everyone had left, Zhao Yatong took a few steps forward and voiced the question on her mind.


"Does it have to do with the southwest?"


It was still Bai Siling who was the first to catch on.


Wang Chong said nothing, only glanced at Bai Siling and gave a deep nod.


……


As those clan representatives left the Wang Clan Residence, the news that the Wang Clan was exchanging Wootz Steel swords for experts quickly spread through the capital.


The entire capital began to quake!


"Fuck! I knew I should have gone!"


"It's over! It's over! It's all your fault! This was a chance dropped right in our laps, but it was lost all because you jabbered too much!"


"Hurry up! Do you know how much effort the clan head wasted trying to get a Wootz Steel sword from the palace? And he still failed! Now the Wootz Steel weapons are being sent right to our doorstep! We can't miss out!"


"I don't care how many experts the Wang Clan wants from our clan. I don't even care if they die! We have to get those weapons!"


"Quickly, gather the clan's experts. In addition, make preparations! I have to immediately pay a visit to Young Master Wang! No matter what, I have to get a few spots!"


……


In the capital, the clans were in a flurry, many of them regretting their previous decisions. The matter of the southwest had currently transfixed the entire capital, but the southwest was very far away.


In comparison, the exchange offered by Young Master Wang was intimately related to the well-being of their clans.


Countless clans quickly began to take action.


And while the clans were beginning to gather the experts, all the thousands of sword shops and sword smiths in the capital were also in a frenzy…
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"400,000 taels of gold to buy out the production of your Jadecut Sword Shop for the next three months. This is the schematic. Forge the items according to the instructions. No mistakes are permitted!"


As the horse galloped away, a heavy bag of gold flew through the air, through the door of Jadecut Sword Shop, and thumped onto the floor of the reception hall.


The impact of the bag was so great that the entire sword shop quivered.


"400,000 taels?!"


In just a few a moments, the people inside the building came out and stared in shock at the heavy bag on the floor.


Jadecleave Shop, Jadesteel Shop, Rending Metal Smithy… on the same day, all the famous sword shops and smiths of the capital received Wang Chong's generous 'reward'.


Both sword shops and sword smiths were actually extremely limited in the amount of profit they could make each month. Unlike Wang Chong, they couldn't make just one sword that would then sell for tens of thousands, a hundred thousand, or even hundreds of thousands of gold taels.


In truth, in the entire capital, probably only Wang Chong was capable of such a feat.


400,000 taels already far surpassed the yearly revenue of these top-notch sword smiths and sword shops. Though they had initially been hesitant, how could they remain so after Wang Chong delivered all this gold to their doorsteps?


In this short span of time, all the sword shops and sword smiths made their decision. In practically one day, Wang Chong had gained the ability to decide what all the sword shops and sword smiths in the capital could forge.


Starting from now, Wang Chong had exclusive use of these sword shops and smiths. They would only make items for Wang Chong, would serve only him, would give him all they produced!


Such a thing was unprecedented, but now, it had all become reality!




……


Through the use of gold and the Wootz Steel weapons, the entire capital began to operate around Wang Chong and the Wang Clan like some massive machine.


Thick smoke poured out from various places in the capital as the sword shops and sword smiths closed their doors to other customers and began to forge weapons for the same person.


And the clans of the capital were dispatching their experts to the Wang Clan. Wang Chong gave Li Siye, Wei Anfang, and Zhao Jingdian the responsibility of handling these experts.


Strength was not the only thing needed to make guards and experts from the great clans into soldiers that could work together and crisscross the battlefield. Strict training was also necessary.


However, unlike hired experts, the experts and guards from the clans had at least some military experience. It was for this reason that Wang Chong had prioritized gathering guards from the great clans first.


"Everything has been set in motion. All that's left is myself…!"


Wang Chong stood on a high pavilion, the gusting winds ruffling his robes. Surveying the tiled roofs and towers of the capital, he saw columns of smoke floating into the sky while the sounds of hammering could be heard from every direction.


And in the distance, he could hear the neighing of warhorses. Wang Chong felt like he could see the hundreds of guards training in the distant Deflecting Blade Manor under the direction of Li Siye and Zhao Jingdian.


War had always been an enormously expensive venture. Whether in manpower, food, or war implements, it put forth costs that no ordinary clan could bear.


Wang Chong had already invested everything he could, including the Wootz Steel swords and the money he had gotten from auctioning off the spirit vein. The gears were already beginning to spin. Wang Chong was deeply aware that what awaited him next was a gruesome war!


It wasn't only the soldiers that needed to prepare for this war. He had to as well!


With a thought, Wang Chong immediately communicated with the Stone of Destiny in his mind. When he had attempted to kill An Yaluoshan and killed Ashina Sugan, he had obtained 200 points of Destiny Energy. With the addition of the Destiny Energy he had gained from killing the Youzhou soldiers, he had accumulated a total of 269 points.


He could have left this Destiny Energy for when the next level of rewards in the Stone of Destiny opened, but the campaign in the southwest was imminent. He no longer had the time.


Only by making the exchange now would it be of any help in this war that was about to begin.


Moreover, although the first level of rewards wouldn't be as impressive as the next layer, Wang Chong knew that one of the rewards would be of great assistance to him.


"Stone of Destiny, exchange for three Stellar Energy Piercers!"


Wang Chong sent this thought into his mind.


Rumble! His mind brightened, golden light bursting out as the energy of three Stellar Energy Piercers came out of the Stone of Destiny and flew into Wang Chong's dantian.


Bzzt!


Wang Chong's already formidable energy quickly increased as the one Stellar Energy Piercer suddenly became four. The chance of the Stellar Energy Piercer activating also raised from 5% to 20%. With every five attacks, there was a chance of one piercing through Stellar Energy.


After exchanging for three Stellar Energy Piercers, Wang Chong also rose in power, going from True Martial realm Tier 3 to the brink of True Martial realm Tier 4.


I'm only missing out on that last step!


With this thought, Wang Chong opened his eyes and turned to look at the four pills in his hand. He had gotten these pills from Six-Fingered Zhang.


'Money can make even ghosts push the millstone.' The selling of the spirit vein had granted Wang Chong an enormous sum of money, simultaneously raising Wang Chong's status in the hearts of the palace alchemists.


This time, it was the palace alchemists who had come to find Wang Chong, taking the initiative to increase his privileges. The number of pills he could exchange for each month had been raised by one.


Gulp!


Wang Chong raised his neck as he swallowed the four pills. For a moment, it felt like fire was running through his veins, but after a few moments, the pills were expended, and Wang Chong had successfully broken into True Martial Tier 4…


……


Boom!


Thunder crackled over the distant west. A massive city loomed over this vast land, and above this city, black clouds gathered, with silver snakes of lightning shuttling through them.


Across from the city was a land that reached into the clouds. It felt like a massive wave that could slam down at any moment and wipe everything away.


This was the Tibetan Plateau!


The distant Longxi felt the threat of this land, the threat of this empire, more than any other part of the Central Plains.


Although they were neighbors, this lofty plateau was like another world to the Central Plains.


Those highlands nurtured countless warriors. Even though dynasty after dynasty of the Central Plains had defeated them, they had never been able to completely destroy the threat.


The high altitudes were like an invisible barrier that made it difficult for the empires of the Central Plains to fully utilize their strength.


Time after time, the cavalry would gather on that plateau and charge down into the Central Plains, plundering and killing. Then, before the army could arrive, they would retreat back into the Tibetan Plateau!


To the people of Ü-Tsang on the plateau, the Central Plains were defenseless… until that city was built, and that person appeared.


Big Dipper City!


Geshu Han!


This newly constructed city was like a gigantic nail hammered into the western border. It was an existence that held down Longxi and suppressed the cavalry of the Ü-Tsang Empire.


And Great General Geshu Han, who had risen like a comet, had swept over the western border, becoming the Ü-Tsang Empire's most feared existence.


'When the seven stars of the Big Dipper shine up high, Geshu comes at night with his saber. No prying shepherd or horse dares to cross Lintao.' This folksong was not only known in Longxi, but also in the Tibetan Plateau. Everyone knew of it, and everyone trembled in fear at it.


And it was precisely Geshu Han's existence and the nail of Big Dipper City that led to the extremely famous saying, 'The world is rich and populous, but nowhere surpasses Longyou1.'




Amidst the peals of thunder and the low clouds, fierce neighing tore through the sky. It had come from above the clouds, from the top of that towering plateau.


It took only a few moments for a dark and bloodthirsty figure to appear at the edge of the plateau, and on that figure's back was a large banner flapping in the wind.


"Enemy!"


Almost as soon as that figure appeared, a lookout on the walls of Big Dipper City gave a loud shout of warning.


Over the many years spent guarding Longxi's border, these soldiers had become extremely familiar with Ü-Tsang cavalry. That armor of theirs was so heavy that it seemed to sink into their bodies. Even from a distance, they were very easy to recognize.


But this was not the cause of his concern. Ever since their Great General had established Big Dipper City, the Ü-Tsang Empire had been dealt defeat after defeat. It had been a long time since any of them dared to engage in a frontal assault under the eyes of Big Dipper City.


Such circumstances were extremely unusual.


Boom!


The entirety of Big Dipper City came to life, thousands of soldiers surging out and swiftly forming ranks.


Despite their numbers, there was no sense of panic in Big Dipper City. Even when they were rushing to their posts, they still followed a strict discipline and order.


It only took a few moments for the massive Big Dipper City to fall silent once more. All the soldiers were standing ready at their positions, an intimidating aura hanging in the air.


The city was so quiet that it seemed to be empty.


At this moment, the long hours of training in the Big Dipper Army were on full display. It had only taken a few seconds for the entire city to break out of its normal routine and enter a battle-ready state.


But though the city was quiet, outside the city, it was getting louder and louder.


Rumble!


A massive sound like the raging of the sea came from the high plateau. Although it had started soft and almost inaudible, it had gradually become louder and louder, resounding through the air… By the time it was close, everyone could hear the thousands of horse hooves pounding the earth, mixed with the clattering of armor.


"It's the Ü-Tsang army!"


On the city wall, the Big Dipper Army soldiers began to pale. They had stood sentinel in Longxi for many years, so they were used to fighting with Ü-Tsang.


But there was clearly something different about this battle.


From the ferocity of the gallop, the army that had appeared on the Tibetan Plateau far surpassed those of the past.


The quaking of the earth meant that this army consisted of at least 100,000 soldiers.


"Look over there!"


Somebody shouted and pointed.


Under countless eyes, a massive banner, perhaps a hundred feet tall, suddenly unfurled itself at the edge of the plateau.


This banner flapping in the wind seemed to have been dyed with blood, and on this bloody background was a massive three-headed white lion, its teeth bared. Even at these distances, it was possible to see it clearly.


"The three-headed white lion banner! It's We Tadra Khonglo2!"




The soldiers paled even further, and even the officers of the Big Dipper Army began to appear nervous.

______________

1. Said quote is from Sima Guang's Zizhi Tongjian. 'Longyou' and 'Longxi' both refer to the same place, a location west of the Long Mountains. 'You', 右, here means 'right', and 'right' meant the same as 'west', 'xi', 西, to the Chinese. This area served as a major nexus for the Silk Road, a likely reason for its wealth during the Tang Dynasty.↩

2. Historically, We Tadra Khonglo was a general of the Tibetan Empire who also served as the highest-ranking minister in the Tibetan government. He served under the Tibetan King Me Agtsom. He was executed in 728, which the Chineses histories allege to be because a Tang Dynasty general spread rumors that We Tadra Khonglo was conspiring with the Tang.↩
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Not many people had ever seen the banner of the three-headed white lion on the Longxi border, but there was practically no one who didn't know what it was. It represented a legendary existence of the Ü-Tsang Empire: the Tsenpo's King of Generals, the Ü-Tsang War God, We Tadra Khonglo!


In Ü-Tsang, this person's status far surpassed other Great Generals like Huoshu Huicang or Dusong Mangpoje. His status was similar to that of the Great Tang's War God, now the Crown Prince's Junior Guardian, Wang Zhongsi.


At the time, Wang Zhongsi had lorded over the west, almost fighting his way onto the Tibetan Plateau, where he could menace the royal city of Ü-Tsang. In the end, he failed because he had encountered We Tadra Khonglo!


And across all the Ü-Tsang Empire, the only person that could be a match for War God Wang Zhongsi was We Tadra Khonglo!


The legends said that this man's ability to command was almost divine, but ever since that war, We Tadra Khonglo had never appeared again. No one had expected this legend of Ü-Tsang to appear now.


In an instant, all the soldiers of the Big Dipper Army turned to look in one direction.


'A man's name, a tree's shadow.' This legendary King of Generals was far too famous, exerted far too much pressure.


If there was one person in Big Dipper City that could stand against him, it could only be their Great General!


Everyone looked toward the highest tower of Big Dipper City, waiting for that mighty figure to appear.


When the seven stars of the Big Dipper shone up high, Geshu came at night with his saber!


No matter the time, the Big Dipper Great General Geshu Han's name would be an existence as firm as the mountains and rivers in the west!


"We Tadra Khonglo…"


Geshu Han stood in that majestic tower. Though he was not striking any particular posture, he exuded the aura of a mountain, of steel that had gone through countless temperings.


Though an Imperial Great General, Geshu Han had a handsome appearance and dignified bearing. When those long and narrow eyes opened, they were as bright as the sun or moon. Although they showed no anger, they gave off a majesty that inspired awe and respect.


As a former subordinate of the Great Tang War God Wang Zhongsi, Geshu Han had experienced many things, including the great battle between Wang Zhongsi and the White Lion Great General We Tadra Khonglo.


Ü-Tsang came away from that war with heavy injuries, and Wang Zhongsi, affected by the geography of the plateau, the limits of his soldiers, and We Tadra Khonglo's resistance, also chose to withdraw from the Tibetan Plateau.


Geshu Han had personally taken part in the war, so he clearly understood what had happened back then.


Only Geshu Han knew that it was not out of kindness that We Tadra Khonglo did not continue to invade the Central Plains after that war. In fact, he had suffered severe injuries back then that forced him to retreat.


But after so many years, his injuries should have mostly recovered.


"'In abnormal circumstances, there must be an evildoer at work.' It has been a long time since Ü-Tsang and the Great Tang engaged in any wars. What does We Tadra Khonglo intend to do by showing up here…"


The black-armored Geshu Han stood unmoving on the tower, allowing the wind to throw his long hair about. He had experienced many campaigns of all shapes and sizes, so there were very few things that could affect his mood.


But at this moment, Geshu Han felt a little uneasy. It was not because of We Tadra Khonglo, but because Ü-Tsang's movements were too out of the ordinary.


It was true that We Tadra Khonglo was the White Lion Great General, the greatest of all of Ü-Tsang's Great Generals and the most powerful. Even War God Wang Zhongsi at his peak couldn't do much against him.


But Geshu Han was not going to subdue Ü-Tsang. A campaign in the open and defending a city were two different things! The cavalry of Ü-Tsang might be fierce and courageous, but as long as the Big Dipper Army didn't engage them on open ground, the White Lion Great General We Tadra Khonglo could only twiddle his thumbs!


After so many years, it was impossible to keep track of the number of Tibetans the Big Dipper Army had killed. If there was one group of soldiers who had the greatest understanding of Tibetans and were most effective against them, it could only be Geshu Han's Big Dipper Army.


Forged in fire and blood, this army could stand on its own two feet and face any storm. This was not an army that could just be run over.


Geshu Han was confident that the Tibetans understood this simple principle.


We Tadra Khonglo would never do anything without a purpose. If the White Lion Great General did not possess an unusual intelligence, he would have never been able to block Wang Zhongsi's attacks.


Geshu Han stood on the tower as his mind worked, countless thoughts flashing through his mind in the space of a few seconds. The entirety of the empire, including the landscape of Longxi, flitted through his mind.


Lintao stood on the border of Longxi, and with Big Dipper City towering here, the Tibetans had essentially no chance of getting past. As for the northwest, Gao Xianzhi was standing sentinel at Suiye.


He also had Feng Changqing's help, and with those two individuals, one the master of martial matters and the other the master of civil, not even the White Lion Great General would be able to do much.


As for Qixi, Fumeng Lingcha was standing guard.


This person was an out-and-out veteran. When he was standing guard over the Western Regions, he had fought with Tibetans quite a few times. He had even pushed back the Arabs before.


In truth, if one looked at a map of the empire, one would discover that from the ends of the Western Regions to Suiye, from Qixi to Longxi… three protectorates of the Great Tang had formed a curved wall of steel along the Tibetan Plateau, sealing the Tibetans within.


Meanwhile, An Sishun's Beiting Protectorate was intimidating the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates. Given his massive army, he could come to the aid of any of the other three protectorates at any time.


The Tibetans would find no chance for progress here, not unless…


Jiange in the southwest!


With this lightning bolt of a thought, Geshu Han's entire body shook. He suddenly understood something and his face morphed into a nasty grimace.


The only path the Central Plains had left for the Tibetans was Jiange in the southwest. It was already no secret that Xianyu Zhongtong and the 180,000 Great Tang elites had lost to Geluofeng.


But Geshu Han had always believed that even if Xianyu Zhongtong lost, he would only suffer a few losses. Given the strength of the Tang soldiers, as long as they stood firm, their own strength and the reinforcements coming from behind them were still completely capable of defeating Geluofeng.


But at this moment, Geshu Han felt an extremely ill omen!


Bwoooom!


While Geshu Han's brows were rising in unease, the low, desolate, and grandiose sound of a horn came from the towering plateau. Beneath that bloody banner of the three-headed white lion, a smaller black banner was propped up.


And on this black war banner was the striking image of a glaring black yak.


Two banners, one red and one black, one big and one small, stood together. Even Geshu Han paled at the sight of these two banners.


Anyone who had lived in Longxi for some time could recognize that black banner as the banner of Ü-Tsang Great General Dusong Mangpoje.


Two Ü-Tsang Great Generals had appeared on the border of the Tibetan Plateau to threaten Longxi.


Even Geshu Han began to feel a mighty pressure on his shoulders!


For any empire, a Great General played a critical role and would rarely appear.


For two Ü-Tsang Great Generals to appear at the same time and face down Big Dipper City was completely unprecedented.


Not only Geshu Han, all the officers and soldiers of the Big Dipper Army felt a massive pressure.


The combined might of two Ü-Tsang Great Generals completely changed the nature of this battle.


Rumble!


Hooves began to rise, and after a few moments of silence, thousands of Tibetan horsemen began to pour down the edge of the plateau like a pot of dumplings being spilled. They swept toward Big Dipper City with a momentum that could stun the heavens and topple mountains.


The atmosphere instantly grew incomparably tense.


Boom!


On the highest tower, Geshu Han suddenly took a step forward, his handsome and imposing face exuding a frigid and somber aura.


"Everyone, heed my orders. Stand ready!"


Geshu Han's right hand rested on his saber while an energy as vast as the mountains and the seas, as frenzied as a storm, surged into the sky. At almost the same moment, the army roared, the 60,000 elites of the Big Dipper Army exploding with a murderous intent that broke through the firmament…


The battle had finally begun!


……


The long-disappeared Ü-Tsang King of Generals We Tadra Khonglo had appeared with Dusong Mangpoje to attack Longxi's Big Dipper City!


The arrival of this news stunned the capital.


And even more stunning was the news from the southwest: Xianyu Zhongtong had been defeated, his 180,000 soldiers dealt a crushing defeat by a pincer attack from Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang. More than half had been killed, and even the 60,000 reinforcements under Li Zhengyi had been intercepted by Ü-Tsang!


The spread of this news sent the capital into consternation and the court into panic!
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News had begun to spread a few days ago. A scout from Li Zhengyi's army had rushed into the capital, covered in blood. Upon being carried to the Bureau of Military Personnel, he delivered his message, a request for reinforcements, and then fell unconscious.


If the large-scale Tibetan assault on the Longxi border was shocking, the grievous news that the 180,000 elites of Jiannan had lost was even more earth-shattering.


No one had expected such a thing. The Tibetan assault made everyone panic.


"The Tibetans are declaring war against the Great Tang! This is a complete break!"


In the Imperial Court, an imperial censor shouted for all he was worth, his face red, his entire body shaking from the sheer rage flowing through him.


"It's already collapsed! In Longxi and the southwest, Ü-Tsang has mobilized over 100,000 soldiers to invade the Great Tang. If that's not a break, what is! Right now we have to talk about what to do next!"


"Li Zhengyi has already been defeated! Where else can we get soldiers?"


"If we want to help out Xianyu Zhongtong and Li Zhengyi, the Big Dipper Army is the best way!"


"But the Big Dipper Army is being held down by We Tadra Khonglo and Dusong Mangpoje!"


"Lord Wang said a long time ago that this wasn't the time to send soldiers, but none of you listened. Now you know!"


"That's not what I'm worried about right now. What of the hundreds of thousands of civilians living in the southwest! If the 180,000 elites of the Annan Protectorate aren't there to stand guard, the southwest is a completely open field! Who else is left that can stop the combined armies of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang?"


……


Bzzt! As if all the air had been suddenly sucked out of the room, the noisy hall fell quiet. All the nobles and officials had stopped talking.


A stifling mood shrouded the entire court.


The defeat of the southwest had never been their greatest worry. Their true concern was the almost one million civilians living in the southwest.


As the barrier of the southwest, the Annan Protectorate was the first and final wall against Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang.


It was for this reason that the Annan Protectorate had always had a very large garrison. 180,000 elites far surpassed the number of troops in Geshu Han's Big Dipper Army or in Gao Xianzhi's army.


Not even the Andong Protectorate's Zhang Shougui had 180,000 soldiers.


And it was for this reason that when Zhangchou Jianqiong had been presiding over the southwest, he had always been prudent and cautious, never once daring to take the initiative and start an offensive.


However, Geluofeng's sudden attack and Zhangchou Jianqiong's lack of stability in his new post of Minister of War had caused him to succumb to the pressure, voiding his old concerns.


The Imperial Court would need at least two months to raise a new wave of reinforcements. This time would be necessary whether they transferred these soldiers from the other protectorates or recruited them now.


But right now…


The almost one million inhabitants of the southwest were bereft of protection. When they thought about what would happen when Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang advanced, all the ministers trembled in fear.


Wang Chong…


As King Song looked at the worried yet silent faces of the gathered officials, he suddenly thought of that boy.


No one had expected the 180,000 elites of the southwest to end up in this state. If there was someone who had already predicted all of this, that person was undoubtedly Wang Chong.


For some reason, King Song felt like Wang Chong had always known that this was how things would develop. This made him feel rather strange.


…Perhaps this child has some idea of how to proceed! King Song thought to himself, raising his head up to the carved image of the coiled dragon on the roof of the hall.


……


A roof would leak on the night of a downpour. When the Imperial Court of the Central Plains was still stunned by defeat in the southwest, the Great Tang's north and northeast were also growing restless.


"Hahaha, this is a gift from the heavens! I didn't think that 180,000 Great Tang elites would actually lose to Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao…!"


On a moonlight night, on the vast steppe to the north of the Yin Mountains, a white tent loomed. The tent was surrounded by massive white wolves, almost lion-like. They warily watched the surroundings with fierce expressions.


Within the tent, oil lanterns cast a pitch-black shadow onto the canvas, magnifying it to gigantic proportions.


Although the source of this shadow used no techniques, displayed no martial arts, the shadow exuded a dreadful aura. Like a bottomless abyss, it sucked in all the moonlight in a radius of several hundred zhang.


"Carry out my order. The army will move south and enter a stalemate with the Great Tang's Beiting Protectorate. If the Beiting Protectorate shows any strange movements, we will move south and completely overthrow them!"


Clenching his fist, that shadow spoke with a rough and determined voice.


"But Khagan, won't we be utterly offending the Tang Emperor!"


In the flickering light of the tent, another voice within the tent urged caution, his fear evident.


"Ha, you think that the Great Tang is still the Great Tang of the past? 180,000 elites… that's 180,000 elites! The Great Tang of the past wouldn't have been guaranteed to lose even if Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao used all their power!"


That rough voice spoke, seeming to drift off at the end as its owner began to remember the past.


The power of the Great Tang was not something any ordinary person could imagine!


When War God Su Zhengchen was still present and the Eastern and Western Turks were still strong, Ozmish Khagan1 was still a child.



150,000 fully equipped warriors and the most valiant Black Wolf Khagan2 of the Western Turks couldn't even stop the 8,000 soldiers under Su Zhengchen! Afterward, the Eastern and Western Turks were left greatly weakened, with both Wang Jiuling and Wang Zhongsi sweeping through them. It was only after a long time that they finally recovered.



The six to seven hundred thousand Great Tang soldiers were able to suppress the surrounding foreign kingdoms due to their oppressive strength and various weapons.


But now, 180,000 Great Tang elites and 60,000 reinforcements had been completely routed by Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang. To the Western Turks and the other empires, this was something that they didn't even dare to imagine in the past.


"The Great Tang has already become brittle and is no longer as powerful as it once was. They've had it far too easy for too long. And we… have also changed!"


The rough voice suddenly became incomparably loud. The pack of white wolves around the tent seemed to sense something and began to bare their teeth.


"Let's go! The Turks and the Great Tang will fight with each other. If not now… then it will be in the future!"


"Yes, your subordinate understands!"


……


At the same time, to the east of Youzhou and north of the Bohai Sea…


A towering wall stood opposite the distant Andong Protectorate, separated from it by a vast plain and a clear river.


The walls were scorched by flames and appeared to have experienced countless battles. Yet they were so lofty and firm that not even the walls of the Central Plains could compare.


'Gaimou City3!'



On the banner flapping over the massive city walls were actually these words written in Han characters. Goguryeo bordered the Central Plains, and though their spoken languages differed, Goguryeo still used the Han characters of the Central Plains in their official records.


Boom!


Suddenly, the normally-shut gates of Gaimou City opened and Goguryeon infantry suddenly surged out. At almost the same time, the gates to the north and south of the city also opened to let large numbers of Goguryeon soldiers out.


This sudden activity shocked the entire territory of Youzhou!


All the soldiers of the Andong Protectorate were dumbstruck.


The Andong Protectorate governed the lands to the east of Youzhou. This was no nominal authority, but one obtained through fire and blood, forged through the course of several wars.


The Empire of Goguryeo had always taken a defensive stance in the northeast, relying on its firm city walls and other fortifications to defend against the Great Tang's attacks.


Never once had it opened its gates to launch an offensive.


"Enemy!"


On the other side of the clear river, several Great Tang scouts jumped onto their horses as they yelled and galloped away. They did not see the stalwart figure of a Goguryeon Great General appearing on the walls of Gaimou City, five long sabers on his back, quietly watching them with a complicated gaze.


In his hand was a royal Goguryeon decree on yellow paper, the 'moon in water' symbol on the decree clearly conveying its sender.


This was a decree from the Emperor of Goguryeo, Yeon Gaesomun!


'Vigorously attack, suppress the Great Tang!'


This royal decree had only these six words.


In the space of a single night, the countries bordering the Great Tang—the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates, the Goguryeo Empire, and even the distant Abbasid Caliphate—were beginning to show signs of movement.


The entirety of the Great Tang was in panic.


Only Wang Chong had expected all this to happen and remained calm and indifferent throughout.


______________


1. Ozmish Khagan was the penultimate Khagan of the Eastern Turkic Khaganate. Historically, his reign lasted for only two years from 742-744, after which he was overthrown by the Uighurs and executed.↩

2. I can find no records of any Black Wolf Khagan or 'Heihen Khagan'. This war, however, probably refers to the Tang Dynasty's war against the Western Turks during the reign of Emperor Gaozong in 657. As such, the Black Wolf Khagan is probably Ashina Helu, also known as Ishbara Khagan. In the Battle of Irtysh River, a cavalry force of 100,000 led by Ashina Helu was ambushed by the Tang general Su Dingfeng and his 10,000 soldiers, resulting in Ashina Helu's defeat and subsequent capture. This episode also makes me believe that Su Zhengchen is modeled on Su Dingfeng.↩

3. Gaimou City, located near the current city of Gaizhou, was located just across from the Liao River and was a fort that Goguryeo had built along its border with the Tang Dynasty.↩
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"Everything has returned to the starting point…"


While the winds howled overhead, Wang Chong stood at the peak of Deflecting Blade Mountain, his heart incomparably calm. The defeat in the southwest, the interception of the reinforcements, the restlessness of the surrounding foreign countries…


Everything was exactly like what had happened in his last life!


When consternation and panic engulfed all of the Great Tang, only Wang Chong was calm, having anticipated everything.


"Young Master, the training is finished. What should be done next…"


A familiar voice came from behind him as Zhao Jingdian galloped on a horse toward him. At almost the same time, there was a rumble as hundreds of horsemen charged down the mountain, a crushing momentum exploding from their bodies.


Wang Chong watched these swift figures until they vanished into the distance.


If one didn't know the truth, it would be very hard to believe that these incredibly fierce horsemen were actually the True Martial realm experts that Wang Chong had recruited from the various clans!


These people had come from different clans, practiced different techniques, and had different temperaments, but at this moment, they were beginning to show signs of an army.


Only with Li Siye's power suppressing from above and Zhao Jingdian's ability to organize troops could this sort of army be formed in such a short amount of time.


Although he had still not reached the proficiency from his last life, Zhao Jingdian was already beginning to display that talent for command that had made him Wang Chong's trusted aide.


"It's about time. Proceed with the second phase of training?"


Wang Chong took out a long-prepared diagram from his sleeve and gave it to Zhao Jingdian. These True Martial realm experts hired by the clans were still far from reaching the level of discipline, obedience, and flexibility that he wanted. He wasn't able to command them like they were his arms and fingers, but as long as they could learn the two formations he had given them, it would be enough.


The rest would have to be trained on the march, and this follow-up training was probably not something Zhao Jingdian could do. He would have to personally supervise it.


"Yes, Young Master!"


Zhao Jingdian lowered his head without hesitation and quickly went to carry out his new orders.


Gallop!


Zhao Jingdian's horse left a trail of dust as it hurried away to catch up with the one thousand horsemen. He began to issue order after order, and with these orders, the horsemen began to shift, their movements causing even more dust to rise.


"…I didn't think that you really would be training them!"


A sigh suddenly came from behind Wang Chong, as well as a voice tinged with an indescribably complex mixture of emotions. Wang Chong's body shivered as he turned his head. It was a familiar figure, broad-shouldered and sturdy, dressed in a yellow dragon robe. He was slowly walking up from the mountain slope, his every moment imbued with a noble aura.


And behind him was the old butler, silently following behind him like a ghost.


"Young Master, I'm sorry! His Highness King Song didn't permit me to inform you."


Nearby, Wei Anfang had his head lowered and his arms drooped, shame all over his face.


Wang Chong's face went from surprise to a frown, but he quickly regained his composure.


King Song and his old butler shouldn't have been able to get so close without him noticing. But when he thought about that old butler's unfathomable strength and King Song's own power, Wang Chong felt somewhat pacified.


Although he himself had grown much stronger, he was still very far from unfathomably powerful experts like King Song and the old butler.


It was normal for him to not notice them as they ascended.


"Has Your Highness King Song come because of Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao?" Wang Chong indifferently asked, as if he had already expected King Song and the old butler to appear.


"You already anticipated this situation, correct?"


With a solemn face, far less relaxed than Wang Chong's, King Song went straight to the point.


The matter of Ü-Tsang, Mengshe Zhao and Wang Chong had perplexed him for quite some time now. Completely based on his intuition, King Song felt that Wang Chong knew something.


So he had come here.


"On the Longxi, We Tadra Khonglo and Dusong Mangpoje appeared at the same time, leading an army to attack Big Dipper City and restrain Geshu Han. You already knew about this, correct?" King Song said.


Wars between countries were no trifling matter, but he was using this military intelligence to question a teenager. This was the conduct of a madman, but King Song was set on this course.


If he could not clarify these matters, he would never be at peace, would never get a good night's sleep.


To the northeast, the northwest, and around Beiting, all the foreign countries were restless, intentionally or unintentionally holding down the Great Tang's forces. This situation was unprecedented.


Although no one in the Imperial Court had noticed it yet, King Song was already feeling a terrible danger.


It was not so long ago that the foreign countries all feared and respected the Great Tang, keeping far away from its armies. When did they become so bold and reckless?


King Song felt an unprecedented peril in these abnormalities.


If the foreign countries no longer respected the Great Tang and perhaps had even silently agreed to work together and restrain the Great Tang, how could the Great Tang continue to subdue them all and sit steady in the center?


The Great Tang had used decades, perhaps even over a hundred years, to subdue these foreign countries and create the current golden age of peace.


But if this all fell apart, if they lost their fear, wouldn't the Central Plains once more become the target for all the various foreign powers?


A momentary loss could be recovered from, but if this tacit understanding for peace was broken, what awaited the Great Tang would be an unending sequence of wars, danger lurking around every corner!


The current Great Tang was far from its peak of power. The long peace had softened the hearts of the people. But the foreign countries, once naught but powder under the hooves of the Great Tang's cavalry, targets for their crossbows, had benefited from the Great Tang's peace. The long period of trade had allowed them to obtain large amounts of refined iron, pig iron, cast iron, and steel, with which they could forge a large amount of weapons.


They were now far stronger than they were in the past!


While one receded, the others swelled. King Song couldn't help but worry about such problems. The war in the southwest might only be the beginning. The Great Tang could soon be facing an endless storm!


If there was no skin, what would the fur attach to? If such a thing happened, perhaps no one would be able to survive!


"Yes!"


Wang Chong immediately and frankly admitted to King Song's question.


【Warning!】


【Warning!】


The voice from the Stone of Destiny rang out in his mind, but Wang Chong acted like he couldn't hear, his gaze fixed on King Song.


At this moment, King Song was dumbfounded.


Although King Song had this intense feeling ever since he had left the court, Wang Chong's frank confession had still caught King Song completely off guard.


King Song looked at Wang Chong in astonishment, his mind in a complete mess, unable to describe what he was feeling.


The south, Jiange, Longxi's border…


Not a single person in the court could have predicted the incidents taking place there, including himself. If someone had said beforehand that they had already predicted all of this, King Song would have called them crazy.


But as for Wang Chong… King Song believed him.



                                                                        Chapter 486: The Final Preparations Before the War! 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr





After a long period of silence, King Song finally asked, "Just how did you know?"


There were far too many secrets hanging around Wang Chong. Although King Song had experienced countless trials and political storms, developing an extremely sharp gaze and feel for politics, King Song still found it at times impossible to see through this teenager standing before him.


Wang Chong shook his head and casually said, "This isn't some big secret!" Although he was a reincarnator and possessed an entire life's worth of memories, some things could be predicted even without foresight.


Mengshe Zhao, Ü-Tsang, Goguryeo, the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates—these empires had grown stronger and stronger over the years while the Great Tang had remained in the same place.


No, it had not just remained in the same place. In reality, it was constantly declining.


The Imperial Court from top to bottom and the whole of society had become haughty and lazy, and the wealth of the Central Plains was bound to stir the ambitions of these foreign countries.


And among all these foreign kingdoms, Ü-Tsang had the fiercest conflicts with the Great Tang and had the greatest capacity to invade.


Unlike the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates, Ü-Tsang was based on a high plateau. The Great Tang wanted to deal with this high-altitude empire, but it lacked the strength.


Thus, in every war, the Tibetans only needed to retreat into their interior, a strategic withdrawal saving them from disaster. They had always possessed a safe fortress, and they recovered faster than the other foreign kingdoms.


At the same time, if Ü-Tsang wanted to expand, the Great Tang in the Central Plains was the greatest barrier. Everything foreordained Ü-Tsang to always be the first opponent to strike a blow.


Geluofeng and his 300,000 Mengshe Zhao soldiers had been their chance.


They had already routed Xianyu Zhongtong in the southwest, and if they wanted to amplify their success, they needed to prevent any reinforcements from the Great Tang. Consequently, it was imperative that they send an army to restrain Geshu Han and his Big Dipper Army.


Thus, Wang Chong was utterly unsurprised to see such a thing happen.


Although Ü-Tsang was a foreign kingdom outside the sphere of Han civilization and was far less prosperous than the Central Plains, there were several extremely powerful existences behind it.


Whether it was Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, We Tadra Khonglo, or Dusong Mangpoje, they were all the elite of the elite, not one bit inferior to the renowned generals of the Central Plains.


When these generals joined their powers, there would be no flaw in their strategies. Even though Wang Chong knew far in advance, he still wasn't able to do anything about it.


"Since you were able to analyze all this, why didn't you speak up sooner?"


King Song looked at the youth, his heart caught up in a mixture of emotions.


In the past, he would definitely have been full of praise for Wang Chong's analysis. But now there was defeat in the southwest, danger in Longxi, restlessness on the borders of the northeast, northwest, and Beiting. King Song no longer had the mind to think about much else.


"If I said it, would anyone have believed me?" Wang Chong indifferently said.


The campaign in the southwest had already reached this point. After three hundred years, this massive and prosperous empire had finally welcomed its first life-threatening peril.


And the perils that followed would only be more dangerous, more formidable.


If they could not even endure through this one, the following series of events coming down like a line of dominoes would completely knock the empire over.


At this moment, there was no need to hide anything.


"Aah!"


All that King Song could do upon hearing Wang Chong's question was to raise his head up to the dark clouds and give a long sigh.


Wang Chong was correct. Military affairs were no trifling matter.


Even if Wang Chong personally told him what would happen, even with his relationship with multiple generations of the Wang Clan, he would never have believed Wang Chong's words.


It wasn't about whether he trusted Wang Chong. This just wasn't how major affairs in the Imperial Court were decided. Private affections were not to play any part in the proceedings.


Without solid evidence, no one would allow a few lines of analysis to decide matters of state, decide the lives of tens of thousands, perhaps even hundreds of thousands, of soldiers. This was not the correct way to run a government.


Thus, no matter what Wang Chong said, no one would believe until it actually happened, not even King Song.


It was precisely because he understood this that King Song couldn't help but sigh, a deep helplessness welling up in his heart.


With Li Zhengyi's defeat, the Great Tang had no more extra soldiers to offer.


"Could all this really be unavoidable…"


At this moment, King Song's mind was agitated and in turmoil.


"Your Highness, we cannot avoid what has already happened. The greatest concern right now is how to handle the war in the southwest!" Wang Chong sternly replied.


No matter how terrible things were, as long as the dust hadn't yet settled, he would not give up.


"What else can be done? The southwest has already been lost. Your one thousand men are like a cup of water on a cart of burning firewood. They won't be able to do anything."


King Song bitterly smiled as his gaze shifted toward the roiling dust rising from another mountain.


He understood everything now, understood the moment he had arrived at this place. Wang Chong had sold off the spirit vein so that he could gather the experts of the great clans and set off for the southwest.


Only the dangerous situation in the southwest was worth Wang Chong's gathering so many experts and paying such a heavy price.


But all of this was a drop in the ocean. What could one thousand 'soldiers' do, even if they were experts from the great clans of the capital?


A war was not something a mere one thousand experts could resolve. War was far from being that simple!


"If I don't try, how do I know whether I can succeed?" Wang Chong asked back, his expression firm.


With the war in the southwest at this stage, he had no other methods. Although one thousand experts was not a lot, this was all he could do on short notice, and he had invested everything he could.


"How can I help you?" King Song sternly said.


"Your Highness, if everything goes as expected, in at most seven days, I will be leaving. I don't have any rank or title, so I won't be able to make the generals over there submit. I require Your Highness's token so that my orders are followed without fail. In addition, if possible… it would be great if Your Highness could lend me a few of your experts," Wang Chong said.


King Song nodded and handed over his token. Then, he and his old butler silently left.


Wang Chong watched King Song leave, and though his eyes flickered with emotion for a few moments, he quickly went back to normal.


The danger in the southwest grew with every passing moment. He didn't have much time left, and he needed to efficiently use every moment of it.


Breeee!


A neigh reverberated through the mountains as hooves thundered. In a flash, a horse shot out of the forest like a dragon. After several months, the White-hoofed Shadow had grown even stronger and sturdier.


Whether it was its bones, ligaments, or muscles, the White-hoofed Shadow was now a completely mature adult, the difference from its former self as stark as night and day.


"Hyah!"


Wang Chong mounted the horse, took the reins, and gripped the flanks of the horse with his legs. He became one with the horse and left behind a trail of dust as he galloped off to the smithy of the Zhang Clan.


Dingdang! Dingdang!


To the west of the capital loomed a giant smithy. From a distance, Wang Chong could already hear the sounds of hammering and see the plumes of smoke.


"Young Master!"


Upon seeing Wang Chong, a supervisor from the Zhang Clan hurried to welcome him. At the moment, there was no one in the Zhang Clan who didn't recognize Wang Chong.


"Let me go in and take a look."


Wang Chong dismounted and got straight to the point.


The smithy of the Zhang Clan was a hive of activity, generating smoke everywhere and incessant sounds of hammering. Upon walking in, Wang Chong could feel intense waves of heat slapping against his face.


"Young Master, following your orders, all the master smiths of the clan worked day and night to forge the Wootz Steel swords you required! The clan viewed this task with utmost importance, and the clan head personally supervised the entire process. He just left a few moments ago. If you had come a little earlier, you would have been able to meet him," the Zhang Clan supervisor explained.


It had been a very long time since the Zhang Clan's smithy had been this busy. All of its master smiths had come forward, and these last few days had been even more busy than the last few months.


Wang Chong nodded.


The matter of the Wootz Steel swords was incredibly important. With a sweep of his gaze, Wang Chong could see that many guards were standing sentinel, including the Wang Clan experts that had been dispatched to this place.


Such was the value of the Wootz Steel swords that many people were willing to go to desperate lengths to obtain one.


"Wang Chong, why are you here!"


As the supervisor was speaking, another voice butted in. Zhang Cong and Zhang Jian were leading several elders of the Zhang Clan to receive Wang Chong.


Wang Chong nodded in greeting and asked, "How is the forging of the Wootz Steel swords going?"


"It'll be finished in another three days, but we'll have to rely on you for the next step."


Zhang Cong looked worriedly at Wang Chong. A thousand Wootz Steel swords required many steps. Even a great clan like the Zhang Clan had felt it very exhausting, and Wang Chong had to finish them all by himself!


Zhang Cong was concerned that Wang Chong wouldn't be able to do it alone.


"I know. All you need to do is finish with the initial processing for the one thousand Wootz Steel swords. None of you have to worry about the rest," Wang Chong calmly said.


The crucial steps for forging the Wootz Steel swords rested almost entirely in his hand, and no one could copy them. However, though the process overall was complex, the last steps were actually very simple.


As long as enough liquid was prepared, the temperature of the Wootz Steel swords could be lowered fairly quickly. In any case, he had it much easier than the Zhang Clan.


"In addition, we've already passed the matter of the armor to the other clans for them to work. We've dispatched supervisors to oversee the process. The armors might be finished before the Wootz Steel swords!" Zhang Jian added.


There were too many steps in forging the Wootz Steel swords, making the work rather troublesome. In comparison, the Meteoric Metal armor was much simpler. Wang Chong did not intend to forge armor made of pure Meteoric Metal, but instead wanted to mix the Meteoric Metal with other high-class refined iron. This made the forging much easier and also allowed for more suits of armor to be produced.


And unlike the Wootz Steel swords, the various clans were all more experienced in forging armor. The only problem was that Meteoric Metal had a higher melting point. Otherwise, the process would have been even faster.
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In the center of the smithy was a massive, windowless room. Its walls were made from iron and were three feet thick. Each of the walls had been inscribed with layers of defensive inscriptions that made them extremely sturdy.


This was where the Zhang Clan stored its weapons.


Wang Chong's Wootz Steel swords were stored inside.


Wang Chong walked in, picked a Wootz Steel sword embryo out of the pile, and began to carefully inspect it. The safehouse had no windows, but it did have several bright pearls embedded in the ceiling to give light.


The warm light of these pearls allowed him to see the fluid lines on the Wootz Steel sword. Although it still had not gone through the quenching and the last few steps, the sword embryo itself was already very aesthetically pleasing.


The smiths of the Zhang Clan truly are excellent!


Though Wang Chong said nothing as he examined the sword embryo, he mentally gave his nod of approval.


A thousand Wootz Steel swords was no minor affair, and he had even required that they be forged in a very short amount of time. His greatest concern was that the Zhang Clan might skimp on their work.


But his inspection revealed that the Zhang Clan truly had treated this matter seriously.


Each of the sword embryos he inspected had gone through countless temperings and taken a great deal of effort to create. The Zhang Clan's smiths had cherished this precious forging material far more than Wang Chong had imagined.


After examining them all, Wang Chong began to get a feel for their weight. Finally, he nodded his head.


"Not bad!"


These Wootz Steel sword embryos felt heavy in his hand, indicating that they were all pure Wootz Steel. Every Wootz Steel sword had to pass through his hands, so he was extremely familiar with the weight of Wootz Steel.


Wootz Steel could not be mixed with other metals. Otherwise, the weapon would be ruined!


"Send these weapons over to my side. And send the rest over once you finish them!" Wang Chong said as he put down a sword embryo.


Wang Chong now felt completely at ease about leaving this matter to the Zhang Clan.


After leaving the Zhang Clan's smithy, Wang Chong rode to the cave outside the city. It didn't take long before a stream of Wootz Steel sword embryos began to be delivered into the cave.


As time slowly passed, Wang Chong completely forgot about the outside world, as all of his focus was placed on forging the Wootz Steel swords.


Batch after batch of Wootz Steel swords passed through Wang Chong's hands and out of the cave. They were sent to Deflecting Blade Mountain, where they were placed together with the Meteoric Metal armor forged by the other clans and distributed to the True Martial realm experts recruited from the great clans.


Quality, and not quantity, was more important in a soldier. Through these armaments, the one-thousand-man division of elite soldiers that Wang Chong anticipated was slowly beginning to take shape.


Time was short, and while Wang Chong was completely cut off from the outside world, his entire being focused on forging Wootz Steel swords, the outside world was being overturned.


The war in the southwest had shaken the entire empire, troubling the minds of millions. Every day, more news was coming from the southwest.


More and more details began to be revealed about the defeat in the southwest, and the more that was known, the more troubled the people were.


And several days later, a letter arrived from the front lines, jolting the entire capital.


More than half a month after Xianyu Zhongtong set off with his 180,000 elites, the Imperial Court finally received a letter from Xianyu Zhongtong.


This was a letter requesting reinforcements!


The letter said that the supplies in 'Lion City' wouldn't be able to last for too long and would be exhausted after a little more time, and so the Imperial Court was being asked to speedily deliver supplies.


Xianyu Zhongtong's seal had been stamped at the end..


This letter let the people know for the first time that 80,000 soldiers from the Annan Protectorate still remained out of the initial 180,000, and that this army was taking shelter in a place called Lion City. After many days and nights of worry, this news was assuredly a great comfort.


But people quickly began to ask, what was Lion City?


Where was that place?


How could it block the assaults from the hundreds and thousands of soldiers from Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang?


Countless questions surged through their minds!


The officials from the Bureau of Revenue and the Bureau of Personnel were quickly summoned to the Imperial Court to be questioned about this Lion City. But to the astonishment of all, none of the officials knew anything about this Lion City. They even had to ask where it was!


Even stranger was that this Lion City was found on no maps of the Great Tang. Even those old ministers of the court who had lived in the southwest for decades and knew Jiannan like the back of their hand had no idea what this Lion City was or where it was located.


So surprising was this conclusion that no one dared to believe it!


A large number of scouts were immediately dispatched to the southwest. No one dared to overlook the lives of these 80,000 elites.


Everyone knew that these 80,000 soldiers were the last barrier to the southwest. Their presence could hold down those two foreign powers and make them act more cautiously.


Without them, Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang would have nothing to fear. Geluofeng, Dalun Ruozan, and Huoshu Huicang would lead their armies deep into Tang territory, sweeping over the southwest until the borders of Longxi.


But just when everyone was fruitlessly seeking clues on this Lion City, a surprising response came from a minor official in the Bureau of Military Personnel, serving under Zhangchou Jianqiong.


He suddenly remembered that when Zhangchou Jianqiong was holding a banquet in the capital, he had invited Wang Gen and his nephew. At that banquet, Wang Chong had mentioned that he wanted to set up a city in the southwest.


And later on, a person at Wang Chong's side had come to consult the minor official on this matter. At the time, that person seemed to vaguely indicate that this city was being established at Lion Mountain.


Everyone was flabbergasted at this news.


And then they received further confirmation that more than half a year ago, the Wang Clan really had dispatched a large number of guards to the southwest, along with a large amount of raw materials. Wang Chong had also sent a million taels of gold to the southwest. All levels of society, from the court down to the common man, were left dumbfounded!


The impact this made on all the officials of the court was difficult to imagine. Even Wang Chong's big uncle, Wang Gen, was stunned speechless.


He knew that Wang Chong had asked for a lot of land from Zhangchou Jianqiong. In fact, he had been sitting at the table at the time. But not even Wang Gen knew that this Lion City that occupied a strategic location in the southwest war had been constructed by Wang Chong, and more than half a year ago at that!


Even the slowest of people were beginning to realize something.


Had that young fellow from the Wang Clan already predicted this war more than half a year ago and even constructed that important and strategic city to prepare for it?


Countless people found this nigh impossible to believe.


"Crazy, crazy! That's completely crazy!"


"How could he know that the Great Tang and Mengshe Zhao would fight there?"


"Impossible! Only a fool would build a city for the sake of a war! And how could he know that Mengshe Zhao and the Great Tang would battle there?"


"How much profit can the Tea Horse Road bring? If not for war, was it for trade? Would you build a city for the sake of trade, investing a million taels of gold?"




"This…"


The person was dumbstruck.


That this war that involved 180,000 Great Tang elites, 300,000 Mengshe Zhao soldiers, and almost a million civilians had been decided by a single teenaged scion in the capital was truly difficult to believe.


In fact, it was completely absurd!


Regardless of the truth, whether it was for trade or war, Wang Chong and that Lion City several thousand li away had garnered the attention of all the officials and military officers.


The Wang Clan began to receive letter after letter, and the Imperial Court even sent a document of inquiry to Wang Chong.


But at this time, Wang Chong couldn't be bothered to get into a debate in the Imperial Court…
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After finishing off the last Wootz Steel sword, Wang Chong finally emerged from the cave. But he ignored the summons from the Imperial Court, boarding his carriage for elsewhere. His destination was not the Wang Clan Residence; instead, the carriage turned at Vermillion Bird Street and headed toward the office of the Minister of War.


He was greeted by a large board painted black, with the words 'Minister of War' written on it in large letters.


This was Zhangchou Jianqiong's new place of work.


From the moment he took the position, Zhangchou Jianqiong had replaced everyone in the Minister of War's office with his own group of people from the southwest. Through this method, Zhangchou Jianqiong had placed the entirety of the office under his firm control.


But when Wang Chong arrived, the entire office was blanketed in a somber and heavy mood. Anyone who passed by would be able to feel that melancholy and oppressive air.


Almost everyone in the Minister of War's office had their heads lowered.


Zhangchou Jianqiong had originally been the protector-general for the southwest, and the current defeat in the southwest had resulted in the deaths of 100,000 of the 180,000 elites and the imminent massacre of almost a million civilians at the hands of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang.


One could easily imagine the pressure these officers from the southwest were facing.


Although no one had said anything, as they were former officers of the Annan Protectorate, all the blame for this affair rested on them.


At present, there was almost no one in the Minister of War's office who didn't recognize Wang Chong.


Although no one knew his purpose, when Wang Chong appeared at the gate, he was quickly ushered in.


In the innermost confines of the Minister of War's office, Wang Chong saw the downtrodden figure of Zhangchou Jianqiong, so haggard that it seemed like he had suffered through some terrible torture.


"Milord!"


Wang Chong tidied his clothes, walked in, and bowed.


"You've come…"


Zhangchou Jianqiong's eyes momentarily lit up at the sight of Wang Chong, but they hurriedly dimmed as he lowered his head once more in dejection.


Given the Wang Clan's status and the relationship Wang Chong had with Yang Zhao and Consort Taizhen, Zhangchou Jianqiong should have greeted him with warm enthusiasm, but he truly was not in the mood.


Nor was this a good time to receive guests.


All of society was currently focused on the southwest, apparently allowing Zhangchou Jianqiong to escape any disaster for now. But in reality, only Zhangchou Jianqiong knew that all the pressure and criticism was actually gathering on his body.


In the most recent morning court sessions, he had even felt the occasional unkind gaze from the other prestigious officials.


Zhangchou Jianqiong understood what all these officials were thinking.


'If you hadn't been so set on entering the capital, the southwest would have never turned out this way. Moreover, you might be the Minister of War now and, in the strictest sense of the word, unrelated to the matter of the southwest…


'But Xianyu Zhongtong was someone that you recommended, and the southwest was your territory. Now 100,000 Great Tang elites have died and Li Zhengyi's reinforcements were ambushed.


'This was all because you recommended the wrong person. You carry unavoidable blame in this catastrophe.'


This invisible pressure could push anyone to the breaking point, and even more concerningly, Zhangchou Jianqiong himself believed that this was his mistake.


In the current situation, he probably wouldn't even be able to hold onto his position of Minister of War, and with the loss of his territory in the southwest, he would also probably lose the right to stand in court.


Plagued by problems both internal and external, Zhangchou Jianqiong was mentally exhausted, lacking even the energy to greet Wang Chong.


"Milord is troubled over the southwest?" Wang Chong calmly asked as he seated himself across from Zhangchou Jianqiong.


"Haha, other than that, what else could it be?" Zhangchou Jianqiong replied with a bitter smile.


In his view, Wang Chong's question was completely unnecessary. Even an idiot could probably understood how poor his situation was. Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang had unexpectedly joined forces. In the past, even if he were beaten to death, he wouldn't have dared to believe such a thing.


But all of this had really happened.


He had barely left and Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang were already holding his feet to the fire.


It seemed like he wouldn't be Minister of War for very long.


"Since Milord is worried about this matter, why not leave the Bureau of Military Personnel and lead an army to the southwest?" Wang Chong said.


"Leave? I'm the Minister of War. I have to supervise the matters of the Imperial Court. How can I just leave and participate in a war on the front lines? In the three hundred years since the founding of the Great Tang, have you ever heard of a Minister of War who went to fight a war on the front lines?" Zhangchou Jianqiong said.


In his view, Wang Chong's advice was a complete joke.


If he went in his capacity as Minister of War to lead a charge through the front lines, who would handle the Minister of War's affairs? A snake had a snake path and a mouse had a mouse path, but both were completely different from each other.


"While it's true that the rules of the court cannot be discarded, if Milord forces the issue, which official would dare to stop you? The entire empire is currently focused on the southwest. As long as Milord can resolve the southwest, who would dare to criticize you?" Wang Chong said.


Zhangchou Jianqiong's eyes unfocused for a few moments. If he could solve the war in the southwest by leaving the capital, why wouldn't he? But now…


If he had gone before the Great Tang had been routed, it would have been fine, but now… even if he went, what use would it be?


"I can't! Wang Chong, you don't understand. The rules of the court cannot be broken. As Minister of War, I cannot leave the capital."


Zhangchou Jianqiong struggled for a few moments, but only a few, before regaining his composure.


Defeat in the southwest was already unavoidable. He had finally managed to climb up to his current position, and with so many people watching, he could not allow it to be lost.


The Annan Protectorate already had nothing to do with him, but he could at least attempt to hold the position of Minister of War.




"Ah…"


Wang Chong had been keeping a close watch on the changes in Zhangchou Jianqiong's face. As he watched it slowly turn hard, he couldn't help but give a long sigh.


Zhangchou Jianqiong knew the southwest like the back of his palm, as well as Geluofeng, Dalun Ruozan, and Huoshu Huicang. He even knew their commanding style.


The southwest would be much easier to resolve if he had the previous Annan Protector-General at his side, increasing his chances of ending the war.


But his final attempt had failed!


The current Zhangchou Jianqiong was no longer the Zhangchou Jianqiong of the past. His desire for power had completely defeated his status as an Imperial Great General.


He was no longer that tiger of the empire!


Wang Chong felt somewhat disappointed, but also a little relieved.


In the end, he could only rely on himself.


"Milord, I came this time to bid you farewell!" Wang Chong said forthrightly, clasping his hands in respect.


Since he could no longer place his hopes on the Minister of War, Wang Chong no longer hesitated.


"Ah!"


Zhangchou Jianqiong gave a soft yelp, his body trembling as he raised his head to look at Wang Chong with shock on his face.


"You want to leave the capital!"


"Yes!"


Wang Chong lightly continued, "Wang Chong has already gathered one thousand elites, set to leave for the southwest before the sun sets!"


Wang Chong spoke flatly and calmly, without emotion in his voice.


The room was quiet, but the mood seemed to have slightly changed.


Zhangchou Jianqiong stared blankly at the youth before him. In his daze, he suddenly realized something, and he began to look at this youth with completely different eyes.


He already had a keen understanding of what was happening in the southwest. For Wang Chong to go there at this time could only mean one thing!


For the first time, Zhangchou Jianqiong viewed Wang Chong with a sliver of respect in his eyes.


He had heard many things about Wang Chong, heard much about the reputation of the Wang Clan's Qilin son. But the feeling this time was completely different.


Zhangchou Jianqiong's mouth opened to instinctively stop him, but he ultimately chose not to.


The situation in the southwest was extremely dangerous, but like a drowning man, he would take any chance, no matter how slim.


"What do you need?" Zhangchou Jianqiong asked, his eyes quickly turning clear.


He was the previous Annan Protector-General. Since Wang Chong was going to the southwest, he knew exactly what he needed to do.


"I require something in Milord's possession. If Milord believes in me, then I require Milord's token, one that can allow me command over the Annan Protectorate army, including Lord Xianyu," Wang Chong said.


His expression was firm. Even when facing Zhangchou Jianqiong, his eyes showed no fear.


Zhangchou Jianqiong felt like he had been jabbed, his pupils constricting and his expression turning extremely solemn.


A protector-general was a border official. Even as Minister of War, he did not have complete control over them. Thus there was the saying, 'When the general is abroad, there are some orders they need not accept.'


But Wang Chong had guessed correctly. He truly did have a token that symbolized his own identity and was capable of commanding all 180,000 soldiers of the Annan Protectorate.


This was also a method he had agreed to with Xianyu Zhongtong.


If not for that token, he would not have left the southwest and given the position of protector-general to Xianyu Zhongtong.


This matter was a great secret that only those in his inner circle knew.


"What is Milord still thinking about?!"


Seeing the look on Zhangchou Jianqiong's face and his unwillingness to speak, Wang Chong knew what he was thinking.


"The war in the southwest has already reached this stage. Does Milord still believe that there is another way?"


Wang Chong's voice had become a little louder.


If Zhangchou Jianqiong was still pinching pennies at this time, then he was letting down his title of Tiger of the Empire.


"Aah!"


Zhangchou Jianqiong mentally struggled with himself, but after giving a long sigh, he finally made a decision.


I hope that my decision won't be wrong!


Clack!


His right hand lightly pulled at his waist, bringing up a heavy medallion made from black metal. But Zhangchou Jianqiong did not immediately hand it over.


"Answer a question for me first. Lion City in the southwest… Did you really anticipate all this?"


"Yes!"




……


Zhangchou Jianqiong gave a long sigh and handed over the token with no further questions.


"What else do you need me to do?"


"If Milord is willing, give me a few of the generals at your side!"


With these words, Wang Chong left the Minister of War's office.


After leaving, Wang Chong returned to Deflecting Blade Mountain. 'Soldiers raised for a thousand days are meant to be used for a single moment.' After so many days of training, it was finally time to head south.


Rumble!


At the peak of Deflecting Blade Mountain, the earth quaked and fierce winds swept through. With Zhao Jingdian leading the charge, a thousand fully-equipped experts rode their horses in an organized formation toward the mountain.


Dust roiled as a thousand hired experts followed like a crashing wave. Leading them was a giant man, eight feet tall. He was extremely conspicuous, and on his back was a massive sword larger than the average man.


Across all the Great Tang, probably only Li Siye possessed such an astonishing constitution.


Rumbling could be heard as far as a hundred li away. Even the students of Kunwu Training Camp were alarmed. But Wang Chong seemed to not see or hear.


All his focus was on this army that he had raised.


"This mission to the southwest will be extremely dangerous. If you want to back out, there's still time!"


Wang Chong stood on the peak, his expression stern. His gaze was not on the experts from the great clans, but the ones that he had hired.


The winds howled, but no noise came from those dense ranks. All of them appeared to not care about this danger.


Hired experts had always lived life on the edge. If this career were peaceful and utterly without risk, wouldn't everyone be hired experts?


Wang Chong's question was completely pointless for them.


For hired experts, money was enough. The higher the risk, the greater the reward. As long as this requirement could be fulfilled, they really didn't care about much else.


"Hmph!"


Wang Chong snorted. He gave no speech to raise the morale of the army. He simply drew his sword and pointed it at the sky.


The unstoppable and peerlessly sharp Wootz Steel sword exuded its cold light toward the dark clouds.


"Move out!"


With this earthshaking order, Wang Chong mounted the White-hoofed Shadow and led the army down Deflecting Blade Mountain, toward the southwest.


The rumbling of the army, sweeping forward with the momentum of a mountain, followed him.


All of the Great Tang Empire was focused on the Imperial Court and the southwest. Few noticed that the experts Wang Chong had gathered using millions of taels of gold and one thousand Wootz Steel swords had silently left the capital, riding toward the distant southwest.
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In the distant southwest…


A massive lake, more than eighty li long and more than ten li wide, spanned between the Great Tang and Mengshe Zhao. The lake was said to be connected to the sea, so it was called the Erhai1.



There was no one in the southwest that didn't know of Erhai.


All the merchants using the Tea Horse Road had to pass through this place. This was a placid lake, a peaceful sea, but now, it was brimming with the stench of death.


Caw!


Crows opened their wings and flocked over the Erhai to a vast plain on its banks.


Here were countless corpses, their pale faces turned toward the sky or the dirt, piled up and stretched out on the ground. There were people from the Great Tang here, from Mengshe Zhao, and from Ü-Tsang, but the majority of them came from the Great Tang.


The air stank of blood and the earth was dyed red. Birds dropped down from the sky to perch on these corpses, their long beaks pecking at eyes.


From above, one could see that thousands of birds had gathered here. This tragic scene had become a dreadful and mournful feast for the crows!


This was the battlefield of the southwest!


Broken axes, shattered halberds, and ragged banners scattered across the field served as the last scene of this battle. But though much time had passed, from a certain perspective, this battle still wasn't over.


"You're telling me that that city was constructed by a child?"


Dalun Ruozan stood on the gruesome battlefield, his gown as white as snow. He narrowed his deep eyes as he gazed at that majestic city of black steel in the distance, a hint of surprise on his face.


"Great Minister is correct. Our spies in the Great Tang have already discovered that this city was built by the youngest grandson of the Great Tang's former Prime Minister, Wang Jiuling! Construction began on it a little more than half a year ago."


Nearby, a bearded and middle-aged man of heroic constitution put his hands behind him and explained.


This middle-aged man wore a silk dragon robe and had a muscular constitution, and his every movement exuded a thick aura of nobility. Even though he was standing next to prestigious figures like Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang, he was not one bit inferior.


Across all of Mengshe Zhao, the only person that could reach this level was the King of Mengshe Zhao, the strongest of his generation, Geluofeng.


Dalun Ruozan said nothing, but his eyes betrayed his astonishment.


300,000 Mengshe Zhao soldiers working with more than 200,000 Ngari Royal Lineage heavy cavalry should have made it almost impossible for the 180,000 Great Tang elites to escape.


But the reality was that this city near the banks of the Erhai, an unremarkable city that still seemed to be in the middle of construction, had played a critical role in this battle.


While 80,000 soldiers wasn't a large number, it also wasn't small. In normal circumstances, the massive might of their combined forces would have easily annihilated such a force.


But the truth was that the firm walls of the city meant that the 80,000 soldiers had not only been able to stave off their assault. They also now occupied a rather decent position.


The situation now was rather awkward. The door to the Great Tang's southwest was wide open, their 500,000-man army able to sweep in at any time.


But this city near the plains of the Erhai and the 80,000 soldiers within meant that this army of 500,000 soldiers couldn't go anywhere!


This trifling Lion City was like a peg that nailed down the Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang armies.


Although their numbers were far inferior to Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao, the Great Tang still had the advantage in equipment. And the Great Tang soldiers also held the advantage in terms of crossbows, master archers, and other non-horse-based forces.


If it weren't for their sheer strength in numbers, Mengshe Zhao would have never dared to challenge these 180,000 Great Tang elites!


If they divided their troops poorly, those 80,000 soldiers could easily take advantage of this opportunity!


After all, these 80,000 elites could still fight, could still influence this war!


"This matter is because of my carelessness. I received news when construction on this city began, but I didn't pay it much attention. I didn't think that this city would be built for war or that it would hold enough supplies to sustain 80,000 soldiers! It now appears that this city was prepared long in advance," Geluofeng said, a strange expression on his face.


These were two leaders of their respective armies, one the King of Mengshe Zhao, the other the Great Minister of Ü-Tsang's Ngari Royal Lineage, yet they had been outwitted by a child in the Great Tang's capital, several thousand li away.


What was even harder to accept was that this child's actions clearly had nothing to do with the Great Tang Imperial Court.


Otherwise, the Annan Protectorate's 180,000-man army would not have suffered such a grievous defeat, perhaps not have even mobilized.


"If that child really is as you say, then he can't be underestimated. When I return, I will advise the Tsenpo to investigate him and find out why he erected this city. I worry that this child might threaten Mengshe Zhao and our Ü-Tsang in the future," Dalun Ruozan said. He didn't know who this child called Wang Chong that Geluofeng spoke of was, nor had he ever met him.


But as a wise general who had to plan for the future, Dalun Ruozan had an instinctive distaste for variables like this, and he found the fact that he had no control over them even more unpleasant.


There was no question that this city near the Erhai and the distant Wang Chong were complete beyond his control.


However, he's too simple if he thinks that one city can stop us. Your Most Esteemed Majesty, how are the preparations going for the matter I spoke of?"


Dalun Ruozan grinned and turned to Geluofeng.


Although the city was a little troublesome, the problem wasn't intractable.


"Haha, relax. I've already mobilized all the subjects, the porters and farmers, of Mengshe Zhao and had them cut down the forest near Erhai. In just ten-some days, we'll have a large number of scaling ladders ready. When the time comes, the army will be able to assault the city and the Great Tang's defeat will be assured."


Geluofeng's eyes were bright as he stroked his beard and gave a hearty laugh.


"Hmph, good! Then I'll wait for your good news! Those Tang soldiers can live for a little longer. Huoshu Huicang, have the army surround the city. Let no one escape. The Great Tang has no soldiers to send, so as long as we can wipe out the soldiers in Lion City, the entire southwest will be ours for the taking. The soldiers of our Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao will be able to sweep across unhindered."


With a wave of his sleeve, Dalun Ruozan turned around to look at a large model.


A finger shot out and stuck a flag at the place where Lion City was, then twisted, pulverizing the miniature Lion City into powder.


Loudly laughing, Dalun Ruozan turned and left for his own camp.


And behind, four or five li from the Erhai, within a lush forest, the tree branches were rustling as the sounds of chopping rang through the air.


Thousands of Mengshe Zhao porters and farmers were at work. Singing a work song, they cut down tree after tree, and in the distance, scaling ladders were under construction…


______________


1. Erhai means 'Ear Sea', as it is somewhat shaped like an ear. I do not know where the author got the idea that the Erhai was connected to the sea. Apparently it is called the Ear Sea because the native Bai people of Yunnan had a longing for the sea.↩
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Rumble! Hooves thundered and dust roiled. An army of thousands traveled on the roads to the southwest, traveling night and day.


"Hyah!"


Wang Chong was in the front, horse whip in hand. Behind him were the one thousand clan experts equipped with Wootz Steel swords and Meteoric Metal armor, as well as several thousand hired experts.


Several days had passed since they had left the capital, and they had been moving at maximum speed. Three days and three nights was enough to cover several thousand li.


This rapid advance was almost impossible to imagine, but even so, Wang Chong did not relax in the slightest.


"Warning, 112 Tang soldiers have died. The Annan Protectorate army is now below 80,000!"


"Warning, 133 Tang soldiers have died. The Annan Protectorate army is rapidly weakening. User must act as quickly as possible!"


"Warning, 253 Tang soldiers have died. Only 74,517 Tang soldiers remain in Lion City!"


"Warning, Lion City's losses have now exceeded 500. 1 point of Destiny Energy will be subtracted from user as punishment!"


"For every 500 deaths in Lion City, user will be deducted 1 point of Destiny Energy. Once 5000 soldiers have been lost, every 500 deaths will result in a deduction of 2 points. At 30,000 deaths, every 500 deaths will result in a deduction of 3 points!"


"If user has no Destiny Energy to pay the penalty, user will die. If user cannot reach the southwest battlefield in a month, user will die. Violating either of these will result in mission failure and death of user."


……


The callous and emotionless voice of the Stone of Destiny continued to surge like a waterfall in Wang Chong's mind, each of its messages warning Wang Chong that his time was short.


But Wang Chong had no mind to pay attention to these messages. All his thoughts were on the 80,000 soldiers in the southwest and the almost one million civilians that lived there.


Only he himself understood just how little time he had.


Twenty days! Lion City's stockpile can only last for at most twenty more days. Once the supplies are exhausted, morale will collapse, and no matter how firm the walls of Lion City are, the city will still fall…


Wang Chong's mind was as restless as the winds howling around him. That invisible pressure was pressing down on him at every moment, putting Wang Chong through an excruciating torment that no one else could ever experience.


He had tarried for too long in the capital, but Wang Chong knew that there had been no other way. To do a good job, an artisan needed the best tools. If he wanted to intervene in a massive battlefield like the southwest and rely on his own powers to influence this event that would shake the Great Tang and the Central Plains, he had to make ample preparations.


Without that batch of Wootz Steel swords, without the hardy Meteoric Metal armor, without those aides he had gathered… even if he brought even more people with him and arrived even sooner, his efforts against the 300,000 Mengshe Zhao troops and 200,000 Ü-Tsang troops would be like an ant shaking a tree, a mantis trying to stop a carriage.


Quality, not quantity, was more important for soldiers. Wang Chong didn't have enough soldiers, so he could only work on quality. Consequently, when the war in the southwest broke out, Wang Chong did not hurriedly lead an army south, but used a considerable amount of time to forge equipment and train them.


These things were necessary to enter the war, so this time was a necessary expense.


Now that everything had been prepared, Wang Chong had to make up for as much of that time as he could.


"How far is the next relay station?" Wang Chong asked without turning his head.


"It's still fifty li. All the warhorses are prepared and can be switched out as soon as we get there!"


The screech of an eagle came from above. Old Eagle galloped alongside Wang Chong while receiving the eagle and reporting to Wang Chong. It was a long journey to the south, and no horse could endure this sort of nonstop march.


But Wang Chong's army did not need to suffer this problem.


The reason was very simple. While Wang Chong had been in the capital, preparing for his army to move out, the route that his army would take was also being prepared, along with the relay stations where they could rest.


Everything on the road to the southwest had been made ready, leaving nothing that could delay them.


A relay station had been set up every dozen li where Wang Chong could switch out warhorses.


Every several dozen li, another batch of warhorses would be replaced, allowing him to maintain the fighting power and speed of his army at the maximum level.


This was the ability to organize an army!


Wang Chong's arrangements were so meticulous and comprehensive that no one had noticed them.


There were currently very few people in the Great Tang army that could pull off such a feat in such a short amount of time. In his last life, Wang Chong had relied on this powerful organizational ability to lead his army across a hundred li, a thousand li. His forces were so agile that those foreign invaders had never been able to track him down.


After passing through a few mountains, Wang Chong suddenly straightened his body, raised an arm, and issued an order. "Crane Wing Formation!"


Rumble! The originally orderly army on the official road suddenly became chaotic, and a few of the warhorses even ran into each other.


But this disorder persisted for only a short while. The several thousand soldiers quickly regained their composure and carried out the order. As they began to charge forward in formation, they exuded a strict discipline. They now seemed even more like an army than they had at Deflecting Blade Mountain.


Wang Chong had at first given Li Siye and Zhao Jingdian the task of training the soldiers, but he himself personally carried out the last part of the training.


One could imagine the effectiveness of someone who was known as 'War Saint' in their last life personally training an army.


In the three days of rapid advance from the capital, Wang Chong had not only succeeded in arranging this loose assortment of several thousand warriors into units of one hundred, ten, and five. Wang Chong had also selected an officer for all these hundred-man, ten-man, and five-man units, allowing his orders to be delivered and executed to the very lowest level.


Besides that, Wang Chong had, along with Zhao Jingdian and the others, taught the army a new set of cavalry formations, somewhat more complicated and more powerful.


The current army was now equipped in standardized armor and their cohesion had ascended to a completely new level!


At the very least, it had taken on the basic shape of an army.


After a few moments, Wang Chong raised his arm again. "Arrow Formation!"


The several thousand soldiers of this 'army' quickly took another formation and began to exude a chilling killing intent.


To train these undisciplined and rowdy warriors into this state in just ten days was truly astonishing.


But Li Siye, Zhao Jingdian, Old Eagle, and even the hired experts had already begun to naturally accept this and treat it as normal.


Not even they had noticed how strange this was!


"Reporting!"


As the army was rapidly advancing and drilling, a shout came from a distant mountain as a warhorse rode over. The white-robed soldier riding it seemed to have been surveying the area and been waiting for a long time. Upon seeing Wang Chong's army, he had raised his horse whip and charged out of the lush forest.


"Young Master, your subordinate has carried out your orders and has been waiting here for three days. The items Young Master has ordered are ready. Please inspect them!"


The white-robed soldier galloped in front of the army, dismounted, and kneeled.


Wang Chong's eyes glowed as he brought the army to a halt with the wave of his right hand. In an instant, the activity and movement came to a stop.


This was the first time since the start of their march to the south that he had ordered the army to halt.


At present, every second of time was precious. Wang Chong had particularly emphasized this while commanding this army.


If it were not important, he wouldn't have the army stop.


In just a moment, Li Siye, Zhao Jingdian, Luo Tong, and everyone else placed their focus on that white-robed soldier.


Only Old Eagle seemed to understand. He looked forward with a calm expression, no surprise in his eyes.
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"The item?" Wang Chong asked calmly, arching his eyebrows.


"In the forest."


"Bring it over."


……


Rumble! Under the flabbergasted gazes of the army, another horseman galloped out of the forest, carrying a heavy bag.


The item inside the bag had clear-cut angles. From its shape, it was clearly a square box of some sort, measuring one foot on all sides.


The horseman from the local garrison handled this box with extreme care, taking the greatest pains to not allow this box to leave his sight.


"Jingdian, I'll entrust this box to you. Remember, until you receive my order, nothing can happen to it. Don't let anyone approach it, and don't open the bag to look inside!" Wang Chong cautioned.


"Yes, Young Master!"


Zhao Jingdian nodded and replied without hesitation. As long as it was Wang Chong's order, he would immediately comply, rarely refusing or questioning.


Zhao Jingdian quickly galloped forward and took the bag from the horsemen of the local garrison, placing it securely on the back of his horse.


After handing over that bag, the horseman from the local garrison gave a long sigh, as if he had been relieved of a great burden.


"What's inside?"


A rough and vigorous came from the side as Li Siye stared curiously at the box on Zhao Jingdian's horse.


There were few of Wang Chong's affairs that he didn't know about, but this bag happened to be one of them.


It was obvious that Wang Chong had planned for this while he was in the capital.


And Wang Chong's cautious attitude was truly rather mystifying to him.


"You'll know when the time comes. Jingdian, head to the rear. Maintain a distance of at least six zhang from the rest of the army," Wang Chong ordered, waving his hand.


"Yes, Young Master!"


Zhao Jingdian quickly left.


"Move out!"


With this order, the army set off once more.


……


Time flew by, and five days later, Wang Chong's nonstop advance had finally brought him to the empire's southwest. The air here was filled with nervous tension and danger.


"Hurry! Run! Run!"


"Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao are about to attack!"


"The Imperial Court has already lost. No one is left to protect us."


"Children, husband, hurry!"


……


Panicked civilians packed the road, fleeing with their families to the north.


It was no longer a secret that the 180,000 Annan Protectorate elites had lost. Some merchants had learned of the news early on and fled the southwest.


And once people began to flee, nothing could be kept secret.


Although the situation on the southern end of the southwest territory had still not been made clear, the people bordering the north were clearly already beginning to flee.


"This situation… isn't good!"


Upon seeing these fleeing civilians, Wang Chong raised his head and gave a long sigh.


"Wei Anfang, stay here. I'll give you a hundred people. Have people stand guard on the main roads to the south. Your first priority should be guiding these people to safety and your second should be getting rid of any bandits or troublemakers," Wang Chong said.


In every generation, the hearts of the people were of paramount importance. While the defeat in the southwest played a large part, this panicked tide of refugees would have a massive impact on the people of the Great Tang, who had lived in peace for centuries.


In all its history, the Great Tang had never experienced this sort of mood of unease and anxiety, where a crisis seemed ready to break out at any moment. All Wang Chong could do was attempt to shrink the impact of this as much as he could.


Wei Anfang bowed and said, "Yes, Young Master. Leave this task to me."


His assignment had never been to fight on the battlefield. The mission Wang Chong had given him was to work with Xu Qiqin in the back lines and manage the supply line.


By leaving him here, Wang Chong would also reduce the effect the war had on the morale of the people.


One hundred hired experts were quickly dispatched. Although they weren't regular soldiers, the standardized armor they wore was enough to keep order.


Leaving behind Wei Anfang and one hundred hired experts, the army set off for the southern border.


Dark clouds thickly carpeted the skies of the southwest, and the further south they went, the thicker the smell of war in the air became. There were no more traveling merchants, no more endless trains of carts and carriages. Even plumes of smoke from houses were few and far between. A bleak and somber air had blanketed the world.


Creee!


A sharp cry resounded through the sky, grabbing the attention of the army.


Wang Chong raised his head and saw a massive eagle in the sky. It was weaving through the air, drawing all sorts of shapes. It alternated between fast and slow and would occasionally cry out as if following some sort of pattern.


"Old Eagle?" Wang Chong asked without turning his head.


These eagles and birds were all trained by Old Eagle, and only he knew the meaning of these signs.


"There is a large number of enemies in front of us…"


Old Eagle's expression was even graver than Wang Chong's. The speed at which his birds flew represented the gravity of the situation while the number of circles they flew represented the distance.


The eagle he had trained had already made seven or eight circles, and it still hadn't finished.


Old Eagle looked up at that gigantic eagle in the sky and translated the 'eagle language'. "The enemies closest to us are about one hundred li from us. As for their numbers, three hundred… but there's also a significant number of enemies nearby.


"In addition, there are also people from our side!"


Buzz!


These final words caused Wang Chong's heart to tighten and the surrounding atmosphere to tense up.


In all their days of rapid advance, this was the first time these soldiers were going to confront the enemy. Many of these people had fought alone before, but as for battles… this would be a first-time experience.


A battle between soldiers and a fight between warriors were two completely different things!


Even the most formidable expert would be crushed to paste under the charge of cavalry, dead to the trampling of hooves or at the sharp end of a spear.


On the battlefield, one person's valor was extremely insignificant!


Like a lightning bolt through his mind, Wang Chong immediately realized something. It's Li Zhengyi's reinforcement army!


There was still a long distance between his current location and Erhai on the borders of the Great Tang and Mengshe Zhao. It was impossible for any of Xianyu Zhongtong's 180,000 elites to appear here.


The only possibility was the army led by Li Zhengyi that had been ambushed midway.


"All troops, heed my orders. Prepare for combat!"


Wang Chong unsheathed his Wootz Steel sword. The sword pointed toward the sky, exuding its cold light, and the army immediately sobered up.


Warhorses neighed and dust stirred. The entire army began to swiftly proceed toward those enemies one hundred li away…
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"It seems like this will be our final stop…"


"What final stop? That damn Mengshe Zhao. We helped them so much, even helped them unite the Six Zhao, and now they've betrayed us! Not only did they attack our city, they even joined with Ü-Tsang. If they weren't guiding the Tibetans, how could the Tibetans possibly know this place so well?"


"It's too late to say anything now. We've already lost. However, one day, Mengshe Zhao will pay for this betrayal!"


"Don't speak such demoralizing words! The fate of warriors is to die on the battlefield. No matter what, even if we die, we have to bring down a few of them with us!"


"That's right! Even if we die, we can't let them look down on us Great Tang warriors!"


……


Ten-some Great Tang soldiers, a mixture of cavalry and infantry, were encamped on a low hill. Their armor was in tatters, their bodies covered in wounds and the traces of battle.


Their boots and their horses were covered in mud. It appeared like they had been on a very long trek.


However, no matter how far they trekked, they could never outrun the Ü-Tsang heavy cavalry.


A hundred-some Tibetans had gathered across from them, forming a distant standoff, though they seemed ready to attack at any moment.


Although a Tibetan might be inferior to a Tang in one-on-one combat, when Tibetans gathered together, they could form an initial-level Halo of Fortress.


These hundred-some Tibetans wore shining armor and were calm and composed. In excellent condition, these men were clearly the pursuers.


The Tibetans were famed throughout the world for their ferocity. With their thick armor, they would often dare to charge against enemies that far outnumbered them.


The only reason they hadn't attacked yet was their apprehension of that ballista the ten-some Great Tang soldiers had set up at the top of the hill.


The thick armor used by the Tibetans might not be fine works of art, but through sheer thickness, they could block the majority of arrows.


Ballistae were one of the few projectile weapons the Great Tang possessed that could pierce straight through the armor of the Tibetans.


Once the number of Tibetans dropped below one hundred, the initial-level Halo of Fortress would collapse. This was what they feared, even though the accuracy of ballistae was rather poor.


"Wululamu, kawuduluo…"


Several Tibetan soldiers around the hill pointed at the Great Tang soldiers and laughed. Their eyes were filled with ridicule, looking upon them like they were already dead.


Suddenly, a figure on a horse rode to the front of the Ü-Tsang cavalry and translated the Tibetan into somewhat strangely accented Tang tongue. "Haha, the Tibetan says that none of you will be able to escape. Not even the Great Tang elites of the Annan Protectorate were a match for them, much less reserve soldiers like you. Quickly, put down your weapons. Perhaps your life might still be spared!"


The armor this person wore was somewhat similar to the Great Tang's, but also rather different. His appearance was also very similar to those of the Central Plains, though his face was a little flatter.


Only the people of Mengshe Zhao, to the south of Erhai, were so similar to the people of the Central Plains.


Geluofeng had assisted in the ambush of the Great Tang reinforcements by dispatching many of his officers to join the Ü-Tsang army to guide them, instruct them, and offer advice. Otherwise, the Tibetans' lack of familiarity with the southwest would have made it very difficult to intercept Li Zhengyi.


"Hahaha, put down our weapons and surrender? Do you think that we're three-year-old children? The Great Tang only has heroes who die in battle, not kneeling cowards. If you want our lives, come and get them yourselves!"


On the hill, a Great Tang ten-man commander, his black armor covered in blood, pointed at the Mengshe Zhao officer and laughed.


"What is he saying?" a cold-eyed Tibetan asked in his own language. The Mengshe Zhao officer hurriedly translated.


"Hmph, he's seeking his own death! Since they want to die, I'll help them out! Bring those things up!"


With this order, there was a rumble as majestic white auras began to burst out from the bodies of the Tibetan horsemen. In the blink of an eye, the roars of yaks could be heard all around.


One, two, three… In a clattering of metal, more than a hundred Yak Halos appeared under the feet of the Tibetan cavalry, fusing with their steeds.


And the overlapping resonance of more than one hundred Yak Halos caused lights to shift. After a few moments, the flickering image of a fortress appeared in the air, enveloping all of the Tibetan horsemen within.


Although this 'fortress' was indistinct, its appearance caused the energy of these hundred-some Tibetan cavalry to instantly rise. This powerful aura immediately suppressed those routed soldiers on the top of the hill.


"Kill!"


Unsheathing their greenish-black scimitars, five or six Tibetan captains led the charge, with the rest following behind. In just a few moments, the Tibetan cavalry had built up an earthshaking momentum.


"Careful!"


On the top of the hill, the Tang soldiers paled in the face of the Tibetan charge. These soldiers were all from the inland garrisons and rarely traded blows with the foreign countries. Most of them had only been responsible for keeping order in the prefectures.


But their time in the southwest had allowed them to richly experience the terrifying power of the Tibetans.


The Tibetans already outnumbered them, and now the power of their armor and Halo of Fortress was completely capable of crushing them.


"Get ready!"


With this order, a grinding came from the top of the hill. Three carriage-sized ballistae were pushed forward and aimed downhill at the charging Tibetans.


Greenish-black arrows, as thick as a child's arm and more than one zhang long, were placed in the mechanisms. The arrows were covered in blood-red inscriptions, making them exude a callous aura of extreme danger.


These inscriptions were all for the purpose of piercing through armor, and these ballista bolts were covered in them.


Buzz! At the same time, four warriors at each ballista pressed their hands down and began to pour Stellar Energy inside. In a flash, the ballistae began to glow.


The three ballistae instantly became extremely dangerous!


On the intense battlefield, the ballista was every soldier's nightmare. The denser the ranks of the opposing army, the more powerful a ballista was.


The Tibetans instantly felt threatened by the movements on the top of the hill. With a chorus of neighs, the tidy ranks of the hundred-some cavalry scattered.


Ten-some cavalry charged out from the rear, each of their riders wielding aloft the body of a Great Tang horseman on the tips of their spears.


The ten-some Great Tang corpses were lined up, the armor on their bodies forming a wall that protected the hundred-some Tibetan cavalry behind them.


At this sight, the soldiers on the hilltop instantly paled.


"Shameless!"


No one had expected the Tibetans to employ this sort of strategy. They had lost many comrades in the last few days of combat, but none of them had thought that the Tibetans would then use the bodies of their comrades as a shield while attacking them.


Who wouldn't hesitate when seeing the bodies of the brothers that they had fought side by side with?


"Hahaha, kiiiill!"


The Tibetan cavalry roared with laughter as they charged under the cover of the corpses. With the barrier of the corpses and their armor, the ballistae of the Great Tang were far less threatening.


The situation had suddenly reversed, putting the Great Tang soldiers at a serious disadvantage.
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The ten-man commander leading the motley group of Great Tang soldiers hardened his heart and suddenly ordered, "Let's go! While the green hills last, there's still wood to burn! We first have to survive, and then we can avenge our slain brothers in the future!"


Rumble!


The moment he spoke, the earth quaked. Behind them, to the southwest and the southeast, more Tibetan cavalry suddenly appeared, forming an encirclement with the original group of a hundred-some Tibetan cavalry and charging toward the hill.


All this had occurred too suddenly, and everyone on the hill paled. They had dared to enter a standoff with the Tibetans because they had a path that they could retreat down at any time.


But they had not realized that these Tibetans had been drawing their attention while sending their comrades around the back to cut off their retreat.


"Hahaha, just die. After letting you escape for two days, did you think we would keep letting you? Today, all of you will die here!"


At the back of the cavalry, that Mengshe Zhao officer roared with laughter.


These Tang men were dead for sure!


They had been so slow to act so as to make these Tang soldiers let down their guard and buy time. They had already communicated with the other groups of Tibetan soldiers and were just waiting for them to come and complete the encirclement.


Gallop!


Warhorses rumbled forward, leaving trails of dust behind. Three hundred to four hundred Tibetan cavalry arrogantly shouted as they wielded their scimitars and charged toward the hill in their center.


Their eyes were sinister and ruthless, all of them set on letting no Tang soldier escape alive.


"It's over!"


In a flash, all the Tang soldiers on the hill were filled with despair.


It had already been hard to deal with one hundred Tibetan cavalry, and now their numbers had tripled.


"Brothers, we fight to the death!"


The leader of the Tang soldiers drew his sword and raised it high. Since there was no chance of survival, they might as well fight to the death!


As seconds flashed by, as the Tibetan cavalry got closer and closer and all the Great Tang soldiers were ready to fight to the death, the ground suddenly began to shake, the earth fiercely trembling like it was a giant wooden board.


"What's going on?"


"Has our army arrived?"


"How can it be so severe? Isn't it just us around here?"


……


This sudden quaking took everyone by surprise. The charging Tibetan cavalrymen halted their charge and began to warily look around.


But before they could find out what was going on, there was a clear screech from the skies. A massive eagle had appeared, flying out from the north.


This screech was quickly followed by the neighing of horses and a sudden tide of black steel appearing at the peak of the nearest hill. It surged down the hill, swiftly rushing toward the Tibetans.


"Not good—it's the Tang army!"


"Take formation, take formation!"


"Forget them; prepare to receive the enemy!"


……


A series of panicked shouts in Tibetan resounded through the air. The true appearance of that tide of steel had thrown the Tibetan cavalry into panic.


The Annan Protectorate army's 180,000 elites had already been defeated, as had the 60,000 reinforcements. Although Longxi was close, the Big Dipper Great General Geshu Han and his Big Dipper Army were being held down by We Tadra Khonglo. Logically speaking, the Great Tang shouldn't have had any soldiers available.


No one understood where this wave of Tang soldiers had come from, but the reality before them could not be denied. That pitch-black armor was not the armor of Ü-Tsang, nor was it the armor of Mengshe Zhao.


And Tibetans did not look like that!


"Readyyy!"


After a short period of disorder, the Tibetans quickly finished reorganizing. Their halos began to resonate and the warhorses began to line up and face the enemy. Murderous intent began to stir as they aimed their ferocity at the approaching Tang soldiers.


It was the nature of Tibetans to be ferocious and combative. As long as they could gather more than one hundred soldiers, one hundred Tibetans would dare to fight against three hundred.


Three hundred to four hundred Tibetans would dare to fight against an army of one thousand!


After all, the Great Tang had so many armies, and not all of them could be as formidable as Geshu Han's Big Dipper Army!


"Kill!"


"We've already defeated the Great Tang's regular army. These reserve troops are no match for us!"


"Slaughter them all!"


……


The Tibetan cavalry rallied themselves and drew out their scimitars. They completely ignored the ten-some soldiers on the hill and turned to face the Great Tang cavalry charging them from the other end.


Tibetans were not ones to easily retreat. A more powerful foe only served to stimulate them, and this time was no different!


In a few moments that black-armored tide of Great Tang cavalry drowned out the three-hundred-some Tibetans.


Bangbangbang!


In a flash, spear struck armor, saber clashed against sword. There was an incessant series of thumps, like two rocks crashing together.


The Stellar-Energy-infused scimitars and spears of the Tibetans worked with their resonating halos to slash and cut at the black armor of the Great Tang cavalry. Yet these scimitars that were able to cut through stone bounced off like they were hacking at walls of steel, leaving not a single mark behind.


"What's going on?"


"How could this be?"


……


In an instant, all the Tibetans were stunned and panicked by the result.


The Tibetans here had all taken part in at least two battles. They had the sufficient experience, strength, and energy, and they had killed no small number of Great Tang cavalry.


But no Great Tang elite had been like this, wearing armor that was so impervious. Their scimitars hadn't even been able to dent it, much less slash through it.


"Kill!"


They were given no time to comprehend. Clangclangclang!Sword were raised and slashed through the air, their sharp edges cutting through Stellar Energy and flesh.


One by one, the Tibetan cavalrymen were cleaved in two by these swords before they could even react, swept away without even being able to block a single blow.


The majestic and forceful Stellar Energy on their bodies was cut apart like tofu by those strange swords.


Thumpthumpthump!


These Tibetan cavalrymen that been full of bluster just a moment before now began to drop to the ground without even a groan, the chunks of their bodies like fallen wooden beams.


A single exchange had left more than two hundred Tibetan cavalry hacked down like barley stalks.


"What sort of weapon is this?"


The remaining Tibetans paled in shock and began to scatter. But before they could get very far, several swords would slash down and they would fall, their wounds glossy with blood.


"How is it? Are there any survivors?"


A stalwart giant of a man stopped in front of the last Tibetan corpse and turned to look back.


"There's no more. All 347 Tibetans are accounted for!"


Zhao Jingdian reined in his horse, glanced at the pile of corpses behind him, and then cleaned the sword in his hand.


This was not the first time he and Li Siye had worked together. The pair had deeply cooperated with each other when training the clan experts in Deflecting Blade Manor.


"Let's clean the place up. Bury the bodies to avoid disease!" Li Siye ordered, and then he swept his gaze over the scattered Tibetan corpses, his heart greatly moved.


What a sharp saber!


He was already well aware of the sharpness of the Wootz Steel weapons, but not even he had imagined that a thousand men equipped with Wootz Steel weapons would display such power.


In normal circumstances, these three hundred Tibetans would need some time to annihilate, even with an advantage of numbers, and a significant price would have had to be paid.


But against one thousand Wootz Steel swords, these Tibetans hadn't even been able to last a few moments before being utterly defeated. Their side hadn't even suffered a death.


This disparity in casualties was unimaginable on the bitter grounds of the battlefield.


In truth, Li Siye was not the only one shocked by the result of this battle. The True Martial realm experts of the great clans were also astonished.


"It's so sharp!"


"A good sword, a good sword!"


"It's truly inconceivable. I've been hearing for a long time that Wootz Steel weapons are all-conquering, but I didn't think that they would be sharper than rumored. Even armor as thick as this was cut open!"


"This battle was way too easy!"


……


Although these experts had experienced their fair share of life-or-death battle, this was still their first actual battle. This result had caused their confidence to swell.


At this moment, probably only Wang Chong was unsurprised at this result.


"Congratulations to user for killing 345 Ü-Tsang regular cavalry!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 346 Ü-Tsang regular cavalry!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 347 Ü-Tsang regular cavalry!"


……


A string of messages flew through his mind, ultimately stopping at 347. And with these voices, an invisible energy began to flow toward him, strengthening Wang Chong.


His Bane of the Battlefield halo was strengthened once more. Just one battle had equaled Wang Chong's harvest in exterminating the Goguryeon assassins and King Sosurim.


Wang Chong closed his eyes and sensed the increase in energy within his body. After a few moments of silence, he opened his eyes once more.


"As expected!"


A thought flitted through Wang Chong's mind as his gaze swept over the slain Tibetans.


In his last life, an army of only ten thousand Arabian Mamelukes equipped with Wootz Steel weapons had swept through the entire Great Tang army. The sharp Wootz Steel weapons had been unstoppable, cutting through soldiers like they were melons or vegetables.


For him to use the same strategy against the Tibetans had naturally given the same result.


But at this time, Wang Chong had no mind to ponder these matters. He had more important concerns than this small-scale battle.


"Hyah!"


Wang Chong urged the White-hoofed Shadow toward that distant hill, riding through the battlefield toward those ten-some Great Tang soldiers.
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…If I'm right, I'll have to depend on these people for news of the front lines.


Wang Chong looked at that motley group of infantry and cavalry. The southwest was in chaos, and this was actually the first group of Great Tang soldiers he had run into since he had set off from the capital.


Wang Chong rode up to them and asked, "Are you from Li Zhengyi's army?" Although it was a question, his tone showed that he was completely certain of their identity.


"Might I know Milord's name?"


Those soldiers on the hill, having just narrowly escaped death, now looked suspiciously at the approaching Wang Chong. This youth was far too young. There was no general of the Great Tang who looked this young.


But the aura he exuded, the tone he spoke with, the dignity he revealed with each of his movements, clearly indicated that he possessed no ordinary status.


These soldiers couldn't understand where in the Imperial Court such a young general could have come from. Moreover, the standard armor worn by this army was a little strange.


The soldiers had been in service for a long time, yet none of them had ever seen this sort of strange armor. It was very similar to their own, but also very different.


Wang Chong's face was emotionless. He said nothing, instead taking the token King Song had given him from his waist and showing it to the soldiers.


The dragon on that golden token astonished the soldiers on the hill. Although they didn't have much understanding of the Imperial Court, even the least-experienced understood that a dragon token often belied a most esteemed status. If not a king's household, it would be the imperial household!


Regardless of which, it was something that soldiers of their level couldn't understand or interact with.


"Paying respects to Your Highness!"


The soldiers grew anxious and began to kneel. This youth had now become unfathomable and worthy of their respect.


"Rise!"


Wang Chong waved his hand but made no effort to correct their mistake. This was no time to be humble. The southwest was currently in a state of upheaval, plagued by storms and waves. Only by relying on King Song's status in the imperial household could he stabilize morale.


"Many thanks, Your Highness."


The soldiers began to stand, but their expressions were now ones of reverence and awe.


"What is the situation on the front lines?" Wang Chong said.


"The front lines?"


The soldiers looked at each other in confusion.


Wang Chong froze, immediately realizing that he had said something that they didn't understand.


"I'm asking what the current situation is. Wasn't Li Zhengyi leading you to reinforce the Annan Protectorate army? What's going on? How are the other soldiers doing? How many survivors are there?" Wang Chong seriously asked, changing up the questions he asked.


His greatest concern was the situation in the southwest. Only by understanding what was going on ahead of him would he be able to decide on a plan of action. 'Know yourself and know your enemy, and you will never be defeated.' This was the most basic element of the art of war.


And Wang Chong was also concerned about how many of Li Zhengyi's 60,000 soldiers had survived. Although Wang Chong hadn't been present for that battle and didn't know any details about it, his high attainments in the art of war allowed Wang Chong to conclude one basic fact: Li Zhengyi had not been ambushed on the Erhai plains. This meant that the Tibetan cavalry couldn't completely exterminate them, that Li Zhengyi's army couldn't possibly meet the same fate as the 180,000 Great Tang elites from his last life, completely wiped out on the Erhai plains without any Lion City to protect them!


"We also don't know the exact situation, only a rough understanding…"


The soldiers didn't dare neglect Wang Chong's question and began to immediately give a detailed recount of what they knew.


In reality, Li Zhengyi had left before he had even received an order from the Imperial Court. Speed was crucial in war, and Li Zhengyi's service in Anxi and Beiting had given him a deep understanding of this principle.


Thus, by the time the Imperial Court had finished discussing and issued the decree, the decree was delivered to an empty camp. Although banners were still flying, only a few old soldiers had been left behind.


As a result, Li Zhengyi's advance had been much faster than expected.


But not even Li Zhengyi was aware that the front lines had already been completely routed. When he left, he had only known that the 180,000 elites led by Xianyu Zhongtong had suffered a minor defeat, but by the time he had entered the southwest, Xianyu Zhongtong had already been handed a major defeat.


And what they faced was not Geluofeng's 300,000 soldiers, but the Ü-Tsang army coming down from the Tibetan Plateau to the east, led by Great General Huoshu Huicang.


These soldiers had all believed that they were going to fight Mengshe Zhao, so one could easily imagine the chaos when they found an army of Tibetans charging at them.


Although Li Zhengyi was a renowned general and the leader of the Great Tang army's younger generation of officers, he was still lacking when compared to Ü-Tsang Great General Huoshu Huicang.


This gap decided the result of the battle.


But Huoshu Huicang had clearly underestimated Li Zhengyi. Even though Huoshu Huicang had outclassed Li Zhengyi in every aspect and ultimately defeated him, Li Zhengyi had still managed to use his remarkable commanding abilities to make the Tibetans pay a price!


In this battle, Huoshu Huicang ended up beheading Li Zhengyi!


But there were some things that not even Huoshu Huicang could control.


The geography of the southwest was complicated, so even though Huoshu Huicang defeated Li Zhengyi and his 60,000 soldiers, Li Zhengyi had offered himself up as bait while ordering the rest of his soldiers to scatter. Not even Huoshu Huicang had been able to catch them all.


If those 60,000 infantry and cavalry had fled as a single group, the Tibetan cavalry would have run them down. But if tens of thousands of soldiers fled in every direction, the situation would be completely different.


Even though the Tibetans had Geluofeng's scouts embedded in their army, they still didn't have enough soldiers!


Consequently, though Li Zhengyi had lost, a good portion of his army had managed to escape.


"…The Tibetans are too numerous and too strong, and they're all heavy cavalry, so we all fled. When I fled, it was only with two or three of my brothers. The rest were people we ran into while fleeing north. Although I don't know how everyone else is doing, I'm certain that there are still many of my brothers in the surrounding area.


"Right now, most of the Tibetan army has already withdrawn, probably to besiege the Annan Protectorate army. The rest of them are hunting us down, probably about six or seven thousand! If we can meet up with the rest of our brothers, then with Milord's army, we might be able to defeat them.


"It's just too bad about Lord Li. He was so young…"


……


When their young general was mentioned, all the soldiers turned gloomy, causing Wang Chong himself to mentally sigh.


Everyone in his last life had known of Li Zhengyi's defeat, but everyone only knew that Li Zhengyi had let the Imperial Court down and had thrown away 60,000 men and countless supplies.


They had all been focused only on victory and defeat.


Wang Chong now understood all the twists and turns of this ordeal.


Although Li Zhengyi had lost, he did not let down his reputation as a renowned general. While surrounded, he had made the moving decision to sacrifice himself. Alas, he was simply too young. It was too early for him to encounter a foreign Great General like Huoshu Huicang.


If he had been able to survive to meet Huoshu Huicang in the future, their battle definitely wouldn't have the same result.


Unfortunately, the words of a man of low status carried little weight. In past or present, Li Zhengyi would never have listened to Wang Chong's advice… No one would have listened to him.


A bearded and swarthy-faced man suddenly said, "That's right, I heard that Commandant Xu didn't retreat to the north. He's apparently set up a camp in the southeast, where he's gathering troops and rallying the army. I've heard that he's already gathered around one thousand people, perhaps even more now. He also has a large amount of supplies with him."


"That's right, Commandant Xu is strong and also a master strategist. If His Highness can get his help, it would be a massive boon and well worth it. You might even be able to save a few more of our brothers!"


Another True Martial realm soldier spoke up, seemingly energized at the mention of this 'Commandant Xu'. It was like the Commandant Xu that swarthy man had spoken of was some omnipotent savior.


"Right! Right! Commandant Xu!"


……


Other people began to voice their agreement, the exhaustion gone from their faces. They seemed to hold great trust in this Commandant Xu.


Wang Chong furrowed his brow, a look of doubt in his eyes.


He truly knew nothing about this Commandant Xu that was on the lips of all these soldiers, and he certainly didn't understand why they trusted him so.


"It's very normal for Milord not to know. Although he's not famous outside the army, he has quite the name among the soldiers. He's an old officer, and everyone has a lot of faith in him. Before this battle, only Commandant Xu was able to tell from some surrounding clues that something wasn't right, and he even warned General Li. Alas, General Li was still too young…"


The swarthy-faced man stopped in the middle of his sentence.


Wang Chong nodded, understanding what he meant. Every person had their own merits, but also their own flaws. Li Zhengyi might not have been an outstanding general, but he was at least a competent one.


"Old Eagle, come over here for a moment!"


Wang Chong turned his head and waved at the distant figure.


"Let out the eagle and have it scope out the southeast."


"Yes, Young Master."


With no further questions, Old Eagle whistled, ordering the eagle on his shoulder to take flight. The gigantic eagle was fast, its glossy black wings needing to flap only once to send it soaring into the air like a swift arrow.


The battle was over and Wang Chong had obtained the information he had wanted, so he immediately began to recollect the soldiers.


"Now, it's time to temper my own strength!"


Wang Chong's eyes flashed with a ruthless light as he looked at the low-hanging dark clouds in the distance, but in his body, a bloody red light began to flow like lava, gathering together. This was the Stellar Energy of the Little Yinyang Art.


The martial path was one of steady progress. In normal circumstances, someone of his age, even one of stupendous talent, wouldn't be able to become a top-notch expert overnight.


But though this was difficult, it was certainly not impossible.


The Little Yinyang Art was one of those opportunities that exceeded the bounds of common sense. That was why Wang Chong had so tirelessly pursued it in his reborn life.


Unfortunately, up to now, Wang Chong had lacked a chance, and this chance was 'war'!


Only a massive war, an endless stream of opponents, could provide Wang Chong the chance to advance by leaps and bounds and reach the higher levels of cultivation.


And only by possessing an invincible strength could he intervene in this war that would affect the destiny of the Central Plains.


Now, his chance had arrived!


Buzz!


Wang Chong's eyes flashed red, a miniature sun of blood seeming to burst from his body. Swinging the reins, Wang Chong sent his horse galloping toward the south.


There were even more Tibetan cavalrymen wandering around over there!
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Warhorses rumbled as a halo resonated under Wang Chong's feet. Under the ringing of metal, a pitch-black halo, as sharp as a blade, expanded from Wang Chong's feet to cover his entire army.


This initial-level Halo of Dusk Stallion increased the speed, strength, and dexterity of his entire army.


"Kill!"


A shout of slaughter and ruthlessness resounded through the skies. Bang! Wang Chong jumped off the White-hoofed Shadow like a lightning bolt.


"Single Character Consecutive Slash!"


A fierce light flowed across the sky, madly hacking. Thumpthumpthump! Figure after figure fell to the ground.


The technique was still that technique, and the person was still that person, but the power displayed was on a completely different level.


'Single Character Consecutive Slash' had always been that supreme technique of the gods of death, meant for hacking, slashing, and harvesting human lives.


Buzz!


In the glistening sunlight, Wang Chong's right foot stepped forward, his body leaning with it, his inky hair floating behind. When he next appeared, he was already several dozen zhang away.


Behind were the neighing warhorses and the fallen bodies of Tibetan warriors scattered over the earth like fallen wooden pillars.


Their bodies had been cleaved apart, or their heads had been sent flying. There was often only a thin line of blood on their bodies, but this thin trace had extinguished their lives.


"Flee!"


"Run!"


"We're no match for them!"


"Where did they come from? How could there be such formidable warriors?"


"Quickly inform the Great General!"


……


Shouts in Tibetan filled the sky, the Ü-Tsang soldiers both disorderly and in despair. Some of them tried to escape, but their efforts were futile.


The battle did not stop because Wang Chong stopped. The black tide of the army continued to sweep over the earth, leaving fallen Tibetan horsemen in its wake.


Some of the Tibetans crazily yelled in an attempt to get their comrades to stop and put up some resistance, but all that awaited them were the Wootz Steel swords, like the scythes of the god of death.


The Tibetans had always been proud of their thick armor, but it was like paper before these astonishingly sharp weapons.


The Tibetans were no cowards, and certainly weren't afraid of facing a powerful foe. If their opponents' weapons had just been inconceivably sharp, the Tibetans would still have put up a fight.


But if one's weapons couldn't even make a dent in one's opponent's armor, the only option left was to flee.


But even if they wanted to flee, it was already too late!


The heavy armor of Ü-Tsang now became a fatal flaw, and Wang Chong's army was also being buffed by the Halo of Dusk Stallion.


Their fates were set, and Wang Chong did not follow his army in pursuit of the remaining Tibetans.


Swish!


Pulling his sword out of the last Tibetan he had killed, Wang Chong closed his eyes, allowing the streams of energy to flow out of the dark-red sword. Like pounding waves, this energy surged into Wang Chong's body.


Wang Chong had originally been at Tier 4 of the True Martial realm, and the energy from these ten-some people he had killed now brought him to the peak of Tier 4.


The progress he had made in this brief period had already surpassed the bitter training of the last four to five months. Not even the pills from Six-Fingered Zhang had as formidable of an effect.


This sort of absurd progress was unique to the Little Yinyang Art and could be found nowhere else. If not for this power, the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art would not have entered the ranks of the ten supreme techniques.


And this supreme art wouldn't have become known as the evilest of all the evil techniques!


Still lacking a little, Wang Chong said to himself as he slowly drew back his sword. Suddenly, he heard an almost inaudible groan.


Schlock! Without turning his head, Wang Chong stabbed his sword into a pile of corpses, piercing through a dying Tibetan soldier who was being crushed by the corpse of a horse.


The sword stabbed straight through his heart, causing the soldier to die without a single noise. Another majestic wave of energy flowed into Wang Chong's body.


Rumble! With this last wave of energy, Wang Chong's strength finally broke through the bottleneck and reached True Martial realm Tier 5.


"Wonderful!"


Wang Chong's strength was greatly boosted upon reaching Tier 5 of the True Martial realm. The mysterious laws of the world began to improve the density of his bones and the toughness of his flesh and skin, while also increasing his ability to hold more energy.


And a part of the Stellar Energy in Wang Chong's body also began to shift to Tier 5.


But Wang Chong did not let this evolution continue. By reaching True Martial realm Tier 5, Wang Chong could proceed with the next phase of his plan.


Boom!


Wang Chong put his palms together, and a earth-splitting roar exploded from his body, accompanied by the shrill neigh of a horse.


With Wang Chong as the center, the air began to explode. This sudden activity alarmed the people nearby, and the clan experts began to stop their horses and turn to see what was going on.


They saw Wang Chong's body in a storm of Stellar Energy, and a black horse taller than a man leaping out of this Stellar Energy. Its hooves raised, it struck a majestic and awe-inspiring posture.


It had eyes as bright as stars, blinding even from a distance.


"Young Master…"


Those with the closest relationship with Wang Chong—Li Siye, Zhao Jingdian, and Old Eagle—immediately turned their heads to look with concern at Wang Chong. Li Siye had a wide array of experiences, but even he didn't quite understand what the black divine steed that had manifested outside Wang Chong's body was.


"Don't worry; it looks to me that he's trying to break through a bottleneck," Li Siye said soothingly, wanting to stop Zhao Jingdian from rushing over. Although he did not understand what sort of techniques Wang Chong practiced, there was no doubt that the phenomena around Wang Chong were signs of a breakthrough.


Boom!


In a flash, before Li Siye, Zhao Jingdian, or Old Eagle could come over, a boom came from within Wang Chong's body. A black vortex appeared in his dantian and began to suck in everything like a bottomless black hole.


That black stallion suddenly neighed and began to retract into Wang Chong's body, along with that storm of Stellar Energy. In the blink of an eye, the energy exuded by Wang Chong's body dropped from Tier 5 of the True Martial realm to Tier 4, and then Tier 3, Tier 2, and finally, Tier 1.


"Eh?" Li Siye exclaimed in surprise, looking in shock at Wang Chong. "What's going on here?"


He had been cultivating martial arts for many years, but this was his first time seeing something so strange. It was his first time seeing someone have their cultivation drop upon getting stronger. He couldn't even be sure right now if Wang Chong had gotten stronger or weaker.


This is far too strange!


Li Siye's eyebrows rose, as he felt even more that Wang Chong was a man of many secrets. He had been at Wang Chong's side all this time, but he still felt like there were many things that he didn't know about him.


Whoosh!


Wang Chong didn't have the energy to think about such things. He had improved the Halo of Dusk Stallion to the second layer, and his entire body was now covered in sweat, his face much paler.


He needed to reach True Martial realm Tier 5 in order to upgrade the Halo of Dusk Stallion to the second layer, but upgrading would severely tax his mental and physical energy. As a result, Wang Chong felt completely exhausted, his entire body limp.


"Young Master, are you okay?"


Zhao Jingdian was the first to arrive.


"I'm fine!"


Wang Chong shook his head and opened up the pouch on his belt. Taking out a thumb-sized, round, white pill, he swallowed it down.


A hot energy quickly began to spread through his body, and Wang Chong's condition immediately improved.


The Physical Strength Pill was another type of pill refined by a few of the formidable alchemists of the palace. It required many of the precious resources in the palace and could greatly boost one's physical strength.


After experiencing that first bout of weakness, Wang Chong had specifically bought one of these pills from Six-Fingered Zhang so as to alleviate the weakness that was bound to come from upgrading the Halo of Dusk Stallion.


"What sort of technique is that?" Li Siye asked in his vigorous voice as he rode by on his massive steed.


Compared to other people, Li Siye's giant figure exerted a much greater pressure.


"Reporting!"


A loud and urgent voice grabbed everyone's attention.


A scout riding a mottled horse of black and white was charging over from the distance.


Once the scout got close, he dismounted and kneeled.


"Milord, the tracks of a large number of Tibetan cavalry have been spotted up ahead. Their numbers exceed one thousand!"


Buzz!


These words immediately caused a change in the atmosphere. Even Li Siye was no longer in the mood to question Wang Chong on the origin and strangeness of the technique he cultivated.


"How could this be? Where did all these enemy soldiers come from?" Li Siye questioned.


The soldiers that the Tibetans had tasked with chasing down the Great Tang soldiers had been very scattered. There had been groups of ten, twenty, forty or fifty, even several hundred… but the most they had encountered was three to four hundred, and these had been scattered across a region.


It was not normal to see more than a thousand gathered together.


Once the Tibetans exceeded one thousand in number, they could form a middle-level Halo of Fortress, massively increasing their defense. Even ballistae would stop being very useful.


In order to deal with this many Tibetans, the Great Tang would often need an army of six or seven thousand, and they had to be led by a high-level general with a high-level war halo. Only these things could deal with a middle-level Halo of Fortress!


In all of the Great Tang, the only troops that could easily deal with this level of Halo of Fortress were those of Great General Geshu Han's Big Dipper Army!


To others, it was a bone that one could break their teeth on!
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                                                                                "Old Eagle, go and take a look."


Wang Chong's brow creased in thought. In these last few days, he had swept through every encounter, meeting essentially no resistance.


Part of it was because the Tibetan cavalry were scattered and had no reinforcements. The other part was that the Tibetans were still not on their guard.


But if the Tibetans had gathered together, then things had completely changed.


Moreover…


As he recalled the information he had heard from the fleeing Great Tang soldiers, Wang Chong began to form a vague idea of what was going on.


Swish!


There was a rush of air as Old Eagle raised his hand and the massive eagle on his shoulder took flight, vanishing into the clouds.


     ………


At the same time, several dozen li away, the clouds of war had gathered. The highland steeds of the plateau had congregated, their large eyes wide open as they occasionally scanned the surroundings.


On each of their backs was a fierce Tibetan horseman.


The area was quiet, punctuated by the occasional gust of wind. These horsemen would occasionally raise their heads to warily glance to the north.


The air was suffused with a frenetic tension.


"Have you figured out what's going on?"


It was a hoarse voice, like the vibrating of a zither string. It reverberated in the air and felt like the gnawing of a horde of ants on the mind, and it was imbued with the accent unique to Ü-Tsang.


"Yes. Tang reinforcements suddenly appeared out of the north, an exceptionally formidable force. All of our forces in the north have basically been wiped out."


The other face was tinged with fear.


"Impossible! As long as there are at least one hundred of us Tibetans, we can immediately form a Halo of Fortress, and coupled with our thick armor, who can break our defense? Besides, didn't we still have Ciren Luri in the north…"


"Ciren Luri was killed!"


The hoarse voice immediately stopped, and what followed was a long and oppressive silence. It was clear that the owner of the voice had not expected this outcome.


"When did this happen?"


"Just recently."


"Wasn't Ciren Luri at True Martial Tier 9…"


"But our people personally witnessed it. A giant Tang man killed Ciren Luri with a single slash!"


One could hear the profound fear in that voice.


Ciren Luri had been a mighty Tibetan commander, but he had been slain with a single blow. Such strength was utterly ridiculous.


The Tibetan cavalry had one of the most powerful charges in the world, second only to the Great Tang's Tongluo elite horsemen. Perhaps they could have understood if that giant had been from the renowned Tongluo Tribe, but that person had clearly been a Tang man!


Had the Great Minister been wrong? Were the Tang still just as strong as they were in the past?! Had they not actually waned?


But hadn't the Tang been thoroughly routed on the shores of the Erhai?


Weren't the Big Dipper Army, Beiting and Anxi and all the other regular armies of the Great Tang being suppressed? When did the interior armies of the Great Tang become so strong?


"Hmph! Dengba, you think too highly of the will of those Tang men and too poorly of your own side's power!"


That hoarse voice coldly snorted and rebuked his subordinate. This was a fully-armored Tibetan commander, those red cheeks characteristic of the plateau the greatest proof of his ethnicity.


Tibetans normally had bodies a little shorter than the people of the Central Plains, but this person's body was completely different. He was extremely sturdy and tall, a head taller than the average person of the Central Plains.


Streams of Stellar Energy flowed under his skin like pythons, and he exuded an astonishing aura.


The most unique part about him was the pair of golden gauntlets on his hands. They seemed incredibly heavy and bursting with power.


"I don't believe that the Tang are this formidable. Continue to gather our comrades. I want all the Tibetans in a radius of several hundred li to gather here."


"Yes, Milord!"


Dengba quailed at his commander's anger and hurriedly lowered his head. The Tibetans rigidly enforced the command hierarchy, even more than the Tang.


Although he was the deputy commander, he did not dare to lightly offend his commander, who was only one rank above him.


"First kill those one thousand Tang, and then we'll deal with that Great Tang Commandant Xu. With the Annan Protectorate finished, I don't believe that there's still anyone left in the southwest that can resist us!" the Tibetan commander coldly said.


Tibetans were noble and powerful. Those Tibetans in the north had lost merely because those Tang men had not encountered any real opponents.


He thought it utterly impossible for there to be anyone in the southwest that could stand against him!


"Sound the horn! I want these leftover Tang soldiers completely cleaned up!"


"Yes, Milord!"


……


Bwoooom!


After a few moments, a row of Tibetan horsemen took up their large white horns and blared so loudly that it could be heard a hundred li away.


This was the horn of the white yak!


No matter where a Tibetan was, they all knew that the horn of the white yak was a signal for them to gather.


This was the prelude to battle!


……


"Reporting! Tibetan scouts have been discovered up ahead!"


A muscular Great Tang scout rode over, his waist bent in a slight bow. His sudden voice immediately shattered the previous calm.


Wang Chong was sitting cross-legged at a high vantage point, adjusting his energy. Behind, Old Eagle and Li Siye were standing guard like warrior attendants.


Wang Chong's eyelashes fluttered as he slowly opened his eyes.


How fast! Wang Chong said to himself.


The Tibetans truly did have some experts among them. Although they weren't at Huoshu Huicang's level, merely from the speed at which they had dispatched scouts and found them, Wang Chong could tell that he was facing a rather decent commander.


As for what level, that would depend on how they reacted next. Different reactions would indicate different levels.


As the War Saint of the Great Tang, he could determine his opponent's level from many minor details.


"Continue watching!" Wang Chong ordered with a wave of his hand.


"Yes, Milord!"


The scout bowed from his horse and then quickly went to continue his mission.


"…As long as we continue south, we'll meet more and more people like this!" Old Eagle's familiar voice sighed emotionally at his ear. Old Eagle was watching that military scout, an absentminded look in his eyes.


Quickly and cleanly investigating the enemy's movements, extremely quick-witted, coming and going like the wind—these were qualities that those clan experts could never have.


Not even those experts and assassins that Wang Chong had hired in the capital would have been able to do it.


The scouts from the military were of a completely different sort.


The truly experienced scouts would be able to use the landscape to hide themselves while keeping watch on the enemy. There were some scouts that not even his eagles would have been able to discover.


Only scouts could deal with scouts!


And to deal with a richly experienced scout, one needed a similarly experienced opponent!


Before he could speak, a vigorous voice came from his right. "A soldier in the army has to strictly follow their orders and rigorously execute their mission. He's just abiding his duties, nothing more." Li Siye was unmoved by Old Eagle's sighs of praise.


He was from the army, from the Beiting area, where foreigners were as numerous as the hairs on a bull. To scout out the enemy and discover their forces while hiding oneself was a basic ability.


There were many scouts of this level in Beiting.


It had to be pointed out that hiding oneself on the grassy plains was no easy task. Although Old Eagle had worked in the Bureau of Punishments, he had never been on the battlefield.


This sort of emotional sigh was expressing shock at the trivial.


Wang Chong couldn't help but smile at their discussion. These two were skilled in different domains, and it was rather normal to feel this sort of amazement.


But there was one thing that Wang Chong was certain of: the number of regular infantry and cavalry at Wang Chong's command was growing larger and larger.


As he continued to clean up the scattered Tibetan cavalry on the northern border, he also brought more and more Great Tang soldiers under his banner. At present, Wang Chong had gathered six or seven hundred infantry and cavalry formerly of Li Zhengyi's army.


And he was also collecting more and more supplies.


Right now, Wang Chong had ten-some heavy ballistae!


Each of these heavy ballistae was priceless. Every year, the Great Tang relied on precisely these ballistae to demoralize the foreign countries and dominate the world.


These heavy ballistae had contributed no small part to the Great Tang's current reputation!


Ignoring the bickering of the pair, Wang Chong stood up and began walking.


"Young Master!"


Li Siye and Old Eagle tensed up and hurried after him.


A hundred zhang behind the vantage point was a hive of activity.


The one thousand clan experts that Wang Chong had recruited were currently training with the six or seven hundred Great Tang soldiers.


The clan experts had enough strength, but they lacked military discipline and the ability to fight cohesively with their comrades.


Wang Chong had trained them previously, but it still hadn't been enough.


But now, with the 'catfish effect' brought with the arrival of these actual soldiers, this one-thousand-man army equipped with Wootz Steel swords was quickly becoming a cohesive unit.


(TN: The catfish effect is when a strong competitor causes the weak to improve.)


The aura of an 'army' was quickly beginning to form on their bodies. No longer were they just a simple group of one thousand experts.


The difference was like that of night and day.


Utilizing these actual soldiers, Wang Chong was currently in the midst of getting his hands on an elite troop of one thousand men.


"Li Siye, when Zhao Jingdian is done, it'll be your turn. You'll be responsible for the second phase of training!" Wang Chong said.


"Yes, Young Master!"


Li Siye lowered his head and gave a respectful bow, after which he turned and began to stride toward the drilling troops.


Such a thing would have been impossible to imagine with the brash Li Siye that had first appeared at Deflecting Blade Manor. There was no doubt that Wang Chong had already obtained his respect.


Wang Chong was currently using all sorts of methods to raise this army, including Zhao Jingdian's talent for the art of war and Li Siye's powerful strength and soldier's aura.


As for what lay ahead on the road south, only Wang Chong truly knew. To alter the course of the southwest war would require a perfect mastery!


Time flew by, and two hours later, when Wang Chong was still in the middle of training his army…


"Reporting! Enemy army up ahead!"


"Reporting! Enemy army is less than fifty li from our position!"


"Reporting! It's the Tibetans! They are advancing toward us at full speed!"


……


In just a few short moments, several military scouts galloped out of the forest, jumped onto the ground, and kneeled as they gave their reports.


Like some mysterious power had swept through the void, the entire world instantly fell silent, all the men and horses quieting down.


Everyone was looking toward Wang Chong, and the atmosphere had instantly grown tense.


It was too fast!


That army had been far faster than any of them had imagined!
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"It's an expert this time!"


Wang Chong had originally been squatting on the ground, but upon hearing the reports, he slowly began to stand, a harsh light flitting through his eyes. He had already been informed of this enemy army.


The range of scouts was very broad.


A standard military scout could cover a large area. They were often at least a hundred li away from the center of the army, and the farther they were, the better.


They were the eyes and ears of the army, its mouthpiece.


Wang Chong was certain that this Tibetan army had been several hundred li away at the start, but in just two hours, they had suddenly been able to advance until they were not even fifty li away.


This was not something an average commander could do.


There was no doubt in his mind that the Tibetans he was facing were a very proactive and aggressive army!


Cavalry charges had always emphasized adaptability and the element of surprise.


A commander that specialized in leading cavalry would not be an ordinary one.


"Let's go and take a look!"


Wang Chong mounted his horse and left a trail of dust behind him as he galloped toward the Tibetan army.


On the peak of the nearest hill, Wang Chong, Old Eagle, and Li Siye immediately saw the dense and imposing ranks of the Ü-Tsang army.


The army was like a black belt, stretching endlessly to the horizon. But it was motionless, not a single one of its over one thousand soldiers making a single noise.


This sight caused Old Eagle and Li Siye to raise their brows.


"This army is more than one thousand!"


"At least three thousand! Why did the scouts say that it was only one thousand?"


……


Both Li Siye and Old Eagle had rather unsightly complexions. The might of heavy cavalry far surpasssed that of infantry. Three thousand Tibetan cavalry was enough to fight with three or four times their number.


This also meant that the Tibetan force was already enough to deal with an army of ten thousand soldiers, a number that their own couldn't even reach.


More importantly, Tibetans were much stronger in numbers.


One thousand Tibetan heavy cavalry could form a middle-level Halo of Fortress, massively buffing their defense.


Three thousand Tibetan cavalry…


This level of Halo of Fortress was enough to put enormous pressure on a Great Tang army. Without an effective means of dealing with it, such an army was certain to deal their forces a heavy blow.


"Young Master?"


At this moment, even Old Eagle and Li Siye could only look to Wang Chong. Although they had been his constant companions, Wang Chong alone had commanded this force.


"Don't get anxious yet. Things aren't that simple!" Wang Chong indifferently said. "Can't you see that their forces have stopped there and haven't come over?"


The two were astonished, and then they realized that this really was the case.


"Sixty li is enough distance for them to push their speed to its limit, an effect no less inferior to if they were charging down from the Tibetan Plateau. If this were a plain, they would have already charged over," Wang Chong calmly said.


At his level, there was very little that could move him.


"What do you mean?"


Li Siye scratched his head, a confused look on his face. He wouldn't be afraid no matter how many enemies were charging toward him, but he really wasn't that proficient at strategy and calculation.


"Look over there, isn't that a forest!"


Wang Chong's words seemed to stir the pair from a dream.


Li Siye and Old Eagle instantly understood. The southwest was a lowland made up of small hills.


It wasn't very flat. More importantly, a lush forest lay between their training area and the Tibetan army.


The trees here grew close together, so it was obvious that any cavalry charge would be greatly limited. It was even very possible that a cavalry charge would have to come to a complete halt.


This was the reason the Tibetans had suddenly stopped their advance.


"I have to hand it to Li Zhengyi!"


Wang Chong felt quite emotional as he looked at this forest. The geography of the southwest was complicated. Although a large portion of it was inhabited, quite a significant part of it was still untamed.


After all, this place was still not as rich and populated as the empire's interior.


In Li Zhengyi's advance, he had used the official roads, but he had also avoided cities and villages.


It had partially been to avoid disturbing the populace, but it had also led the Tibetan army away from the populated areas and kept the civilians from being caught in the crossfire.


In normal circumstances, the Tibetans would have never given up on a chance to loot and plunder, but the guides provided by Geluofeng had limited their opportunities to do so.


Meanwhile, the establishment of Lion City had allowed the 80,000 elites to survive.


Huoshu Huicang was eager to assail his enemies, so after defeating Li Zhengyi, he led the majority of his army back to Erhai, thus minimizing the damage caused to the populace.


But Wang Chong knew that all this was temporary. Once Lion City fell and Huoshu Huicang cleaned up the rest of the Annan Protectorate army, the entire southwest would become a living hell.


Temporary peace did not mean eternal safety.


Huoshu Huicang and the Tibetan army had only temporarily drawn back their fangs. The Sword of Damocles1 was still hanging over the southwest.




"Gather the army and prepare to move out!"


Wang Chong's eyes flashed as he waved his arm, catching Old Eagle and Li Siye completely off guard with this sudden order.


"Milord!"


"Young Master!"


The pair were stunned. Their foe was right in front of them, and the forest was the best wall, but now, Wang Chong was giving up this excellent position to strike first.


"Milord, in these circumstances, I do not recommend attacking. The Tibetans are all regular soldiers, while we only have reserve troops. We're no match for them in a frontal assault. In addition, a large part of our forces is infantry," Li Siye respectfully advised.


Having served in Beiting, Li Siye was well aware of the power of cavalry. Although Wang Chong had hired several thousand experts and put them on horses, those couldn't be considered cavalry. They were infantry at most.


The horses were just their means of transportation.


This ad-hoc army might be enough in an infantry battle, but it was totally insufficient against the Ü-Tsang cavalry, which used charges as their main method of attack.


The only troops that could play any role in this battle were the one thousand clan experts that Wang Chong had recruited!


"Li Siye, you still don't get it? It's not that I want to engage in a frontal assault, but we have no other choice. Have you forgotten about the Annan Protectorate army? If we can't even defeat these three thousand Tibetan cavalry, how can we deal with the hundreds of thousands of soldiers in the combined Ü-Tsang–Mengshe Zhao army?"


Wang Chong spoke with a tone that sounded like he completely understood everything.


Old Eagle and Li Siye shivered, unable to retort. Wang Chong had led this army not to save the 60,000 soldiers of Li Zhengyi's army, but to rescue the 80,000 elites in Lion City.


So their opponent was the hundreds of thousands of soldiers that made up the joint army of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang.


Compared to that vast army, they were a drop of water in the ocean, an ant trying to shake a tree.


Wang Chong had never brought this point up with the army before, but he had hidden nothing from his close aides!


"I understand," Li Siye slowly said, seemingly coming to a decision.

______________

1.The Sword of Damocles refers to a story about a Greek king known as Dionysius who had a pandering courtier known as Damocles. Damocles had always praised Dionysius for the great fame and fortune the king enjoyed, and Dionysius one day offered Damocles to opportunity to sit on the throne and enjoy these luxuries. Damocles readily accepted, but he realized to his horror that the king had set up a sword to hang over the throne, held up by only a single horsehair, symbolizing the danger that came from holding a position of authority.↩
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Rumble!


The earth shook as Wang Chong led his army of one thousand clan experts, six or seven hundred regular Tang army soldiers, and several thousand hired experts. As they emerged out of the forest, the distant Tibetan cavalrymen were dumbfounded.


"What's going on here? The Tang actually came out on their own!"


In the distance, Dengba was flabbergasted, not daring to believe his own eyes.


The Tibetans had no infantry; they relied completely on cavalry to contend with the Great Tang. As a result, although the Tibetans did not have as many soldiers as the Great Tang, they still presented a great danger.


For a mixture of Tang infantry and cavalry to go against a regular force of three thousand Tibetan cavalry, had they gone crazy?


"Hahaha, Dengba, do you see it! You've overestimated those Tang men! It seems that they only managed to wipe out our comrades by relying purely on luck and numbers! But even this sort of luck has its limits!"


That muscular and tall Tibetan commander gave a hearty laugh.


He had originally still been a little cautious. After all, this group of Tang soldiers truly did seem a little different from the rest.


But it now appeared that he had been overthinking things.


"Carry out my order. Activate the Yak Halos and have the entire army charge! I want to crush these Tang soldiers into paste to vent my rage and avenge the deceased soldiers of our empire!"


The Tibetan commander clenched his fists, his eyes glowing with a vicious light while a sort of feeling began to boil up inside his body. It was the call of war.


"These scoundrels… are dead for sure!"


The warhorses neighed as that stalwart Tibetan commander led the charge, leaping out from the ranks. Behind him, more than three thousand Tibetan regular cavalry began their charge.


One echelon, two echelons, three echelons… in the end, thirty echelons began to surge toward Wang Chong's army like mighty waves.


The air over their heads grew hazy, as if some invisible hand was twisting. In a few moments, a massive, white, vaulted, and mobile fortress had appeared over the heads of the Tibetan cavalry.


The moment this white fortress manifested, the Tibetans began to exude a crushing weight. But their speed… was not affected in the slightest!


With a clattering of metal, Halos of Thorns began to shoot out from the bodies of the Tibetan cavalry, theses thousands of Halos of Thorns forming into a giant halo formation that accompanied the Tibetans in their charge.


Crash! Waves of energy began to gush out from behind them. In these brief moments, the Tibetans had reached a terrifying speed and were dragging a massive white wave of energy behind them.


"It's here!"


Some distance from the Ü-Tsang army, Wang Chong's eyes flashed. Even from this distance, he could feel the oceanic might of the Tibetans, but Wang Chong remained utterly unmoved.


These three thousand Tibetans were a test for his army. If it could not deal with only three thousand, then it would not be able to deal with the Ü-Tsang–Mengshe Zhao army, nor would it be able to influence this important war.


If these people could not even do this, then they were useless.


Now, it's time to try out the power of the Halo of Dusk Stallion! Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


The Halo of Dusk Stallion could boost the strength, speed, and dexterity of all the soldiers in his army, but those were not its only effects.


Of all the supreme halo techniques in Kunwu Training Camp, Wang Chong wanted only the Halo of Dusk Stallion. It hadn't been only because of its ability to boost the strength of his soldiers. What was more important was that it was also an extremely powerful offensive halo.


However, a more powerful halo also needed a correspondingly powerful cultivation level to support it.


The first layer of the Halo of Dusk Stallion was still too low. While it did offer a greater boost than normal war halos, its strength was still limited.


But when the Halo of Dusk Stallion was upgraded, it was never just a simple boost in power, but a massive leap in quality as well.


Unfortunately, upgrading the Halo of Dusk Stallion had always been difficult. It needed to absorb a large amount of mental and physical energy from the martial artist. When Wang Chong cultivated the first layer of the Halo of Dusk Stallion, he had only needed to be at Tier 1 of the True Martial realm, but to upgrade it, he had to be at Tier 5.


This difference of four tiers did not manifest in merely a pure numerical increase.


Boom!


Waves of energy exploded out of Wang Chong's body like a torrent. And there was also a completely new energy flowing out, entering the White-hoofed Shadow and expanding beneath its hooves.


Clangclangclang! A new Halo of Thorns spread under the White-hoofed Shadow's hooves like flooding mercury. The energy of the halo first spread to Old Eagle and Li Siye and then to the nearby cavalry, ultimately enveloping all his cavalry.


In a flash, everyone felt their speed, strength and dexterity increase and continue to increase.


Neigh! Wang Chong's Stellar Energy roared as a massive divine steed, seemingly cast from steel, leaped out from Wang Chong's body.


In the blink of an eye, a storm of energy exploded from that massive horse, balls of energy transforming into horses that entered the bodies of each of the Tang soldiers, ultimately forming a second halo at their feet.


"Ah! I'm so fast!"


"My body's suddenly a lot lighter!"


……


The soldiers had been charging together with Wang Chong when they suddenly felt a new stream of strength pour into their bodies. This energy was different from the past, at least two levels higher.


"My sword!!"


One of the clan experts with a lower cultivation level suddenly looked elatedly at the Wootz Steel sword in his hand. Though the sword was unsheathed, it gave off no light, but right now, that stream of energy was flowing through the sword, letting the man and weapon become one.


The True Martial realm Tier 5 and 6 experts all had very fast reactions. They immediately noticed that their weapons were faster, lighter, and sharper. They were much easier to wield and attack with, more damaging and threatening!


All of them were instantly filled with confidence!


"Arrow Formation! Charge!"


As their confidence swelled, Wang Chong's cold voice resounded in their ears, putting their focus back to the battle!


"Yes, Milord!"


The earth began to quake. The one thousand cavalry formed into countless small units, but all of them acted in concert. With Wang Chong's order, they suddenly exploded forward, pulling away from the rest of the force.


The dust from their charge blocked out the sun as Wang Chong led the one thousand clan experts charging forward.


"Milord!"


Old Eagle's expression flickered at this sight. Although he had never been in an army before, he had known many experts.


For one part of the army to pull ahead, for the head and tail to ignore each other, was a cardinal sin!


"Old Eagle, follow me. I know what I'm doing!" Wang Chong's voice came through the dust. It was calm, farsighted, as lofty as Mount Tai, and inspired great trust from others.


"Yes, Young Master!"


Old Eagle grit his teeth and followed, lacking the time to think about anything else.


At the front of the cavalry, Wang Chong locked his eyes forward, his gaze exuding a stern and bestial light. At that moment, nothing existed in his eyes except for the three thousand Tibetan cavalry.


For part of the army to pull ahead of the rest truly was a cardinal sin, but cavalry had never been part of the regular army, and its way of fighting was completely different from that of ordinary soldiers.


They could work together with infantry, but they could also attack on their own.


The greatest advantage of cavalry was adaptability. Thus, infantry and cavalry working together was only done when there was no other choice.


Cavalry that couldn't speedily adapt were no different from infantry. In addition, Wang Chong had another idea in mind.


Right now, it's time to see who's better!


Wang Chong pressed his body to his horse, his eyes glowing. He could feel that the will to fight that had melded into the deepest part of his blood in his last life was waking up from its temporary slumber.


As the Grand Marshal who had led the world's armies, he had not felt the call of war for far too long!
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As if feeling its master's will, the White-hoofed Shadow let out a neigh, its mane flying behind it as it increased its speed. The two forces of cavalry rapidly approached each other, faster and faster, closer and closer…


Caw caw!


Countless birds took flight as more and more dust was stirred higher and higher into the air. Two floods of black steel heedlessly charged toward each other with a determined momentum.


"Hahaha, one thousand people, one thousand! They dare to meet our charge with only one thousand people!"


In the distance, that stalwart Tibetan commander didn't dare believe his eyes. As a famous general of the battlefield, he could estimate the size of his opponent's forces with a single glance.


One thousand men dared to charge against his three thousand Tibetans? He didn't know if he should praise the enemy commander for his courage or say that he had lost his mind and was seeking his death!


"What in the world is going on?"


At this moment, even Dengba's faith was shaken. He had always believed that the enemies in the north were a strong foe, but for them to do such a thing…


Their northern comrades being wiped out… was it really just a fluke?


"Kill! Destroy them so thoroughly that not even a shred of armor is left!"


The brawny Tibetan commander pushed his three thousand cavalry to an even faster speed.


Awoooo!


The killing intent of these Tibetan warriors was provoked, and they began to brandish their scimitars, howling in excitement. It had been a very long time since they had fought a battle involving more than one thousand enemies.


……


"Hmph, let me see how strong more than one thousand Tibetans really are!" Wang Chong said with a grim smile.


Wang Chong had naturally noticed the change in the aura of his opponents, but he felt no fear. On the contrary, this only stimulated his fighting intent.


Putting aside the standpoints of the two sides and the critical role this war would have on the Great Tang, there was no question that this era was one that belonged to generals.


Compared to the world he had come from, this world had far too many renowned generals. Even an obscure Tibetan general could possess an astonishing decisiveness and courage to launch an assault across one thousand li.


In his last life, even though he had become a general in a league of his own, praised by the entire world as a War Saint, all the other generals had died by then, their stars fallen. That feeling of loneliness at the top had been a little too dismal.


The Wang Clan's premature decline and the political coup d'état had made him miss out on far too much.


In his last life, during that generation of generals, he was still an obscure wanderer who could only watch as those generals clashed with dazzling and resplendent radiance.


This was the best generation to be a renowned general! And it was the best generation for a general to die in!


Even though the generation that would come next would be the darkest of them all!


Buzz!


As a cold light flashed through his eyes, Wang Chong pushed the Halo of Dusk Stallion to its limits and transformed into a blur.


These three thousand cavalry were his first trial on his journey south!


Only by defeating these three thousand Tibetans would he have the right to deal with the vast army of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang further south.


This was a pass he had to get through!


"Hyah!"


Forty li, thirty li, twenty li…


As the armies charged toward each other, the fifty-li distance quickly shrank.


Killing intent twisted in the air while dust filled the skies.


Ten li, eight li, seven li, six li…


The horses had almost reached their maximum speeds, a nigh unimaginable speed. And once an arrow left the bow, it was impossible to retrieve.


At this moment, neither the Tibetans nor Wang Chong could stop.


There was no retreat, only forward, and certainly no stopping.


Five hundred meters, four hundred meters, three hundred meters…


Weapons had left their sheaths and the air was fraught with tension. When one pulled the string of the bow, one had to loose the arrow. At this point, no one could retreat.


"Young Master!"


In the back, Zhao Jingdian's face was pale from anxiety.


His strength had been insufficient for Wang Chong's plans, so Wang Chong had arranged for him to be in the rear with other hired experts. It was evident that he knew nothing about Wang Chong's plans.


But it was too late to say anything now.


Two hundred meters, one hundred meters…


At this distance, it was possible to see the grimaces on the other side's faces, the bulging veins on their arms. The clattering of their armor clearly rang out in their ears.


At this distance and at their speeds, one hundred meters could be covered in a few seconds.


Ninety meters, eighty meters, seventy meters…


The atmosphere grew exponentially more tense while killing intent continued to crazily soar. Every person could hear the heavy breathing of their foes, and the sound of scimitars, spears, and swords madly vibrating in the air.


Everyone's nerves were taut to the extreme.


Sixty meters, fifty meters…


Even the horses were feeling the tension that came from the blood that was soon to splatter the air, and they began to neigh. Just when the two sides were about to clash, Wang Chong raised his arm, a harsh light flitting through his eyes.


"Net Formation!"


Wang Chong's harsh voice cut through the air.


A second seemed to stretch to infinity, and the Tibetans watched in shock as the one thousand Great Tang cavalry behind Wang Chong suddenly split into two like some two-headed snake and began diverging from their initial path.


In the space of a second, one thousand soldiers had split into two groups of five hundred!


"How is this possible?"


This sudden change stupefied the Tibetans. Some of them tried to stop this from happening, but it was far too late for that.


The inertia that came from their maximum speed was simply impossible to imagine. Even though Ü-Tsang relied on its cavalry to sweep over the world, it still could not pull off a maneuver like that under such massive inertia.


"How did they manage to do it?"


The Tibetan commander widened his eyes and clenched his teeth as he watched this sight in disbelief.


Cavalry had always charged in straight lines, and even more so at such high speeds. Changing directions wasn't impossible, but it would result in broken muscles or bones.


Forcing a change in direction had never resulted in anything good.


So serious were the consequences that the army doing it would inflict massive casualties on their own forces before even engaging the enemy.


But this lot of Tang soldiers had actually been able to so easily alter their course at such high speeds without suffering any shock.


"This is impossible!"


The Tibetan commander tightly clenched his fists and ground his teeth.


At his side, Dengba felt his heart sink.


They had encountered many Tang soldiers since their descent from the plateau, but none of them had been any challenge. These black-armored soldiers were clearly different from the rest.


"What sort of person is this?"


Dengba's eyebrows rose as an extremely ill foreboding began to emerge in his mind.


Boom!


Fifty meters was covered in the blink of an eye, and the one thousand Tang cavalry brushed against the three thousand Tibetans.


Like a massive boulder crashing into the water, before many people could react, two forces of Tang soldiers, one to the left and one to the right, struck the Tibetan echelons like massive pythons.


Clangclangclang! This deafening impact was the sound of Halos of Thorns clashing. The sharp Wootz Steel swords glimmered with cold light as they cut sharp arcs through the air and smashed against an invisible wall.


Boomboomboom!


The sound of the impacts exploded through the world. The accumulated strike of the charge and the strength of those warriors was blocked by an invisible layer of Stellar Energy before it could even touch the Tibetan cavalry.


That indistinct middle-level Halo of Fortress had suddenly become solid, forming a massive white shroud that protected the Tibetan soldiers.


The unstoppable Wootz Steel swords hacked at this fortress, sounding like they were hitting an actual wall.


One, two, three, four…


In the end, all the attacks from the cavalry at the front were blocked, the Wootz Steel swords seeming to plunge into a swamp, first slowing before quickly grinding to a halt.


"Oh no!"


Old Eagle paled at this sight.


"Not good!"


Li Siye had an equally awful grimace. This was his first time fighting Tibetans, and he had heard about their powerful defense as well as their world-famous Halo of Fortress.


But not even Li Siye could have imagined that a middle-level Halo of Fortress would be this powerful. The fusion of three thousand halos made it so that each person's sword seemed to be fighting three thousand people at once.


"If we can't even break their most basic level of defense, our defeat in this battle is assured."


In a flash, all the blood left Li Siye's face, leaving him ghastly pale. In the end, battles were different from the life-or-death duels between martial artists.


No matter how powerful the Black Dragon Bandits had been, they would have never been able to form this powerful fortress, and if not even the sharpness of Wootz Steel could cut through it, this battle would be a sure loss.


And on this sort of constantly fluctuating battlefield, the final result would probably be a complete wipeout.


"Hahaha, it's useless. Your attacks can't break our defense!"


Behind the halo, the Tibetans had been nervously watching, but at this moment, they felt greatly relieved.


Since the attacks couldn't break their defense, all that awaited the Tang was death.


Awoooo!


The Tibetans gave off their unique wolf howl, their red faces flushing with excitement at the imminent slaughter.


"Hmph, it's our turn!"


At the front of the army, the stalwart Tibetan commander revealed a look of ferocity and cruelty. Although he hadn't turned his head, he could already feel the emotions of his soldiers.


At first, he had thought that these Tang men were somewhat formidable, and had prepared himself for a hard battle. In the end, however, they still couldn't break through the Tibetan fortress!


I truly overestimated them!


With this thought, Batunlu pulled out his scimitar. At almost the same moment, scimitar after scimitar emerged from the shroud of the fortress and hacked at the Great Tang cavalry.


Offense was a two-way street. When the Great Tang cavalry were able to attack the Tibetan cavalry, the Tibetan cavalry were also able to attack the Great Tang cavalry…
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Clangclangclang!


Countless Tibetan scimitars flashed with cold light as they almost simultaneously attacked the Great Tang cavalry.


Sparks flew in this deafening clash, but the attacks of the Tibetans were almost completely stopped by the Meteoric Metal armor worn by the Great Tang cavalry.




"This…"


All the Tibetans were dumbfounded by this sight. The Great Tang soldiers had failed to break through the Tibetan fortress shroud, but the Tibetan scimitars had also been powerless against the Great Tang armor.


"We outnumber them. Hold them down and kill them all!"


It took only a split second for a ferocious order spoken in Tibetan to stir their cavalry into excitedly howling into the sky.


No matter how formidable the armor of these black-armored Tang cavalry was, one thousand were simply no match for three thousand Tibetan cavalry.


Thirty echelons, one wave crashing down after another, created an impact that no person could withstand, not even these strange black-armored cavalry.


"Hmph, I thought that they were actually strong! Dengba, lead the army and kill all of them. Don't let a single one escape!"


The muscular Tibetan commander coldly laughed, his mind completely at ease. At the start, he truly had been scared a little.


These Tang soldiers could not be understood with common sense, but they were still lacking. The middle-level fortress formed by one thousand Tibetan cavalry could block three or four thousand Tang soldiers, and he had three thousand elite cavalry with him.


He could already imagine those Great Tang soldiers being crushed into the dust.


"Once we kill this Tang army, we'll lead the army east and exterminate that Great Tang Commandant with the surname Xu, and then there will be no one left in the southwest who can resist us… I actually thought that these Tang soldiers were some big deal, but it's just a grasshopper trying to block a carriage!"


A sneer hovered on the commander's lips, yet this smile didn't last too long before quickly vanishing into a puff of smoke.


"Your thinking is too simple!"


In these brief seconds, no one had noticed the icy light in Wang Chong's eyes. If the Tibetans really thought that this was all he had, then they were gravely mistaken.


If he didn't have any confidence, he would have never risked having one thousand men face off in a contest of strength against three thousand Tibetan heavy cavalry.


Seconds flew by, and right when the Tibetans were howling and prepared to exterminate the Tang soldiers, Wang Chong suddenly put down a foot and unleashed the Bane of the Battlefield halo…


Boom!


Like a hurricane passing through, an invisible energy spread out from Wang Chong's body to everyone present. Although this energy couldn't be seen, everyone could instantly hear an earthshaking boom in their ears, as if the earth itself was sundering apart.


Crack!


There was nothing in the air, but the middle-level Halo of Fortress shrouding the Tibetan army was suddenly covered in countless tiny cracks, after which it shattered into pieces.


"Not good!"


In an instant, all the Tibetan soldiers felt this change and paled, their minds in turmoil.


Without any warning, they found their strength suddenly plunging. The fortress was still there, but its toughness and luster had fallen an entire level, going from a middle-level fortress to an initial-level fortress formed from only one hundred people.


To these Tibetans who had worked together to form this fortress and had grown accustomed to its strength, this change was like a magnitude 8 earthquake.


In the long history of Ü-Tsang, from ancient times up to the present age, it had fought against countless powers from the Central Plains, but it was possible to say that not a single Tibetan had ever encountered such strange circumstances.


"What's going on? Why did we get so weak!"


"The fortress! The fortress collapsed!"


"Impossible! This can't be happening!"


"How could the Tang men weaken our fortress? That's impossible! I don't believe it! I won't believe it!"


……


Though much time seemed to have passed, it actually only took a few seconds to deal the Tibetans a destructive blow and throw them into chaos.


"An excellent chance!"


The Great Tang soldiers immediately noticed this change and were ecstatic, Li Siye and Old Eagle especially so.


Tibetans were not horse bandits, and horse bandits were not as difficult to deal with as the Ü-Tsang regular army. But without the protection of that vaulted fortress, everything was different.


The initial-level Halo of Fortress was still powerful, but it was of no threat to their army.


This was not their first time facing an initial-level Halo of Fortress, and the Wootz Steel weapons had already proved to be perfectly capable of breaking through such a defense.


It took only a few moments for all this to occur. With Wang Chong releasing both the Halo of Dusk Stallion and the Bane of the Battlefield, the tide of battle had completely shifted.


"Heaven-Earth Net!"


Wang Chong's voice tore through the sky, and the two five-hundred-man units of cavalry began to carry out his order. If one said that the army was at first like some giant two-headed snake, it was now transforming into many little snakes.


Each little snake was made of one hundred soldiers.


Each unit had a hundred-man commander, ten-man commanders, and five-man commanders. Although each unit was small, each of them was complete, and each soldier was extremely nimble and quick to obey.


Rumble! After Wang Chong's order, those soldiers which had originally been in Arrow Formation suddenly transformed into tiny snakes that crashed into the echelons of the Tibetan army.


The first time, their charge had been blocked by the middle-level fortress, but this time, nothing could halt their advance.


The initial-level fortress was still there, but it could no longer take physical form like a middle-level fortress and keep enemies out.


Swoosh!


One Wootz Steel sword after another cut through the air. The charge of the warhorses, the strength of the clan experts, and the inertia of the Tibetans charging toward them made for a power that could crush anything into powder.


Bengbengbengbeng!


The black-armored 'snakes' plunged into the Tibetan echelons, crisscrossing through them. In just one round, a hundred-man echelon in the middle had been completely smashed, the Tibetan riders falling to the ground without even a groan. Even their horses had been chopped in half!


The warhorses flew out of the ranks, made a turn, and charged back into the Tibetan formation. They entered with full speed and exited at full speed, the flashes of swords leaving behind corpses in their wakes.


This hundred-man echelon was fully equipped and suited in the thick Tibetan armor, but none of them had been able to take a single blow from the 'Heaven-Earth Net'. The attacks came from every direction, and Wang Chong's army didn't stop. Whether or not they killed anyone, they would always enter and exit at full speed. These one thousand troops freely slaughtered their way through the Tibetan ranks, with not a single person able to stop them.


The small snakes that Wang Chong led were all independent and agile, yet they all seemed to be cooperating with each other, as if they were part of a single entity.


These three thousand Tibetan cavalry were clearly facing only one-third their number, but the final result was that each hundred-man echelon was fighting against a furious wave of ten times their number.


The Echelon Formation that the Tibetans used to topple their opponents in a wave had now become a fatal weakness. The space left between each echelon as a buffer for charging had now become a flaw that Wang Chong was exploiting.


Rumble!


Dust stirred and the earth quaked as Great Tang cavalry romped over the battlefield.


One round, two rounds, three rounds, four rounds…


Though an ordinary person might think only a few moments had passed, to the Tibetans, it was an excruciating eternity. As horses neighed and blood splashed, the Tibetans had lost five hundred cavalry.


All of these people had been wearing the thick armor, had been armed to the teeth, and had been buffed by the Yak Halo and the initial-level Halo of Fortress. On a normal battlefield, five hundred men would have been enough to deal with several times their number.


But this time, it took only a few seconds for all of them to be wiped out. That thick armor that had been tempered hundreds of times was cut apart like tofu, leaving behind glossy cuts and falling together with severed limbs to the ground. It was a hair-raising scene that made one quail in fear.


In their first battle as a regular army, these soldiers equipped with Wootz Steel swords had exhibited an astonishing strength, and what was even more astonishing was the level of cohesiveness and flexibility they showed.


"No, I'm going to kill all of you!"


A roar of fury and surprise, spoken in the Tibetan tongue, echoed through the world. As Wang Chong's soldiers finished their fifth go-around, they felt an extremely dangerous energy behind them.


Wang Chong's heart chilled as he hurriedly turned his head. What he saw was a stalwart figure wearing golden gauntlets leaping into the air, his appearance like that of a descended god.


His visage was terrifying to behold, brimming with boundless anger and loathing. A destructive and majestic energy had gathered around him like lightning clouds and seemed ready to lash out at any moment.


"Not good!"


Wang Chong was stunned. The energy on this person's body had increased at an absurd rate, and his body seemed to be swelling like a balloon, making his visage even more terrifying and vicious.


"The Ksitigarbha1 Secret Art!"




A lightning bolt flashed through his mind as Wang Chong instantly recognized what this Tibetan was up to. Almost all of Ü-Tsang's martial arts originated from the Great Snow Mountain Holy Land. Unlike the Central Plains, Ü-Tsang had always maintained a single lineage.


And with its long history, it had accumulated a great many mysterious techniques.


The Ksitigarbha Secret Art was one of these.


A small number of the generals in the Ü-Tsang army could use secret arts that allowed their strength to climb to a terrifying level in a very short period of time, allowing them to destroy their opponents in a single blow.


This was a rumor that had been circulating in the Central Plains for some time, but there were few witnesses, so most people treated it as a joke.


But Wang Chong knew that this was no tall tale, and it certainly wasn't a joke.


The reason was simple: Wang Chong had seen one with his own eyes!

______________

1. Ksitigarbha, whose Chinese name means 'Earth Treasury', is a bodhisattva who is revered in East Asia. He is generally depicted as a bald monk, and he is known for taking a vow that he would not become a Buddha until all the hells were empty.↩
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As a person who had lived two lives, Wang Chong had seen far too many things in that apocalyptic period, and he had also known too many secrets. Wang Chong had once seen someone use the Ksitigarbha, though it hadn't been this person standing before him now.


The Ksitigarbha Secret Art could massively boost a martial artist's strength for a short period of time, also improving his defense and the toughness of his Stellar Energy.


This was a method of overstimulating one's potential, but it was extremely effective on the battlefield.


"No one can kill my warriors without paying a price, and I demand that all of you die!"


That Tibetan commander's hair began to spread out around him as his energy rose from Tier 4 or 5 of the Profound Martial realm to Tier 8 or 9, surpassing Li Siye.


Rumble!


Space twisted as thunder clouds gathered in his hands. Before Wang Chong had any time to react, that godlike Tibetan commander in the air had sent a fist rumbling out. The sky dimmed as Stellar Energy crashed down like a wave toward Wang Chong's army.


That wave had not yet landed, but the terrifying pressure that preceded it was like a knife. The well-trained horses could not hold back their plaintive whinnies as they felt the terror of death.


The soldiers Wang Chong had recruited were experts from the great clans, but they were all only at Tier 5 or 6 of the True Martial realm. They were simply no match for this Profound Martial expert who was further boosted by the Ksitigarbha Secret Art.


Although the one thousand soldiers had all been equipped with Meteoric Metal and had essentially emerged unharmed from their previous charges, once this fist crashed down, the tail end of the army was bound to suffer grievous casualties.


"Li Siye!"


There was no time to think, so Wang Chong immediately sent out Li Siye.


At this moment, the only person on Wang Chong's side who could deal with this attack was Li Siye. Li Siye was the future Invincible Great General and authority of the empire, so if even if he couldn't deal with that unusually strong Tibetan commander, Wang Chong truly wouldn't be able to think of any other candidates.


Without a single word, Li Siye's right hand grabbed the massive sword on his back. With a boom, he took off from the back of his horse like a hawk.


"Take my attack!"


That resounding and emotionless voice thundered through the heavens. Li Siye's body disappeared from the air as a massive Halo of Thorns began to spread out from it. In an instant, it had transformed into a majestic storm that engulfed him.


Li Siye had acted without hesitation. Li Siye's voice was still ringing in the air, but that massive and resolved Wootz Steel sword was already slashing down on that Tibetan commander like Pangu1 cleaving open the world.




Boom!


A gale swept through the land.


Wang Chong couldn't see that battle, but he could feel the earth-quaking booms coming from behind him. That sound was like two massive beasts from prehistory ramming into each other, creating massive gusts that stirred up sand and shrouded the earth.


Wang Chong did not feel the need to watch. He had absolute confidence in Li Siye's strength, and the power of the Invincible Great General didn't rest on something as simple as cultivation.


More important to him was dealing with the remaining 2500 Tibetan cavalry.


"Arrow Formation!"


His right hand raised, Wang Chong immediately gave his second order to form the formation. The small snakes suddenly gathered together into a massive python.


He had moved from the Heaven-Earth Net back to that most traditional of cavalry formations, the Arrow Formation!


The warhorses once more rumbled, the one thousand Great Tang cavalry leaving a long trail of dust as they charged straight for the Echelon Formation of the Tibetan cavalry.


There was a saying in the art of war: 'The superior general breaks the enemy's schemes while the inferior general schemes against the enemy's soldiers; attacking the mind is superior to attacking the city.' Right now, Wang Chong had completely broken the morale of the Tibetan army.


Boom!


Horse met horse, scimitar met sword, and the clattering of metal and plaintive neighing of horses mixed together into a single din.


"Kill them all!"


The Tibetan cavalrymen's eyes went red from bloodlust, completely infuriated by this scene. Everyone knew that the Arrow Formation used by the Great Tang and the Echelon Formation of Ü-Tsang were two of the most famous cavalry charging formations in the world.


But not even the most formidable of Great Tang cavalry would dare to engage in a frontal charge against the Tibetans. Of all the cavalry strategies, the Tibetan Echelon Formation was undoubtedly the strongest.


Others who attempted to imitate the Tibetans would still not be able to reach their level.


Even Longxi's Big Dipper Great General, the Bane of Ü-Tsang, Geshu Han, had never thought about using cavalry to charge against Tibetans. Instead, he had taken an original approach and developed extremely heavy and large shields to resist the Tibetan cavalry charge.


If not even the mighty Big Dipper Great General dared to do such a thing, what right did these people have to challenge them?


"Kill them all!"


The anger in the minds of the Tibetans instantly reached its boiling point.


The people of the Great Tang, familiar with the tactics of Ü-Tsang, had thought of using a shield taller than a man to deal with the charge of highland steeds. Similarly, Ü-Tsang, after fighting with the Great Tang for hundreds of years, had a keen understanding of the Arrow Formation's weak points.


Although this formation was hailed as the best in the world for piercing through an enemy army, its flaws were equally as obvious as its advantages.


The Arrow Formation's strongest point was also its weakest point. As long as one could break the sharp tip of the Arrow Formation, the rest of the army would fall into chaos!


The strongest was also the weakest!


Without the arrowhead to guide it, the Arrow Formation would lose its sharpness and fall apart.




Boom!


The two armies clashed, horses neighing as the earth shook. Countless Tibetan cavalry focused all their power on the head of the Arrow Formation.


"Kill them."


"Slaughter the people in the front!"


"Everyone, together! Hold them down and avenge our brothers!"


……


These rushed and urgent Tibetan cries filled the skies, but when everyone believed that they could thoroughly crush the thousand-man army, the Arrow Formation led by Wang Chong remained invincible. It pierced through wave after wave of the Tibetan echelons, bravely pressing through all of them.


To the disbelief of the Tibetans, no matter how much they charged and hacked, the arrowhead of Wang Chong's Arrow Formation remained like the hardiest of reefs.


No, it could not be simply described as hardy!


Whenever they struck an arrowhead, slowing its speed, the arrowhead would voluntarily sink back into the army. At the same time, another arrowhead would instantly form to continue the charge. No matter how many times they charged, Wang Chong's Arrow Formation remained.


"This is impossible!"


All the Tibetans were dumbfounded. No one had ever been able to block the Tibetan Echelon Formation, nor had any Great Tang Arrow Formation ever endured so many charges.


War was not a game of house. On the intense battlefield, once the head of an Arrow Formation was broken, it would never be given the chance to reform. But no matter how madly they charged, the arrowhead of Wang Chong's Arrow Formation would always swiftly reform.


The frenzied efforts of the Tibetans were futile against Wang Chong!

______________

1.Pangu is a mythological figure who is said to have been born from an egg when the entire universe was still formless chaos. After he was born, he used his axe to hack apart the universe into Yin and Yang, the earth and the heavens. After this, he stood between the heavens and the earth for 18,000 years until he died, the various parts of his body becoming features and creatures of the earth.↩
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"Four two!"


"Six two!"



……


Order after order was issued, but these orders did not come from Wang Chong. They came from the five-man and ten-man commanders.


Before the arrowhead of the Arrow Formation could be destroyed, a new one would be forming to take its place. Meanwhile, the cavalry that had been slowed from the impact with the Tibetan cavalry were quickly absorbed back into the main force.


Cold swords flashed through the air and Tibetan after Tibetan fell to the ground without a groan, cut into pieces by the Wootz Steel swords.


In the meantime, those Great Tang cavalry who had been slowed gradually began to regain speed, eventually adding on to the end of the Arrow Formation.


Everything happened swiftly and automatically!


Round after round, over and over, the Arrow Formation of one thousand soldiers worked like a fine-tuned machine. Before this precision, even Ü-Tsang's world-famous Echelon Formation felt like a mantis trying to stop a carriage.


Crash!


With a bout of painful and fearful screams, the last few Tibetan cavalry of the Echelon Formation were knocked flying like stray kites into the air. Wang Chong's Arrow Formation burst out of the Tibetan army, having cleared the entirety of the Echelon Formation.


By this time, the Tibetan army was in complete chaos.


"Now is the time. Kill!"


After piercing through the entire formation, Wang Chong led his army in a figure eight so that they could turn around and attack the Tibetans again. Once more like a sharp arrow, the army charged into the tail end of the Tibetan Echelon Formation, throwing it further into chaos.


"Excellent! Success!"


Seeing the Tibetans in chaos, their advance completely stymied, Old Eagle clenched his fists as he inwardly rejoiced. This entire battle had been carried out under Wang Chong's command, and even though he had been at his side this entire time, not even he knew what was going on.


He had been on the sidelines observing when Wang Chong was training this army and knew everything about the Arrow Formation, but he could have never expected this formation to be so powerful.


And this wasn't just about piercing through the army and inflicting casualties. Wang Chong had completely shattered the ability of the Tibetans to fight.


The most powerful aspect of an army was its ability to fight as a cohesive whole, and the more people there were, the more powerful it was. But if every person fought individually, this advantage would utterly vanish.


This was precisely what Wang Chong had managed to do!


Although this wasn't the first time Old Eagle had seen Wang Chong at work, none of the previous times had ever been as stimulating or as impactful to Old Eagle. This was his first time directly observing Wang Chong's talent, that brilliant and terrifying talent to command that far surpassed his age.


"Young Master!"


Old Eagle looked at Wang Chong, a deep respect in his eyes.


He had originally followed Wang Chong out of gratitude, but now, even without this reason, even if someone wanted him to leave, he would never leave. Wang Chong had a deep potential, one that did not lie in something as simple as strength.


Old Eagle felt that in another ten years, if nothing unexpected happened, this empire would gain another influential Great General on the level of Geshu Han, Fumeng Lingcha, Gao Xianzhi, and Zhang Shougui, perhaps one even more outstanding.


In his heart, Old Eagle no longer considered Wang Chong a junior, but a leader that he was willing to follow for the rest of his life.


Of course, no one knew of any of this except for Old Eagle himself.


"Congratulations to user for killing 617 Tibetan regular heavy cavalry!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 619 Tibetan regular heavy cavalry!"


Congratulations to user for killing 632 Tibetan regular heavy cavalry!"


……


Message after message flew through his mind, but Wang Chong couldn't be bothered to pay attention to them. Each time his Wootz Steel sword slashed, another Tibetan would fall. The massive drop in Wang Chong's strength made it very difficult for him to deal with one Tibetan cavalryman alone, but this wasn't a problem.


A large number of experts had gathered around him, which he had requested from Li Siye. These experts had originally been elites of the Black Dragon Bandits in the Western Regions. When Li Siye killed their boss, he also subdued these elites.


Wang Chong had requested these Black Dragon Bandits elites to protect himself. Every time Wang Chong struck out with his sword, he needed three or four others to strike with him, and with this rain of blows… plop! Another Tibetan would drop to the ground. With each fallen Tibetan, another stream of refined energy would flow from the Little Yinyang Sword into Wang Chong's body.


The energy in Wang Chong's body had dropped down to Tier 1 of the True Martial realm, but by now, nourished by the blood energy of the Tibetans, it was rapidly rising.


Boom!


Wang Chong heard an explosion in his body as he shook. Like a volcano, a stream of energy instantly allowed him to break into Tier 2 of the True Martial realm. Stellar Energy continued to flow, and it was only a few seconds later that there was another boom. Wang Chong had broken through again, into True Martial Tier 3, and he was still rising.


"So powerful!"


The enemies filling this crowded battlefield were the finest nutrients for the Little Yinyang Art, and the rapid growth of energy in his body was almost intoxicating. At this moment, Wang Chong was experiencing the ecstasy felt by members of those evil sects.


This ecstasy was almost maddening. Many people would be willing to take desperate risks to maintain it, killing more and more people to feel that rush of strength, not hesitating to kill for the sake of killing.


"So powerful, so powerful…"


There was another boom as Wang Chong's strength rose to Tier 4 of the True Martial realm, only one tier off from his original cultivation level of True Martial Tier 5. Blood began to suffuse his eyes, and a ruthless aura began to pervade his heart. A powerful impulse began to dominate Wang Chong's mind: kill everyone around him and make them his food!


Right now, his target was no longer just the Tibetans. Wang Chong now had the intense desire to point his sword at the people on his own side.


"Unable to tell friend from foe!"


He suddenly heard a voice at his ear.


"The evil path is called the evil path not because of a love for murder, but because of its indiscriminate killing, slaughter that does not differentiate between friend and foe. This isn't a consequence of the technique, but because that ecstasy that comes from a rapid swelling of strength is capable of triggering a person's most primal desires. But in normal circumstances, it's not easy for practitioners of the evil path to reach that point. You must remember that once you begin to feel that intense desire and lose the ability to tell friend from foe, when you want to even attack people on your own side, your Little Yinyang Art has reached its peak and you're about to suffer a cultivation defect!"


His master, the Demonic Emperor Old Man, had once told him these words.


In these circumstances, his master had told him that he needed to calm down, stop absorbing energy, and rest for three to four months. After that, he would need to rely on his luck and will to restrain that desire. However, the Demonic Emperor Old Man had also told him a little technique.


Boom!


Without a thought, Wang Chong caused the flow of energy in a line of acupoints consisting of the Shangqiao, Fengxiang, Renque, and three other acupoints to suddenly reverse. In an instant, Wang Chong's mind instantly grew sober, as if a jar of ice water had been dumped over his head. That haze that made it hard for him to differentiate friend from foe instantly weakened.


When the Little Yinyang Art reached its peak, one would risk suffering a cultivation defect. In the past, the Demonic Emperor Old Man had not said anything, holding back this information so that he could test the character of his disciples. However, his master had not kept any secrets from Wang Chong.


Swoosh!


A cold light flashed through the sky, penetrating through blood and bones. In the next moment, Wang Chong's body began to rumble and burn. The Stellar Energy from a slain individual had instantly pushed Wang Chong through the threshold of True Martial realm Tier 5. As that body thumped to the ground, Wang Chong realized that it was the figure of a Tibetan hundred-man commander.


But before Wang Chong could look anymore, the earth quaked and the ground swayed. A powerful energy swept across the battlefield, generating a powerful gale that caused the White-hoofed Shadow to rear up and neigh.


"Everyone, hear my order! Kill that Tang general!"


A ruthless order in Tibetan came from that cloud of dust in front of Wang Chong. Many people couldn't understand those words, but Wang Chong could.


It's that Tibetan commander!


With this flash of thought, Wang Chong instantly remembered.


At almost the same time, a destructive energy shot toward him. Apprehensive, Wang Chong shook his shoulders, and Stellar Energy began to gush out of his body, forming a barrier that protected him and the White-hoofed Shadow.


All True Martial realm experts had the powerful ability to use Stellar Energy to protect their bodies, which served as an excellent method of self-defense.


Bang!


Wang Chong had barely brought up his barrier of Stellar Energy when that furious energy struck. His horse neighed and Wang Chong felt the energy and blood in his stomach rage. As man and horse were sent flying back, the dust in front of Wang Chong settled, allowing him to finally see what was going on.


In the front ranks of the Tibetan army, Li Siye was wielding his sword with both hands, breathing heavily as he stood like a giant. Across from him was no Tibetan commander, but a bronze figure, more than one zhang tall and fully armored, with six arms and a vicious expression of rage upon its face. It was a Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian1.



"No matter who you are, I'll have you die today!"


That massive Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian's six arms were each wielding a bronze artifact, and its resounding voice was like pealing thunder.


______________


1. Vajra Guardians were the guardians of Buddha and wrathful manifestations of the bodhisattva Vajrapani. However, in this case, I believe the author is referring to dharmapalas, which were wrathful manifestations of bodhisattvas or Buddhas and often took on fearsome appearances with many arms, legs or feet; black, blue, or red skin; and fierce expressions with fangs. The dharmapala, 'protectors of dharma', were defenders of the Buddhist faithful. The vajra itself is a type of club with both symbolic and ritualistic purposes.↩
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Boom!


The black-skinned and furious Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian took a step forward with its right foot and immediately sent one of its vajras swinging. There was a heaven-shaking boom as a flood of Stellar Energy swept across the world to smash Li Siye. This massive power was enough to pummel a hill into dust.


Rumble! In the face of this heaven-shaking vajra, Li Siye raised the massive Wootz Steel sword over his back, stirring up roaring waves of energy. Bringing the sword over his head, he slammed it down.


A blazing lightning bolt streaked out of the air. Dust plumed as these two Profound Martial realm experts clashed.


"This…!"


When the dust settled and Wang Chong saw the result, his eyebrows flew up in disbelief.


Ü-Tsang had many formidable martial arts, and though Wang Chong didn't know many of them, this black-skinned and furious-faced Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian was unquestionably one of them. But this was not the reason for Wang Chong's surprise. What shocked him was that Li Siye's sword, personally forged by Wang Chong and inscribed with many toughening and sharpening inscriptions, had actually been blocked by those golden gauntlets worn by that Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian.


How could there be an armament like that? Wang Chong asked himself in consternation.


A Wootz Steel weapon could cleave through metal and cut through jade, and was so sharp that a falling hair would be severed on its unmoving blade. And this weapon was even more impressive in Li Siye's hands. As a future Great General of the empire, Li Siye could display an unfathomable power with this weapon in hand. Back then, he had relied on his own power and this sword to exterminate the hundreds of Black Dragon Bandits.


Wootz Steel weapons counted as one of the sharpest weapons in the world, a fact that could not be questioned. Wang Chong had never imagined that any other weapon or armament would be capable of blocking Li Siye's full-force blow.


At this moment, Wang Chong heard a very soft but crisp sound. This sound was almost inaudible, but Wang Chong had managed to catch it.


No, he didn't block it! His gauntlets are cracked!


It was obvious that the material those gauntlets were made of was slightly inferior to Wootz Steel.


It's Meteoric Metal!


With this flash of insight, Wang Chong immediately understood.


A material that could still block Wootz Steel but was slightly inferior could only be Meteoric Metal. The Tibetan Plateau didn't have much iron ore, so most of their iron ore was imported from elsewhere. However, the Tibetan Plateau did have one thing: Meteoric Metal.


Over the ages, meteorites would often fall into the pastures of the Tibetan Plateau.


The Ü-Tsang Empire would often dispatch people to gather those fallen meteorites and forge weapons from them to equip their subordinates. What Wang Chong had not expected was that this Tibetan commander not only knew the Ksitigarbha Secret Art, he also had a weapon forged from Meteoric Metal.


Rumble!


Dust roiled as that giant six-armed Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian wielded vajra, spear, cudgel, and gauntlets against Li Siye, joining its attacks with the other Tibetan cavalry. The power of the Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian was already pressuring Li Siye, and now with the attacks from the others, Li Siye quickly descended into a bitter struggle.


"Old Eagle, lead some people in a charge to scatter them!" Wang Chong unhesitantly ordered, his eyes glimmering with an icy light.


This Tibetan commander was far too strong. Given the incredible power in each of his attacks, if Li Siye were not blocking them, Wang Chong's army would immediately suffer terrible casualties. When a person's strength reached a certain level, numbers and tactics became irrelevant. Wang Chong only had one thousand people at his side, and he couldn't lose them here before the true war had even begun.


"Yes, Young Master!"


Old Eagle complied and began to holler orders, leading several hundred people charging over.


"Hmph, you want to help him? You're seeking death!"


The Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian's voice thundered in their ears. Before the troops could react, a bronze spear flew through the air like a bolt of lightning. This single spear immediately struck a clan expert from his horse, smashing a giant hole in the ground. As the dust settled, it was possible to see from the deformation of the armor and the pooling blood that this expert was dead.


"Careful!"


Old Eagle paled and quickly pulled the reins on his horse.


These were all experts recruited from the great clans, possessing extraordinary strength, and they also had Meteoric Metal armor. This armor had powerful defensive capabilities, as Old Eagle had personally experienced. Not even the Tibetan cavalry at full charge had been able to leave a mark on this armor, but this one spear from that Tibetan commander had slain one of these armored experts. This strength was simply absurd.


"Don't come over! I can still deal with it!" Li Siye's anxious voice came from the distance.


Wang Chong and the rest weren't in this fight, so they didn't know just how formidable this commander was. In terms of strength, he had already reached Profound Martial realm Tier 9, and the secret incarnation techniques of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Land were not as simple as outsiders imagined. Li Siye currently had a very strong feeling that this Tibetan commander was no obscure soldier or mediocre commander.


"Old Eagle, go over and help Li Siye. The rest of you, use the Mobile Circle to eliminate the rest of the Tibetan soldiers!"


"But Young Master, what of Li Siye?" Old Eagle anxiously asked. If Li Siye couldn't block that commander's attacks, the rest of them would be fish in a barrel, waiting to be slaughtered.


"Old Eagle, listen to my orders!" Wang Chong declared, his eyes icily gazing into the distance.


'You have Zhang Liang's plans, and I have my wall-scaling ladders1.' Since you've ordered the majority of your forces to deal with Li Siye, don't blame me for gathering my troops to deal with the rest of the Tibetans. This is a competition of strength and will to see which one of us can kill their opponent faster and free up troops.


"Yes!"



Old Eagle hardened his heart and took off.


At almost the same time, a thunderous voice tore through the sky. "Dengba, stop him!" The Tibetan commander, transformed into the six-armed Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian, also issued his order.


"Yes, Milord!"


Immediately, the Tibetan deputy commander took off with a rumbling of Stellar Energy and began to engage in an intense struggle with Old Eagle. Meanwhile, as Wang Chong watched on the side, the one thousand Great Tang cavalry swiftly began to take a formation that had never been seen before in all the history of the Great Tang.


The Mobile Circle!


This was a tactic that Wang Chong had developed in his last life, a formation that he had developed using his knowledge from the other world. It could only be used when one possessed the upper hand and was cleaning up the enemy, and allowed one to cut down the enemy as quickly as possible.


Buzz!


Extending their Wootz Steel swords out at an angle, the soldiers formed gears in groups of sixty, the Wootz Steel swords forming the teeth of these gears. The sixty cavalry began to move in a circular motion, causing the massive gear to crazily cut into the enemy.


"Aaaaah!"


One Tibetan cavalryman after another fell, their bodies cut to pieces by the spinning wheel of Wootz Steel swords and raining down to the ground. It took only a few moments for several hundred more Tibetan cavalry to fall, and their numbers continued to rapidly drop. Watching from a distance, Dengba and the Tibetan commander paled.


Boom!


There was a flash of light as a bronze spear shot forward, instantly traveling through space to reach Wang Chong.


"Careful!"


Everyone paled, but when the dust had settled, they saw that the spear was sticking out of the ground, the completely unharmed Wang Chong standing right next to it. Everyone was dumbfounded.


"This scoundrel…"


The Tibetan commander's eyes narrowed as a murderous intent surged in his heart.


If one said that he still hadn't known who the leader of this Tang army was at the start, he was certain who it was now. Although he found it impossible to believe, there was no doubt that the true leader of this army was not this powerful Tang expert he was currently fighting against, but that apparently negligible Tang youth.


"Hmph!"


Wang Chong only gave a cold laugh. He continued to stand at his spot while the experts from the Black Dragon Bandits guarded his surroundings.


This Tibetan was far too strong, such that no one was able to intervene in his fight with Li Siye, not even Old Eagle. However, even though he had used the Ksitigarbha Secret Art to reach Profound Martial Tier 9, he had still gravely underestimated him. Although his strength was currently far inferior, Wang Chong had still once been a Saint Martial realm expert, much stronger than this Tibetan commander.


His reincarnation had deprived him of that mighty strength, but he still had his experiences and insight. Moreover, Wang Chong had already seen that lethal spear at work, so he had naturally prepared to deal with it.


"Brat, you're dead for sure!"


That cold voice came from the distance as a monstrous killing intent locked onto Wang Chong. But Wang Chong remained unmoved. In this battle, if Li Siye couldn't deal with this man, no one else would be able to.


"Li Siye…"


Wang Chong suddenly opened his mouth.


"Shaoyang, Shaoyang, Taiyin!"


Wang Chong listed off three acupuncture points.


In that instant, the battlefield fell silent. No one knew what Wang Chong was talking about, but Li Siye did understand Wang Chong's next set of words.


"A great army's swift retreat, ten charges for ten victories, sunder the mountains and rivers!"


Buzz!


In a flash, Li Siye acted. Just when the Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian was thrusting at his Shaoyang acupuncture point, he suddenly retreated, his heavy sword swiftly withdrawing and blocking all six of the Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian's arms and weapons at once. Boom! He stepped forward with his right foot just as the Vajra Guardian moved to once more attack his Shaoyang acupuncture point. With grace and fluidity, he avoided the second blow, and then the third blow, after which he began the 'ten charges for ten victories'.


Crsh! Under Li Siye's furious assault, the six-armed Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian suddenly showed an opening. Li Siye's Wootz Steel sword immediately plunged in, entering through the thigh of the Vajra Guardian. This move not only shocked the Tibetan commander, but Li Siye as well. Even so, his reaction was not slowed in the slightest.


Bang!


The knees of the Vajra Guardian went soft and its body bent. Li Siye swung his sword as if he was sundering the mountains and rivers, and with a squelch, a head went flying. The massive Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian instantly fell apart, leaving behind a headless corpse to topple to the ground.


______________


1. This saying actually refers to two different stories, and its meaning can be taken as 'You have your plans, and I have my corresponding strategies'. The first part refers to Zhang Liang, who was one of the key strategists behind the founding of the Han Dynasty. The story about wall-scaling ladders refers to a particular incident in the Warring States period between Gongsu Ban, the Chinese inventor of siege ladders, and Mozi, a philosopher who ardently advocated peace. In this episode, Mozi attempted to convince the King of Chu to not attack the state of Song by playing out a war game with Gongsu Ban to see which one could take a city. In the first round, Mozi defended the city and fended off all nine strategies used by Gongsu Ban. When it was Gongsu Ban's turn to defend, Mozi took the city after only three strategies. After this, Mozi told the King of Chu that he had already sent three hundred of his disciples to guard the state of Song, whereupon the King of Chu gave up on his plan.↩
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Silence, absolute silence!


All around the battlefield were faces as pale as snow. All the Tibetans had been struck dumb by this sight.


"Milord…"


"How is this possible?"


"How could this be? This is impossible!"


……


A moment ago, their commander had been pressing down on that Great Tang expert, but in the next moment, his head had been severed, his corpse lying on the floor. The discrepancy was so great that the morale of the Tibetans watching this fight completely collapsed.


It's over! Wang Chong mentally said with a cold sneer, then drew back his gaze.


He had the insight and experience of a Saint Martial realm expert, lacking only the strength. But Li Siye did have the adequate strength. If the two of them working together still weren't able to kill that Tibetan commander, then that Tibetan really would have something to be proud about.


Someone who not even the future War Saint and Invincible Great General of the Great Tang could defeat truly deserved to be arrogant.


Alas, Li Siye still hasn't matured enough! Otherwise, my help wouldn't have been necessary.


As this thought flew through Wang Chong's mind, he quickly turned around and waved his hand.


"Old Eagle, hurry up and finish off your opponent!"


The Tibetan commander had been killed, the world-famous Echelon Formation had been broken, and only fifteen hundred of the initial three thousand cavalry remained. Moreover, Zhao Jingdian and the rest of Wang Chong's forces had arrived. Wang Chong could see no avenue through which these Tibetans could reverse the tides.


"Congratulations to user! For defeating renowned Tibetan general Batunlu, you are awarded 3 Destiny Energy, to be dispensed after the mission is completed!"


Just when Wang Chong was turning around, he heard a voice in his ear.


Eh?


Wang Chong stopped and mentally gasped in surprise. This voice had truly caught him by surprise, but the more important part, the most important part, was that Wang Chong knew of this general.


It was him? Wang Chong wondered in shock.


Wang Chong knew that this general couldn't possibly be anyone nameless, but he hadn't imagined that he would be this famous. Batunlu was not a name that could compare to the likes of Huoshu Huicang, Dalun Ruozan, and Geluofeng, but he was definitely one of the higher-ranked individuals of Ü-Tsang's Ngari Royal Lineage.


This person was a capable commander in the war of the southwest, playing an extremely important role for the Tibetan army and even obtaining Huoshu Huicang's trust. If nothing unusual had happened, he would have become Huoshu Huicang's trusted lieutenant after this battle. But he would only have begun to stand out and become known after this battle.


By relying on his performance in the southwest campaign, Batunlu quickly rose through the ranks of the Tibetan army, even leading an army together with Dusong Mangpoje and the rest to invade the Central Plains and become a major foe of the Great Tang. Wang Chong had not expected that he and Li Siye would kill Batunlu in this battle!


Rumble!


With the rumbling of warhorses, Zhao Jingdian's forces quickly joined the fray. Without the advantage of speed and with no leader to guide them, the Tibetans were doomed.


Fifteen minutes later, the battle was over. Limbs and corpses littered the ground, and no living Tibetan could be seen.


One thousand Great Tang soldiers had fought against three thousand fully-armored Tibetans charging at maximum speed, but it was the Great Tang that ended up thrashing its opponent. No one could have expected this.


……


"How did you do it?"


When the battle was over and the army was beginning to clean up the battlefield, Wang Chong heard a voice from behind him. Turning around, he saw that Li Siye was walking toward him, his massive sword on his back.


"With your cultivation, it's not possible for you to see the openings of a Profound Martial realm expert. How did you do it?"


Li Siye looked at Wang Chong, his expression unprecedentedly grave. He rarely asked Wang Chong questions, but this matter was completely different. Although he was at the Profound Martial realm, in that fight, even he had been clueless as to how to kill his opponent. Perhaps he could have accepted the results if Wang Chong had also been a Profound Martial realm expert.


But he absolutely was not!


A beginner warrior an entire cultivation realm below was able to instruct a Profound Martial realm expert in killing an even more formidable opponent. This was as absurd as a three-year-old child telling an old veteran how to kill another old veteran on the battlefield.


Even Li Siye found it difficult to accept.


"Haha, what are you saying? Weren't you the one that killed him? Why are you asking me?" Wang Chong chuckled, feigning confusion.


Li Siye only stared at Wang Chong, but the serious expression on his face plainly communicated his stance.


He was not making a joke, and Wang Chong's words wouldn't be able to trick him.


He had to know how Wang Chong had done it.


"Haha, it really wasn't much. The Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian might have six arms, but its body is too large and there are some places it can't reach. I heard my master talk about this sort of martial art before, so I knew of it. All I did this time was pass on that knowledge to you," Wang Chong said with a chuckle.


"Your master?"


Li Siye frowned as he began to digest this answer. The master Wang Chong spoke of should be the mysterious black-robed elder living in the spirit vein. He had once visited the spirit vein, and the only person he couldn't see through there was the Demonic Emperor Old Man who was Wang Chong's master.


Unlike others, Li Siye was a soldier, so he didn't differentiate between righteous and evil.


If it was as Wang Chong said, then everything was understandable.


But Li Siye still felt that something wasn't right, though he couldn't pinpoint where.


''Haha, don't think about it too much. This is also luck. There's a big battle ahead of us. You should get yourself ready."


Wang Chong patted Li Siye on the shoulder and turned back around, headed toward the corpse of the Tibetan commander Batunlu.


Although the battle was over, there were still spoils to reap. Wang Chong had a feeling that there was an extra reward on the body of this Tibetan commander.


I hope my guess is right! Wang Chong said to himself. The higher the status of an expert, the more likely it was to find decent items on their person. Just the golden gauntlets on Batunlu's hands alone were quite the excellent treasure.


……


Batunlu's corpse lay rigidly on the blood-soaked ground, surrounded by the corpses of countless other Tibetans and horses. Although his head had been cut off, Batunlu's fallen body still gave off an intimidating aura.


Wang Chong stopped next to Batunlu's body.


Unlike the people of the Central Plains, Tibetans had little property, as they were far less prosperous. However, Tibetans had a habit of keeping all their valuable property with them. They didn't have fixed dwellings, so they brought their belongings with them wherever they went.


Wang Chong hesitated for a few moments over Batunlu's bloodstained corpse before taking off those golden gauntlets.


"So heavy!"


Wang Chong weighed the gauntlets in his hand. Although they didn't appear very large, they probably weighed more than thirty jin. Wang Chong's judgment had been correct: the material these gauntlets were made of really was inferior to Li Siye's Wootz Steel sword. The surface of the golden gauntlets was covered in tiny cracks from the impacts.


However, despite their appearance, that they had been able to withstand a full-force blow from Li Siye's Wootz Steel sword was a testament to their strength. And besides, who had as many Wootz Steel weapons as he did?


As he flipped the gauntlets over, Wang Chong noticed a small symbol of a white mountain at the ends of the gauntlets.


"It really is a product of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Land!"


Wang Chong nodded his head.


The Ü-Tsang Empire had only one Great Snow Mountain Holy Land, and it had a long and storied heritage. All the supreme weapons of the Ü-Tsang Empire were made there. In addition, the Great Snow Mountain Holy Land actually had a very low production rate, though each item it produced was of top quality.


Purely by seeing the symbol of the Great Snow Mountain, Wang Chong could guarantee that these gauntlets were not just special because of their toughness.


I can give these gauntlets to Old Eagle, Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


He wasn't prepared to use these gauntlets himself. It had never been his style to fight openly and without subterfuge. Neither he nor Li Siye were suitable to use these gauntlets, but Old Eagle could make use of them. Moreover, Old Eagle was already at Tier 9 of the True Martial realm, only one step away from the Profound Martial realm. These gauntlets would be of great assistance in his activities.


Putting the gauntlets away, Wang Chong paused for a moment before quickly beginning to search through Batunlu's body.


He didn't believe that a Tibetan commander like Batunlu only had these gauntlets.


"Mm?"


After a while, Wang Chong creased his brow.


"Strange—could he not have it?"


There were two objects that Wang Chong had hoped to find on Batunlu's body. One was the Ksitigarbha Secret Art that had stimulated his potential and rapidly increased his strength so that he could suppress Li Siye. Although this art was difficult to practice, once one succeeded, it could serve as a second chance at life at certain moments. Even in the Ü-Tsang Empire, this secret art was only circulated to a select few.


The other one was the method for the six-armed Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian that Batunlu had used.


Upon using this supreme art, one's entire body would become as hard as steel and one's strength would swell. If Li Siye had not been carrying that Wootz Steel sword that Wang Chong had specially forged for him, itself incredibly sharp and additionally covered by all sorts of inscriptions, he would have been killed. That he had been able to not die was impressive enough.


But Wang Chong had been unable to find either of these technique manuals on Batunlu's body.


That's impossible. Ü-Tsang doesn't pass down these techniques orally. All their martial arts are passed down through secret manuals. If Batunlu knew these two supreme arts, there's no reason for those manuals to not be on his body, Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


The method that Tibetans used to pass down their martial arts was completely different from the Central Plains. They would inscribe the techniques on a very special and refined material, utilizing golden and silver powder, thick with the aura of Buddhism. In Ü-Tsang, these items that passed down their techniques through the ages were called 'Bon Kha'. All their martial arts were written on these 'Bon Kha1'.




And given that Batunlu was a commander, he had to have obtained a Bon Kha to learn the techniques that he had learned, or else once had access to one.

______________

1. I believe the term 'Bon Kha', 苯卡, to be a transliteration from Tibetan. 'Bon' here means 'recitation' or 'read', and 'Kha' means 'language'.↩
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After searching through Batunlu's body, Wang Chong quickly turned his gaze to Batunlu's horse.


If those items weren't on Batunlu's body, they might be hidden on his horse.


But after a few moments, Wang Chong was disappointed once more.


"That's impossible. Where was I wrong? Could it be that Batunlu really doesn't have those secret martial arts manuals on him?"


Wang Chong rubbed his chin, a look of doubt in his eyes.


He originally believed that Batunlu would hide those items under his horse's saddle, but his search had turned up nothing. It appeared that he wouldn't be able to obtain Batunlu's Ksitigarbha Secret Art and Six-Armed Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian technique.


But then Wang Chong's gaze swept over Batunlu's boots, and he was suddenly struck by an idea.


Batunlu's boots looked somewhat different from normal boots. Wang Chong was also wearing a pair of war boots, and he was aware of how thick they were. But Batunlu's boots were clearly a little thicker. Could it be…


With this thought, Wang Chong suddenly lowered his body and began to carefully cut away at the edge of the boots with his Wootz Steel sword.


Plop!


As he cut away at the boot, something dropped out from it and onto the ground. It was a brightly-colored object, and after a more careful look, it appeared to be a golden picture scroll that was made of some material between silk and cloth.


"It really was there!"


Wang Chong's eyes brightened as he inwardly rejoiced. He picked up that thick golden picture scroll and slowly unfurled it. What greeted him was a black-skinned six-armed Ksitigarbha stepping over dried bones, black clouds overhead while flames raged on his body. He had an expression of fury and seemed ready to leap out of the scroll.


"It really is the Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian. He actually hid it so well!"


Wang Chong roared with laughter. A renowned general like Batunlu really did have some valuable items on him. He had just hidden them very well. If he hadn't noticed that his boots had been a little thicker than normal, he would have never considered that place a potential hiding spot.


"That's right, there's still another boot!"


With gusto, Wang Chong took up his Wootz Steel sword and began to cut away at the bottom of Batunlu's remaining boot. Just as he suspected, the Ksitigarbha Secret Art that Batunlu used to stimulate his potential had been hidden in the lower layer of his left boot. Unlike the Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian technique, Batunlu's Ksitigarbha Secret Art was written on a thin and square sheet of paper, densely covered in squiggly Tibetan words.


Thankfully, I learned Tibetan in my last life, otherwise these two techniques would be useless to me.


Wang Chong rejoiced as he glanced over the paper.


These two techniques had both been written in Tibetan, a writing system completely different from that of the Central Plains. If he didn't understand this language, his owning these two manuals would be like a hero without a place to display their talents.


"Old Eagle!"


After putting away these two manuals, Wang Chong stood up and called for Old Eagle, upon which he suddenly heard a boom in his mind.


"Warning! Important event: The Annan Protectorate army has suffered large losses and Lion City is about to fall, counting down from three days. If user is not within five hundred li of Lion City three days from now, user will fail the mission and be completely obliterated!"


The icy and mechanical voice of the Stone of Destiny spoke.


Wang Chong's body shivered as that frigid voice rang through his mind, and all the blood seemed to recede from his face.


How can it be?


Wang Chong's face was ghastly pale. This hadn't been his first time hearing a warning from the Stone of Destiny in the last few days. This warning voice didn't normally appear, but when it did, it meant that something big was about to happen.


Lion City was built by Zhang Shouzhi. It's a nigh impregnable fortress and has eighty thousand soldiers standing guard. How could it be broken?


Wang Chong didn't dare to believe his ears.


He had expended a vast sum of gold on this city. The outer walls were plated with iron and inscribed with countless toughening inscriptions. The walls were also smooth and steep, making them impossible to climb. Wang Chong had built it for the express purpose of war, to provide a fortress for the Annan Protectorate army.


In reality, this city had been effective.


In this period of time, the only reason Wang Chong had been able to leisurely spend a great deal of time training his soldiers through actual combat was that Wang Chong firmly believed that Lion City wouldn't be broken for some time. But everything appeared to have changed.


What exactly happened in the south? Wang Chong wondered, his complexion still not having recovered.


The joy that came from defeating Batunlu and his three thousand Tibetans had vanished. At this moment, a terrible sense of danger had dropped down from the heavens and enveloped Wang Chong. Wang Chong looked into the distance, and though he couldn't see anything from where he was, he could feel that dark clouds were sweeping in from the south.


The southwest campaign was progressing faster than he had imagined.


That Xianyu Zhongtong had been defeated was already an incontrovertible fact. No matter what sort of plans he had for this war and the empire's future, if he didn't get to the Erhai plains in three days, he would be dead.


Something must have happened in the south that he was not aware of, but Wang Chong couldn't understand what it could be. What could inflict so many losses on Lion City?


"Young Master, what's wrong?"


A concerned voice came from behind him. Old Eagle was walking over, a worried look on his face.


He had been paying attention to Wang Chong for a little while and noticed that Wang Chong had been standing motionless, his face deathly pale. There was no way this condition was normal, and it wasn't strange for it to make Old Eagle concerned.


"It's nothing!"


Wang Chong placed Batunlu's golden gauntlets in Old Eagle's hands.


"These gauntlets are for you!"


With these words, he strode forward and flipped onto his horse, after which he raised his arm.


"All troops, heed my orders! Put down everything and prepare to advance at full speed!"


Everyone was flabbergasted at this order. These corpses hadn't even been buried yet, so why were they so suddenly moving out? But even though they were confused, they still immediately began to mount their horses and move out.


Li Siye rode his horse over and asked, "What's happened?" He similarly felt that something was off about Wang Chong.


"Something's happened up ahead. We have to move out immediately. Old Eagle, have you found out where Commandant Xu is?" Wang Chong asked.



"Mm." Old Eagle nodded.


"Let's go!"


……


Here was a tall mountain, the forest growing thick around it.


A tanned man with a black mustache, dressed in the armor of a Great Tang Commandant, stood at the summit of the mountain, letting the howling winds blow around him. There were actually very few mountain ranges of significant height in the southwest, and this mountain was unquestionably the tallest of them. By standing here, he could see any movement in the surrounding area.


This was also why he had chosen to set up his camp here.


"Strange?"


Xu Shiping stood on the summit, attended by two guards. He looked into the distance, squinting in confusion.


"Have you figured out what's going on?"


"Yes sir. It's not a trap. Batunlu really has withdrawn, but we do not know why."


"You didn't follow to see where they were going?"


"This… We were worried that it was a trick, so we didn't follow them very far. We only carefully inspected the surroundings to determine that there was no ambush. After confirming this, we came back," the captain of the scouts said respectfully, bowing.


"I understand. You're dismissed!"


Xu Shiping frowned and quickly ordered the scout captain to leave.


Batunlu had clearly been about to attack, but he inexplicably disappeared. There was clearly something bizarre going on, but this wasn't Xu Shiping's greatest concern… As his gaze swept over the lush forest and his vigilant army, a hint of deep worry flashed through his eyes.


These people were those he had gathered from all over in this period of time and now totaled five thousand. But the increase in numbers was of no relief to Xu Shiping. On the contrary, it only made him more confused and uneasy.


General Li was already dead!


The most brilliant rising star of the empire had died on the journey south. Even though he had warned the general, he had still not been able to stop the 60,000 soldiers of the army from being crushed by the Tibetans. And there was an even greater danger to the southwest.


In his twenty years in the army, he had participated in all kinds of battles, big and small, and experienced all sorts of dangers. But Xu Shiping would never dare to claim that he had encountered a danger as enormous as this one!


The 300,000 troops of Mengshe Zhao had joined with the 200,000 cavalry of the Ü-Tsang Ngari Royal Lineage and defeated the 180,000 soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army on the Erhai plains. This was a peril that the empire had never experienced in all its history. The door to the southwest was open, and the hundreds of thousands of civilians were exposed to the horse hooves of foreign kingdoms.


The Great Tang's several centuries of peace was about to suffer its first heavy blow!


As for him and the Great Tang soldiers he had gathered here, they were faced with a dilemma. Death faced them both ahead and behind. If they advanced, what awaited them was a 500,000 man army. Five thousand soldiers trying to stop the combined army of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang was like a mantis trying to stop a carriage, only seeking its own destruction.


As for retreating… military orders were as weighty as a mountain! Their purpose had been to reinforce the Annan Protectorate army, and their mission was not complete, their objective not even reached. How could they retreat? Moreover, uncountable numbers of Tibetan cavalry were waiting for them.


"Reporting! Enemies sighted!"


A whistle suddenly came from a lookout post that had been set up halfway up the mountain.


This voice immediately stirred Xu Shiping from his stupor. At the same time, the more than five thousand Great Tang soldiers began to move. With squeaks and crunches, they aimed all their weaponry toward their surroundings as the atmosphere instantly became tense.


Gallop!


Their opponents had come even faster than imagined. A great plume of dust could be seen in the distance, a flood of steel approaching with a shocking momentum.


"Milord, the Tibetans are already here. What should we do next?"


A group of subordinates looked toward Xu Shiping. Their opponent had earlier withdrawn without a battle, so they must have made some preparations before coming again. Things seemed ominous for the Great Tang soldiers.
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"Milord, give the order! We're willing to be suicide soldiers!"


The various vice-commandants and officers of the army voiced their agreement.


Based on the plans they had made beforehand, only by forming a squad of suicide soldiers and throwing it into a frenzied assault would this army be able to stop the Tibetan offensive. This was the only strategy that offered any possibility of survival, but all the members of the suicide squad would be sacrificed and never be able to return. There was no doubt about that.


But now, everyone was asking to join the suicide squad.


"Wait a moment!"


Xu Shiping looked into the distance, continuing to hold off on the order. These were all brothers who he had struggled on the battlefield together with. How could he be willing to send them to their deaths?


"Milord, the situation can change if we're slow to react! Quickly!" the group of vice-commandants and officers anxiously said.


Xu Shiping continued to look silently into the distance.


"Ah! He who is indecisive when a decision is needed is certain to meet disaster. Brothers, let's go!"


The officers began to move, resolved to no longer wait for Xu Shiping's order. They began to form a suicide squad to charge into the Tibetan army before it began to charge.


"Wait a moment!"


"Milord, since you're not willing, we'll make the decision for you…!"


"I said 'wait'! These aren't Tibetans, they're on our side!" Xu Shiping exclaimed.


His words instantly plunged the surroundings into silence. Everyone stared at Xu Shiping, dumbfounded.


On our side?


Where could people from our side have come from at this time? From all that dust being stirred up and that surging momentum, a rather significant force is approaching. Where did the Great Tang get a reinforcing army like that?


But they realized very quickly that their judgments had been wrong.


"Look over there! It's our flag! They really are on our side!" one of the soldiers shouted, and the rest quickly turned to that tide of steel. What they saw was the black war banner of the Great Tang extending out of that army, fluttering in the wind.


"They really are on our side!"


As the cavalry got closer and closer, the soldiers were able to more clearly make them out. They began to cheer, all the tension from a moment ago disappearing in a puff of smoke.


……


The cavalry galloped forward toward Xu Shiping's camp, Wang Chong at the front, Li Siye on his left and Old Eagle on his right.


Upon seeing how heavily that mountain had been fortified, Wang Chong couldn't help but sigh in praise. He finally understood why that Commandant Xu had inspired such trust in the reinforcement army. He also understood why Batunlu had decided to first deal with him instead of exterminating this camp.


It wasn't merely because the force on this mountain was larger, numbering five to six thousand, but because Commandant Xu had an astounding ability to organize his forces that left a very deep impression. His fortification of the mountain was extremely sturdy and tight. Not even Batunlu would be able to find any weaknesses to exploit.


So many supply wagons and weapons, and he even dug out a moat around the mountain! Even I would have to think carefully before making an attack!


Wang Chong gazed at that distant camp, mentally sighing in praise.


In his journey southward, he had only accumulated a few of those heavy and lethal ballistae. But on that hill, he could see numerous gleams of cold light aimed in the direction of his forces. On second look, there were dozens of ballistae, perhaps exceeding one hundred? These defensive weapons were sufficient to deal a heavy blow to any cavalry force.


This alone was enough, but Wang Chong had also seen a large moat dug out at the base of the mountain, five to six zhang wide and two to three zhang deep.


This moat nearly surrounded the entire the mountain.


The Tibetan army consisted almost exclusively of cavalry, so they might have been able to disregard those lethal ballistae. But even the best steed wouldn't be able to cross that moat in a single leap. Moreover, Wang Chong also noticed that a forest of spears had been planted at the bottom of the moat.


One could easily imagine what would happen if a warhorse jumped into the moat.


Wang Chong had been hearing about this Commandant Xu for some time now, but it now seemed that Commandant Xu was far more formidable than he had imagined.


He's really got the style of a veteran officer!


This thought flashed through Wang Chong's mind as he gazed at that bearded and tanned commandant standing at the peak of the mountain.


There were many veteran officers in the army. They might not have been particularly strong martial artists, but they made up for it with their rich store of experience. They fought calmly and steadily, weren't impatient to advance, and demanded stability and composure. There was no question that Commandant Xu was one of these composed and steady veteran officers. Wang Chong didn't lack experts with potential, but what he did lack were reliable veteran officers who could lead troops into the battle and assist his own army.


Wang Chong was feeling more and more certain that his decision had been correct.


"Lower the drawbridge!"


From the distance came a sonorous voice, like a giant bell, after which came a rumble as the massive trunk of a tree came crashing down, bridging the moat. Wang Chong immediately urged his horse over the trunk, bringing several of his followers with him to the peak.


At the summit, Wang Chong finally met Commandant Xu.


He was very tall and far burlier than Wang Chong had imagined. His face was covered in wrinkles and worn down from the hardships of many years. However, the part that left the deepest impression was his erect posture. His body seemed to be packed with an energy that soared straight into the heavens and was as weighty as a mountain. It was a strength that one could trust, could rely on. It was like as long as this person stood there, no matter how great the trial or how furious the storm, they would be able to grit their teeth and endure through it.


"Might I ask Young Master's name?"


Xu Shiping was also taking measure of Wang Chong. Given the mighty momentum with which this force had come, Xu Shiping had believed that their leader would be some famous general in the army, or maybe a veteran general or officer. But Xu Shiping discovered that what awaited him under that blood-speckled armor was a surprisingly young face.


But despite the young face, Xu Shiping was able to sense the aura of a great general in this youth, a perseverance, courage, composure, and confidence that far surpassed his age. This aura often made one unconsciously disregard the youth of his face and treat him as someone beyond his years.


Wang Chong looked down at Xu Shiping from his horse, silently taking a golden token from his belt and raising it high over his head.


Xu Shiping squinted at it. "This is… His Highness King Song!" Upon seeing that dragon on the token, he paled and immediately bowed.


"I didn't know that Young Master was His Highness King Song's subordinate. I did not go out to greet Young Master, and I hope that I can be forgiven!"


"We request Young Master to forgive this offense!"


The officers around Xu Shiping also nervously began to bow.


In the military, no matter the region or faction, King Song of the Great Tang held an influential position, receiving the respect of all soldiers. In the Imperial Court, King Song had always been a staunch supporter of the army. In this aspect, none of the other Imperial Princes of the Great Tang could compare to King Song.


Moreover, this was an Imperial Prince, with the blood of the true dragon running through his veins. This was not a status that anyone present could match.


Old Eagle suddenly rode his horse forward and spoke. "My young master is Duke Jiu's grandson, a descendant of the Wang Clan. His birth name is Wang Chong. You should have heard of him through the Regional Commanders incident."


Buzz!


In an instant, everyone began to look differently at Wang Chong. Even Xu Shiping couldn't help but give him a second look, his face brimming with surprise.


"So it was Young Master Wang! My apologies!" Xu Shiping gave a deep bow, his voice suffused with his hard-gained respect.


His respect from before had been purely toward King Song's status, with Wang Chong serving as King Song's proxy, but the respect he gave now was utterly different. The Regional Commanders incident had caused such a stir that all of society knew of it. There was practically no soldier who wasn't aware of what had happened back then.


In that incident, Wang Chong had both proved himself and won the respect of the world.


Now that they knew that this youth was Wang Chong, everything was different. At the very least, there was no problem with his wielding King Song's token.


"Young Master Wang, our apologies."


The surrounding officers also bowed in respect. The atmosphere had undergone a massive transformation.


Old Eagle silently nodded.


Wang Chong was still too young, and this youth would serve as a barrier to his ventures. Even with King Song's token, these soldiers still wouldn't be completely willing to listen to him, so he had revealed Wang Chong's identity.


"For what reason has Young Master crossed these vast distances to come here?" Xu Shiping asked in confusion.


Wang Chong raised up King Song's token and sternly said, "Commandant Xu, I'll get straight to the point. Carrying out King Song's order, I came here to take command of this army. Starting from this point, everyone must listen to my orders!"


Buzz!


All the officers were dumbfounded.


"Young Master Wang, please forgive me for speaking out of turn. Given Young Master's reputation, it is no problem for Young Master to command this army. But if I can be forgiven for asking this question, other than the forces present, has the Imperial Court sent any other reinforcements?"


The officer asking glanced at the several thousand troops at the base of the mountain as he spoke, a tiny sliver of hope in his eyes.


A similar hope appeared in the eyes of the other officers. This question also happened to be the one weighing on their minds.


The empire's southwest was in complete disarray. Only by dispatching a new batch of reinforcements could the situation be altered. This had been the greatest hope of these soldiers as they entrenched this area.


Wang Chong shook his head and calmly said, "There is none. It's just us!"


There was nothing to hide by this point, and by bringing it up earlier, it could save Wang Chong a lot of trouble in the future! Although he also wanted to say that a large number of reinforcements was on its way, in reality, the Imperial Court had no ability to send anyone else, at least for some time.


Only by clearly stating the current circumstances and gathering opinions would there be a chance of altering the situation.


"Ah!"


The officers began to sigh, disappointment appearing in their eyes. Even Xu Shiping appeared dejected.


Wang Chong had come with mighty momentum, and carried King Song's token from the distant capital. These soldiers had originally believed that the Imperial Court had sent a large force, Wang Chong's troops being merely the vanguard. But no one had expected Wang Chong to say that his forces were all that was coming.


The greater the hope, the greater the disappointment!
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The summit of the mountain was quiet, the entire place drowned in a deathly stillness.


"But, Young Master, if the Imperial Court has not sent reinforcements, the small number of forces we have here would be like a cup of water on a burning carriage. It's far from enough to alter the situation in the southwest!" An officer couldn't help but vent his disappointment through his words.


"Young Master Wang, I won't hide anything from you. The Tibetans are currently operating at full power. We might have five to six thousand soldiers here, but we can only barely manage to defend this place. It's far from enough to actually advance. Just those three thousand Tibetan cavalry waiting outside were impossible for us to deal with. That force is extremely formidable, and if we leave this place and the geographic advantage it offers, the Tibetans will attack us midway, instantly inflicting heavy casualties on our forces. In addition, cavalry are much faster than infantry, so we wouldn't even be able to escape!"


Xu Shiping looked up to the skies and gave a long sigh, an expression of helplessness on his face.


How could he be willing to defend this place? How could he not want to do more? But the situation was stronger than the man. If he risked advancing, he might not only fail to aid the Annan Protectorate army, but many of the brothers at his side might die without a place of burial. As a commander, he could not betray the trust of his brother.


"Hahaha!"


It would have been fine if Xu Shiping had not said anything, but upon hearing about those three thousand Tibetan cavalry, Old Eagle, Li Siye, and the other guards who had followed Wang Chong up the mountain began to roar with laughter. Even Wang Chong couldn't suppress a faint smile.


"Commandant, are you talking about this man?"


Rather than acting modest, Old Eagle roared with laughter as he threw a prepared metal box over. The box opened, and a round head flew out, rolling on the ground until it gradually came to a stop.


As if an invisible hand had clamped onto everyone's necks, the mountaintop instantly fell silent. The officers stared with eyes wide and mouths agape at that head, which clearly belonged to someone from the plateau despite the blood and dirt that caked it.


A few of the soldiers who were standing near it even took a few steps back.


"This, this is…"


"Batunlu! Isn't this that Tibetan general?"


"How could this be?"


"How did he die? How is this possible!"


"They had so few people, so how did they manage to kill Batunlu?!"


……


The soldiers gawked at the head on the ground. They could not comprehend that the Tibetan cavalry that had been their mortal foes, that roamed around their perimeter in a threatening manner before mysteriously retreating not too long ago, had all been killed.


And they had been killed by this army, by the forces of the Great Tang!


An officer raised his head and asked, "What about his soldiers?" Although he knew those soldiers probably hadn't had good fates, he still couldn't help but ask.


"Dead, of course! Even the head of their commander is here! Do you think we could have done that if we hadn't killed all of them?" Li Siye impatiently said.


He was a military man and the model for a candid general. He wasn't much for schemes and also didn't have much patience.


No one argued with Li Siye. Xu Shiping exchanged looks with his old subordinates, all of them speechless.


This result had caught them completely off guard. None of them would have expected it in their wildest dreams.


In order to deal with those Tibetans, they had acted like they were facing a powerful foe. They had gathered a large number of soldiers, constructed many fortifications, and spent many days preparing. Just a few moments ago, they had even been discussing setting up a suicide squad to sacrifice their lives for a sliver of hope.


No one had imagined that while they were planning for the worst-case scenario, their 'powerful foe' had already been eliminated.


And the ones who had killed them were this young man and the soldiers at his side!


Even though he knew of Wang Chong's reputation, Xu Shiping's mind was still in turmoil.


This was actual combat, a life-or-death struggle. Even though he came from a clan of ministers and generals, wasn't he still just a child? How had he managed to pull it off?


Xu Shiping suddenly realized that he understood nothing about this youth standing before him.


"Young Master Wang, can I ask how you managed to defeat them?" Xu Shiping asked.


'Tibetans are insufficient below one thousand, invincible above it.' This was a saying spread throughout every country. Although it sounded rather exaggerated, it clearly communicated the ferocity and abnormal fighting power of the Tibetans.


Three thousand Tibetan cavalry were a fighting force capable of fighting seven or eight thousand soldiers.


It wasn't that he didn't believe Wang Chong. This feat was just too stunning!


Wang Chong faintly smiled, unsurprised by their shock. Once the Tibetan Echelon Formation reached its maximum speed, it truly was very difficult to deal with. There were no records of someone able to defeat the Tibetans in a head-on confrontation. Even Geshu Han had to use the astonishing tower shields.


It was very normal for these officers to find this news difficult to accept.


"Old Eagle!"


Wang Chong took a few steps back and glanced at Old Eagle.


Old Eagle understood and gave a detailed description of the battle, naturally making sure to include all the thrilling parts. The surname 'Wang' wasn't enough to convince these soldiers. Only by properly illustrating Wang Chong's strength could they be thoroughly persuaded. This was to the advantage of both Wang Chong and the soldiers.


"It's a Wootz Steel sword!"


Xu Shiping returned the Wootz Steel sword to Wang Chong and turned back to look speechlessly at his subordinates.


They had naturally heard of the Wootz Steel swords, but they didn't expect them to be so powerful in the hands of an army. One thousand against three thousand in a frontal charge, and they had managed to break through and achieve victory! Old Eagle's account had caused shivers to run through their bodies.


"Young Master Wang is from a prestigious clan and also has King Song's token. We soldiers naturally have no problem. In the future, we will follow your orders without question!"


Xu Shiping and his old officers lowered their heads in heartfelt sincerity.


A person who could create such a victory on the battlefield was not someone who could be evaluated using common sense. Even if Wang Chong were even younger, he still possessed a talent for command and leadership that far surpassed everyone present. Not even Xu Shiping would have any objections if this person took the reins of his army.


I originally believed that no one would be able to surpass General Li. I didn't think that the Wang Clan would give birth to such a descendant. It's no wonder King Song could rest easy and give his token to him. Perhaps giving him command of the soldiers is actually the best choice! Xu Shiping mentally said to himself.


Wang Chong had truly won their trust and respect, not through his status or character, but his talent for military affairs.


As Wang Chong quietly observed the looks of the soldiers from his horse, he knew that he had finally won over these soldiers, and his lips curled into a smile.


His greatest problem at the moment was that his forces were too small.


With these five thousand soldiers, his plans had a much greater chance of success.


…………


The reorganization of the soldiers progressed much faster than anticipated.


With a veteran officer like Xu Shiping present, Wang Chong needed only let him handle it all for everything to proceed smoothly. Not even Old Eagle, Li Siye, or Zhao Jingdian would have been able to pull off this feat, so Wang Chong decided to put Zhao Jingdian at Xu Shiping's side.


Although Xu Shiping wasn't a powerful warrior, he had a great deal of experience, exactly what the young Zhao Jingdian was currently lacking.


Wang Chong hoped that Xu Shiping would train Zhao Jingdian.


Wang Chong also managed to learn a great deal about the current state of the southwest from Xu Shiping.


"Young Master, take a look! The road south is currently more difficult than you might have imagined!"


Once the soldiers were done reorganizing, Wang Chong, Zhao Jingdian, Li Siye, Old Eagle, Xu Shiping, and the other officers convened a meeting at the summit. In front of them was a large model. Xu Shiping extended a finger and pointed out several places on the model.


"It wasn't only Batunlu. The Tibetans left many more forces on the road to the south. Here, here, and here… all of these places have large numbers of Tibetan soldiers. There are at least six thousand soldiers in each area, and all of them have fierce commanders, even stronger than Batunlu. And all of them are guarding strategic passes. If we want to reach Erhai and reinforce the Annan Protectorate army, we'll have to go through them. But our forces alone are completely insufficient."


Xu Shiping made no attempts to conceal his concerns. This task was easier said than done. Even though Wang Chong had killed Batunlu, it had not in the slightest improved the situation in the southwest.


Although Huoshu Huicang has already returned to the south, he still left sufficient forces behind. These people don't kill or plunder, only stand guard over these passes to prevent any help from the Imperial Court from arriving. I heard a rumor that the Ngari Great Minister Dalun Ruozan once studied in the Great Tang and that he took many strategy books with him when he left, a part of which he gave to Huoshu Huicang. Huoshu Huicang's martial arts are secondary in importance, but with his grasp on strategy, he's not just some simple warrior, Wang Chong silently thought to himself.


Tibetans were fierce and courageous fighters, but they were also unrestrained. That Huoshu Huicang was able to command his soldiers to strictly follow his orders in a non-combat situation was proof enough that Huoshu Huicang's abilities were worthy of his respect.


It's a powerful foe! Wang Chong silently said to himself as he gazed at the model.


The places Huoshu Huicang had garrisoned his soldiers were easy to defend and hard to attack, and all of them were places that needed to be passed through. As long as soldiers stood guard at these places, anyone who wanted to reinforce the Annan Protectorate army, whether they were sent by the Imperial Court or someone else, wouldn't be able to detour around them. If they were facing a small force, these garrisons would be able to completely annihilate the enemy.


And if it was a large force, Geluofeng and Huoshu Huicang would be informed as quickly as possible and be able to prepare themselves.
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These places are all of high elevation, and given the abilities of the Tibetans, they're definitely occupying the summit. This offers them a high vantage point with which to spot the enemy and also facilitates their charges. Charging down the mountain will allow the Tibetan highland steeds to reach their maximum speed as quickly as possible, truly making them difficult to defeat! As for those at the base of the mountain, both infantry and cavalry will find it hard to gain speed, making their opponents even more difficult to deal with.


Wang Chong's mind was restless, his brow slightly furrowing in thought.


"Do you know who's leading these soldiers that Huoshu Huicang left behind?" Wang Chong suddenly asked.


"Bachicheng!" a tanned vice-commandant immediately offered. He was responsible for the scouts, so he clearly understood the situation.


"This person is one of Huoshu Huicang's Five Tiger Generals. In terms of strength, he's probably much stronger than the deceased Batunlu! Moreover, unlike Batunlu, he's an excellent commander, and he's incredibly skilled at breaking through defenses. He's both brave and wise! When General Li remained to hold the enemy back by offering himself as bait, he formed his soldiers into one of the most powerful defensive formations, the Golden Fortress Formation, to tightly surround him. But that Bachicheng still successfully led his soldiers in breaking through the defense and shattering the Golden Fortress Formation!"


"General Li was famous for his Golden Fortress Formation," an officer added. "Using that formation, he was able to defend against many foes in Anxi and Beiting. But I didn't think that it would be broken by the Tibetans on this journey south!"


At the mention of the deceased Li Zhengyi, everyone felt a great sorrow.


Wang Chong was also slightly moved by this recount. He had heard of Li Zhengyi's Golden Fortress Formation. Apparently, Li Zhengyi had come up with the formation himself, and even Hu Great Generals like Gao Xianzhi and Fumeng Lingcha had praised it for its toughness. One could just imagine how formidable Li Zhengyi's Golden Fortress Formation must have been to earn the praise of these Imperial Great Generals.


And for the Tibetans to break through the Golden Fortress Formation that not even the Turks or the Arabs could break through was a testament to Bachicheng's strength.


It looks to me that this person has incredible offensive capabilities. He must at least have an offensive war halo that can cover his entire army! Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


Although Li Zhengyi had lost, failing to fulfill the imperial decree, he had expressed his sincerity through his death. At a time like this, Wang Chong naturally wouldn't continue to criticize him, and he certainly wouldn't use the occasion to doubt his ability.


"My apologies; I've made Milord see an unsightly scene," Xu Shiping finally said after a few moments. Both he and his fellow officers had regained their composure.


Wang Chong waved his hand and calmly said, "Milord is too polite. I only have respect for General Li."


Xu Shiping nodded.


"Milord, we currently have a severe lack of manpower, and Bachicheng is a powerful opponent. Moving south at this time truly isn't a wise move. Your subordinate means that we should prioritize getting in touch with the other troops and wait for reinforcements from the Imperial Court before considering moving south. Although the 60,000 soldiers of the reinforcement army suffered heavy casualties, quite a few of my brothers managed to survive. Other than our group, we also have people here, here, and here. If we can get in touch with them, we'll at least be able to protect ourselves." Xu Shiping's finger drew an arc across the model as he pointed out several locations.


"If we can get in touch with these areas, we would be able to gather almost 20,000 soldiers, which would be of great help to Young Master's plans."


Wang Chong subconsciously turned his gaze to those places. Slowly, his brow began to crease.


Tibetans occupied the areas between all these places, and they were all very far from each other. The farthest was perhaps almost one thousand li away. It would take an extremely long time to gather all these people, but Wang Chong had only three days before Lion City fell, and he had to get there as quickly as possible.


"Milord, honing the edge won't delay us from cutting firewood and to act with great haste does not always mean more speed. Your subordinate means that there's no harm in waiting a few more days to gather more soldiers and then make a decision…" Xu Shiping began to probe.


"No!"


Before Xu Shiping could finish, Wang Chong frowned and immediately rejected Xu Shiping's plan.


"We cannot delay the move south. It has to be immediately carried out!"


These words were absolute and brooked no questions.


Xu Shiping and his officers were left stunned. Wang Chong had always given the impression of a genial and approachable person. None of them had expected him to make decisions with such resolve.


Xu Shiping brought his head very low and deferentially said, "We will naturally obey Milord's orders."


Wang Chong was a descendant of a prestigious clan of ministers and generals, and he had already proved himself by defeating their great foe Batunlu. He also had King Song's token in hand and was this army's highest commander. Xu Shiping naturally wouldn't object to Wang Chong's orders at this time.


"The only reason Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao haven't begun a large-scale mobilization to the north is that Lion City is holding them down. If we don't think of a way to deal with those roadblocks as quickly as possible and get down to the Erhai plains, then once Lion City falls, it won't just be Tibetan cavalry waiting for us at the passes. Right now, it's not a question of if we should take this sort of risk. We don't have a choice. We have to break through!" Wang Chong's eyes shone as he explained.


"But what do we do about Bachicheng?" a commandant said. "This man is powerful and skilled in strategy, and has the geographic advantage of the passes. We alone won't be any match for him."


"Hmph! Leave that to me!"


Wang Chong snorted, utterly unconcerned.


Bachicheng truly was a formidable character, but skilled in strategy? Hah, there was no one in this generation who could compare to Wang Chong in strategy. Even the Great Tang War God Su Zhengchen had lost to him. His battle against Batunlu had already proved his ability to break through more than one thousand Tibetans, and it was now time for him to prove his skills in strategy!


Leading cavalry wasn't his only specialty in war.


"Inform the army to prepare to move out. You're all dismissed!" Wang Chong ordered with a wave of his hand.


……


Rumble!


The sound of horses galloping across the earth echoed through the mountains, along with the sounds of high-pitched neighing and the clattering of metal.


On the summit of this high peak was a man fully clad in armor, even his face covered in a mask. Only his icy eyes were exposed to the furious gales, their gaze looking down upon the world, sweeping to and fro across the earth. Under this general's feet glimmered a massive Halo of Thorns, making this general seem like a god.


Even the most fearsome of his Tibetan subordinates kept a distance of several zhang from him. None of them dared to get too close, and kept their heads slightly lowered and timid expressions on their faces.


"What have you discovered?"


Bachicheng stood erect on his horse, his droning voice devoid of emotion.


Waves of heat spread out from his body, making those nearby feel like they were on fire.


"Reporting to Milord, there is no news for the moment. We have already defeated the Tang army, and Longxi's Geshu Han is being held down by the King of Generals. The Great Tang has no troops that they can use at the moment. All we need to do is wait for the Great Minister and General to destroy Lion City and all of the southwest will be in our Ü-Tsang's range."


Though the reporting Tibetan commander spoke respectfully, he kept his distance behind Bachicheng.


Bachicheng had an explosive temper and was prone to inflicting corporal punishment on his subordinates. Moreover, he cultivated a fire technique, which further stoked his anger and made him easier to provoke. Although this man was a commander in the army, he did not dare to contend against one of the Five Tiger Generals.


Creee!


A shrill cry came from within the clouds, then a green gyrfalcon flew out of them.


"Something's happened!"


All the commanders on the mountaintop appeared surprised at the sight of this gyrfalcon. Meanwhile, Bachicheng raised his brows, his eyes spewing out cold light.


He had never feared war. On the contrary, he desired it.


"Someone, quickly go and see what's going on!" a Tibetan military officer ordered one of the nearby elite scouts.


"There's no need. Let them come!"


Bachicheng waved his hand, a look of contempt in his eyes.


Rumble!


It took only a few moments for black tides of steel to quickly come into view, leaving behind clouds of dust as they approached the pass. The black Great Tang war banners waving in the tide indicated who they were.


"It really is the Great Tang reinforcements. Interesting!"


Bachicheng watched the approaching Tang army, his eyes shining with a cruel light.


"Milord, it looks like the remnants of those evil creatures. I didn't think that they would dare approach!"


Behind him, several officers offered their opinions.


"I'd like to see what they plan to do," another officer sneered.


At the start, they had believed that the Great Tang had dispatched a new reinforcement army. If that really was the case, then the forces that they had with them truly might be insufficient. But if it was just the remnants of that defeated army, the situation was completely different. They had fought a battle with them not too long ago, so these Tibetans were extremely familiar with their war banners and armor!


As the Tibetans silently waited for Tang army to approach, that cloud of dust stopped thirty to forty li from the mountains.


"What are those fellows up to?"


At the summit, the officers frowned, and even Bachicheng appeared confused.


But before the Tibetans could react, a chorus of neighs came from the distance, and the earth shook once more. The dense ranks of the Tang army were turning around and heading back into the distance.


"Hmph, these craven cowards actually want to run!"


"Haha, I truly did overestimate them. It looks to me that they didn't even think that we would be guarding here."


……


The Tibetan officers suddenly noticed something.


"Hmph, a mix of infantry and cavalry! Do they think they can still run with this kind of army?"


Bachicheng grimly laughed, and with a swish and a burst of sparks, he pulled out the scimitar at his waist, letting its cold edge gleam in the void.


"Since they've come over, let's go and greet them! All soldiers, hear my order! Blow the horns! Immediately move out and kill them for me!"


Bachicheng's eyes glowed with savagery and cruelty.
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Bwoooom!


As the white yak horn blew, rings of flame bloomed like red lotuses beneath Bachicheng's warhorse, enveloping his entire army. It only took a few moments for the six thousand Tibetan cavalry to feel like their bodies were aflame, and Stellar Energy flowed more quickly through their bodies. The horses began to neigh as the Tibetan cavalry flew down from the summit like a fierce gale, sending up massive clouds of dust as they pursued Wang Chong's army.


……


At the same time, in a place several dozen li away from the pass being guarded by the Tibetan army, although all was silent, the atmosphere was fraught with tension.


"Milord, is this really okay?" Commandant Xu asked uneasily from Wang Chong's side.


His five thousand brothers had all followed, and what they were facing was six thousand elite Tibetan cavalry. This was no joke.


Next to him, Zhao Jingdian, Li Siye, and Old Eagle were also in a rather dour mood. Although they wanted to state on Wang Chong's behalf that everything would definitely be okay, not even they had any confidence in this matter. That the Tibetans had waited for so long to finally launch this attack meant that they had clearly come prepared. And everyone present had personally experienced the power of this army.


"Ha, if we don't try, how can we know if it's okay?"


It could only be Wang Chong who could still keep such a leisurely and easygoing manner at this time. He had witnessed such scenes far too many times, and though he had the external appearance of a teenager, his mind was far older.


"Commandant Xu, are all your large shields ready?" Wang Chong asked.


Commandant Xu immediately gave a nod. "They're all ready."


For infantry to contend against those swift and powerful cavalry, those shields were a necessity. Xu Shiping had only dared to challenge Batunlu from the mountain because he had gathered crate after crate of hardy large shields. These large shields were originally meant to deal with Batunlu.


But they ended up being used by Wang Chong to deal with the even more formidable Bachicheng.


"Then it's fine."


Wang Chong nodded, his expression composed as if everything was going to plan. It was like there was nothing that could ever make him panic.


"Old Eagle, can you release your birds and see if Bachicheng followed us?"


"Yes!"


Old Eagle quickly sent out a large eagle. After a few moments, a shrill cry echoed through the air.


"They've come!"


Old Eagle's expression grew nervous as he heard this cry. In reality, however, it was more because his sense for danger was growing more and more sensitive as he participated in more battles.


Wang Chong waved his right hand and immediately ordered, "Let's go. Follow the plan and head up the mountain!" He turned and pointed straight at a distant mountain behind them. In this region, besides the pass guarded by the Tibetans, this mountain was the highest. This mountain wasn't particularly tall, but its walls were extremely steep, making it appear like a massive sword sticking out of the earth.


More importantly, the back of this mountain was an extremely tall cliff. Not even the formidable Tibetan cavalry would be able to charge up the back of the mountain.


This was the location for battle that Wang Chong had selected after carefully inspecting the model.


His army quickly retreated, surging like a tide until it reached the top of the mountain.


……


Rumble!


The earth quaked. Not long after Wang Chong's army had retreated, a cloud of dust shrouded the area. In this dust were the six thousand Tibetan cavalry, galloping forward with all the aggression of a fire. Leading them was Bachicheng, only his frigid eyes showing from beneath his heavy armor.


"Hmph, the Tang army is showing a little intelligence this time. Knowing that they can't escape, they decided to just stop running!"


Bachicheng gazed at the distant Tang army ascending the mountain, a mocking smile on his lips.


"Milord spoke truly. They really are showing some intelligence this time," one of his Tibetan officers agreed.


None of these officers had ever heard of two legs outrunning four legs. It might have been okay if this Tang army had been pure cavalry, but for a mixture of infantry and cavalry to want to flee in front of Tibetan cavalry? That was simply absurd. Although fleeing to the mountain might not guarantee their survival, it was an expedient plan.


"Milord, do you wish to attack?" another officer behind Bachicheng asked. They were currently presented with a superb offensive opportunity. With their force of six thousand cavalry, they could definitely pulverize that Tang army.


"There's no need!"


To their surprise, Bachicheng raised an arm and rejected his subordinate's suggestion.


"Since they can't escape, there's no need to rush."


There was a sneer in Bachicheng's eyes.


"We'll stand guard here and wait for General Xiangyang Dalu to arrive. Once we meet up with him, then we can attack and get rid of this Tang army!"


He never did anything without confidence.


Although they might be able to charge up and eliminate those Tang soldiers now, if he could lower his own casualties without affecting his chances of success, why wouldn't he?


Killing was an art.


How to kill as much of the enemy as possible while preserving one's own forces, that was strategy. This was also the principle that he had comprehended from Lord Huoshu Huicang's strategy texts. This was also the true reason he could stand together with the rest of the Ngari Royal Lineage's Five Tiger Generals.


"Yes, Milord!"


Though his officers were a little surprised, they hurriedly nodded and said no more.


……


"Milord, why aren't they attacking?"


On the mountain, everyone frowned at the strange movements of the Tibetans.


Tibetans were a pugnacious people. Once they saw an enemy, they would immediately begin pursuing them, running them down like some vicious dog. Almost everyone in the world knew of this trait of the Tibetans. But for the Tibetans to do nothing with the prey so close was truly abnormal.


"Milord, will they not come?" an officer asked, not knowing whether he should feel happy or disappointed.


"Relax, he's just waiting for reinforcements!"


Wang Chong grinned. 'Know yourself and know your enemy, and you will never be defeated.' He actually had a greater understanding of Huoshu Huicang's Five Tiger Generals than of Batunlu. It was not Bachicheng's habit to bide his time when his prey was right in front of him. On the contrary, the Fire Dog Bachicheng was more inclined to chase his foes down, his teeth biting down into their bones, gnawing through their throats, not resting until every last one of his foes stopped breathing.


Fire Dog Bachicheng! It looks like I didn't overestimate you in the slightest! It's no wonder you could break straight through the center of Li Zhengyi's army. You can be considered a top-class member of Ü-Tsang's Ngari Royal Lineage! Wang Chong quietly said to himself as he looked at that abnormally stalwart figure in the distance.


Tibetans had relied on their strength, not their strategies, to dominate the world. Strategy and tactics had never been their field of expertise. For the entire Ngari Royal Lineage to have a scheming minister like Dalun Ruozan was already rather decent. And Bachicheng had been praised by Dalun Ruozan in Wang Chong's last life, so one could imagine his capabilities.


Later on, Wang Chong had also heard about his view of strategy.


He had to admit that though Ü-Tsang's art of war had originated from the Central Plains, Bachicheng had hit the nail on the head with many of his ideas on commanding troops, enough to make many of the Han generals of the Central Plains blush with shame. But that was all.


"Milord, why don't we attack before the Tibetan reinforcements have arrived and rout them?" one of Xu Shiping's officers proposed, his expression very nervous. "Otherwise, once they combine their armies, we'll be in great danger!"


"No!"


Wang Chong rejected the idea with a wave of his sleeve.


"What Bachicheng wants is for us to leave the mountain and attack him. If that really does happen, he won't even need reinforcements to crush us! Our forces alone are far from enough to defeat these six thousand Tibetan cavalry."


When one's forces were smaller than the enemy's, one had to find victory through tactics. Fighting the enemy in a head-to-head battle was often the worst plan.


Wang Chong had once led a large force of cavalry, so he was well aware that cavalry only grew more powerful as their numbers swelled. And this was no arithmetical change, but a geometric increase. In this situation, a mixed force of eight thousand soldiers going on the offensive was the most foolhardy decision.


"Milord, what should we do? There are two Tibetan cavalry forces in this area. Six thousand is already hard enough to deal with, but if that additional force of five thousand arrives, more than ten thousand elite cavalry will doom us for sure!"


The officer speaking was extremely concerned, his entire face fraught with worry.


Batunlu's force of three thousand had been enough to coop them up in the mountain. Now, with ten thousand Tibetan cavalry… everyone feared that they would be dying without a grave.


"No need!" Wang Chong leisurely waved his hand. "I have a plan. All you need to do is listen to my orders! Commandant Xu, the battle will soon be upon us. I do not want to hear any of these morale-draining words. If something else like this happens again, you know what to do, right?"


Wang Chong turned his head to fix the officers with an icy glare.


The officers shivered and averted their eyes from this teenager.


Benevolence could not be used to command soldiers. War was not a game. Blindly relying on benevolence and conciliation would not unify and intimidate the people. That was a principle of the Confucian, not a strategist. Those who lacked sufficient conviction, persistence, and daring would panic at crucial moments, harming not only themselves but the thousands of soldiers under their command.


A commander held the lives of the army in their hands. One who did not understand this principle could not sit on that chair.


"Milord, rest easy. Your orders will be strictly carried out. Your subordinate understands what should be done!" Commandant Xu firmly declared, bowing.


Wang Chong nodded slightly and said no more.


'When Han Xin selects his troops, the more the better1.' The difference between one thousand troops and eight thousand troops was like night and day, as was the difference between utilizing geography and not utilizing geography. Even though Bachicheng had come with such an imposing momentum, Wang Chong now commanded eight thousand troops, almost possessing the strength of a division. The might that a regiment of one thousand troops could display was completely different from the might of a division.



Even if he was about to face five thousand more cavalry, Wang Chong was fearless.


In his last life, he had led armies against even more formidable foes. How could he be afraid of some trifling Bachicheng?


……


Rumble!


Time flew by, and the Tibetan reinforcements arrived much faster than expected.


Not even two hours later, a plume of dust rose from the east. A flood of steel, consisting of thousands of cavalry, was approaching with a thunderous momentum, the black ancient beast depicted on the Tibetan war banners inspiring dread in the Tang soldiers.


______________


1. This quotation refers to Han Xin, a general who served the founder of the Han Dynasty, Liu Bang. It originates from a conversation between Han Xin and Liu Bang. Liu Bang asked Han Xin, "How many men do you think I can command?" Han Xin replied, "A maximum of 100,000." Liu Bang then asked, "What about you?" Han Xin replied, "The more the better." Liu Bang said, "So that means I cannot defeat you?" Han Xin's response was, "No, my lord, you command generals while I command soldiers."↩
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"They're here!"


"So fast!"


On the mountain, everyone looked nervously at the approaching army.


Tibetans were all natural cavalrymen. Whether or not they understood strategy, they would always be a most powerful opponent.


And nearby, Bachicheng's six thousand cavalry also began to move. Turning, they kicked up clouds of dust as they moved to join up with the approaching force.


Under the eyes of the Tang soldiers, these two armies melded into one.


The black cavalry formed an intimidatingly vast sea that sent black waves across the earth. Even more shocking was the strict discipline maintained in that army.


Xiangyang Dalu clasped his fists and asked with bowed head, "Milord, Xiangyang Dalu reporting. Everything is as Milord commands. Does Milord have an order?"


Xiangyang Dalu was covered in armor, and he held a pitch-black spear. His body gave off a torrential aura of energy, and one could tell at a glance that he was a valiant general. But even he lowered his head to Bachicheng!


"Mm!"


Bachicheng nodded his head in satisfaction.


He had the token of Great General Huoshu Huicang, allowing him to wield absolute authority here.


"It's about time. Ready yourselves, and then we'll go and annihilate the Tang soldiers on the mountain!"


Bachicheng turned his head toward that distant mountain, his eyes glowing with a destructive energy.


Since Xiangyang Dalu was already here, he had no more worries. No matter what tricks this Tang army had up its sleeves, no matter how many soldiers they had, the only thing that awaited them was death!


Soon after, the deep and desolate horn of the yak blew. With this signal to charge, the vast sea of Tibetan cavalry began to move.


The Tibetans began to organize themselves into formation, their hands gripped the scimitars at their waists, and their cold eyes turned toward the mountain.


At this moment, these more than ten thousand Tibetan cavalry were a single unit, acting as one. Those ruthless and bloodthirsty eyes gazed upon those Tang soldiers on the mountain as if they were already dead. At the same time, a murderous and demonic energy began to burst out of their bodies. The more ferocious they were, the thicker their killing intent.


And when all their killing intents fused together and soared into the skies, space itself began to twist. The dark clouds of war began to gather from all over, and the air became fraught with tension!


Rumble!


The army had started at a slow crawl, but as it got faster and faster, the entire earth began to quake.


"Kill!"


A scimitar drew an arc through the air, aimed into the distance. It was followed by fierce shouts, and then the army swept across the earth toward the summit.


The battle had finally begun!


……


At the same time, when the Tibetan army was beginning its charge, the air on the summit was also fraught with tension.


"Readyyy!"


With this order, the army began to move. Following the contours of the mountain, large metal shields were placed onto the ground. Those metal shields were like fish scales, glittering with a cold light under the sun.


Commandant Xu's five thousand soldiers and Wang Chong's three thousand covered the mountain from the summit down to the middle. The eight thousand soldiers had been divided into a left wing, right wing, central army, vanguard, and rear wing. These troops had formed several dozen Square Formations and ten-some echelons, forming layer after layer of dense ranks.


These eight thousand soldiers had been squeezed into a very narrow area.


This was Wang Chong's adjustment to Commandant Xu's strategy. The only thing that could confront the waves of the Tibetan Echelon Formation were dense ranks of troops to stymie the charge.


The rising wind foreshadowed a coming storm. On the summit, the mood was somber and silent.


Everyone was tightly gripping their sabers, spears, shields, or axes in their hands, their gazes fixed on that black tide approaching from the base of the mountain! The advantages of the military system passed down by the Great Tang for several hundred years were now being revealed. Even though these soldiers were nervous, even though they were facing down a powerful enemy, not a single one of them cowered.


It was the duty of soldiers to follow orders!


No matter who their opponent was, once the order was issued, both regular and reserve soldiers would firmly carry it out.


Rumble!


As the Tibetan horses galloped closer and closer, each one of them with the momentum of one thousand jun, the entire mountain began to tremble.


Wang Chong stood on the peak like an unmoving sculpture, his expression completely unmoved.


This sort of composure had an invisible effect on the surrounding officers, making them feel much more at ease.


Three thousand zhang! Two thousand zhang! One thousand zhang!


……


The Tibetans were getting faster and faster, continuing to accelerate!


Whoosh!


A wind suddenly swept over the lands, bringing with it the scent of those who dwelled on the plateau, a scent that all these soldiers were no stranger to.


The 60,000 soldiers had fallen under this scent and these scimitars!


When they thought about that massacre, everyone gripped their weapons, tension appearing in their eyes.


This was an indescribable oppressiveness.


"Young Master…"


On the peak, Old Eagle, Commandant Xu, and the other officers subconsciously turned to Wang Chong.


The blowing wind caused Wang Chong's black hair to scatter, yet that young face seemed as solid as rock. It seemed like nothing would ever be able to move it.


The strings of the bows were already pulled, their creaking ringing in everyone's ears. Everyone was waiting for Wang Chong's order.


In a battle between armies, archers were always part of the first wave of attack. This was the greatest advantage the Great Tang held over the foreign countries. By occupying the high ground, the Tang army had the luxury of striking first.


In those past wars, the Great Tang had relied on its superiority in archery and crossbows to sweep over the cavalry of the other countries.


Everyone was waiting for Wang Chong's order.


With the battle imminent, even Xu Shiping and Old Eagle began to appear anxious. But Wang Chong still did not give the order.


"Wait some more!" Wang Chong calmly said.


Eight hundred zhang, seven hundred zhang, six hundred zhang…


The Tibetans were getting closer and closer, and were already in the range of the archers. The opportunity would last for only a few moments!


But Wang Chong still did not give the order.


"Milord!"


One concerned gaze after another looked toward Wang Chong. The Tibetans far outnumbered the Great Tang. Only by striking first to reduce their numbers could they reduce the pressure exerted by the enemy. Even if it was only a little, it would still be a boon to their circumstances.


But Wang Chong did nothing, refusing to give the order.


Those bright eyes peered down the mountain with an incomparably profound gaze. No one knew what he was thinking.


The stomping of hooves was like peals of thunder, and the ground began to quake even more fiercely. As they watched that approaching flood of steel, the soldiers began to show fear in their eyes.


It had not been very long ago that the original army of 60,000 had suffered a disastrous defeat. The image of General Li Zhengyi's death was still seared into their eyes as if it had only happened yesterday.


"Steady!"


At five hundred zhang, Wang Chong remained silent, but Li Siye took a step forward, his thunderous and energetic voice resounding through the air.


Four hundred zhang, three hundred zhang, two hundred zhang…


Wang Chong still did not issue the order to attack.


"Raise shields! Stand ready!"


These orders were sent down the line. When the Tibetans were only one hundred zhang away, Wang Chong's eyes finally flashed.


The Tibetans had finally reached the foot of the mountain. Those thousand of horses that had been galloping as fast as lightning seemed to run into an invisible barrier. They slowed, their speed dropping significantly. This small change finally elicited a sigh of relief from Wang Chong.


It's time!


Many thoughts flashed through Wang Chong's mind.


If one said that the flat plain was the home of cavalry, the mountains were the home of infantry. Only by using the fluctuating geography of the mountains to reduce the speed and flexibility of cavalry would infantry have a chance of contending against large numbers of cavalry. The truly wise person would never fight against cavalry on the plains while being the inferior force.


This was why Wang Chong had chosen this mountain to be the place of battle.


Seventy zhang, sixty zhang, fifty zhang!


The Tibetans were getting closer and closer, but as the slope grew sleeper, their speed was clearly dropping.


The air was growing more solemn and tense.


The shaking intensified until it became jolting. At this distance, everyone could make out every hair and vein on the Tibetans, and every Tibetan could see the flaring nostrils and trembling weapons of the Great Tang infantry on the slope.


"Kill!"


There was an earthshaking boom as the atmosphere between the two armies seemed to almost solidify.


Boom!


Lights flashed in the Tibetan army as a massive flame spread beneath Xiangyang Dalu's feet to cover his entire army. The Halo of Fortress, the Halo of Charge, the Yak Halo, the Speed Halo, the Halo of Black Burial, the Halo of Tenacity… thousands of halos began to shine, and with the calls of thousands of yaks, multiple Halos of Thorns enveloped the army.


Boom!


At almost the same time, the thousands of troops on the slopes above them also began to activate their Halos of Thorns. Commander after commander unleashed their halos, spreading their effects to the rest of the army. The Halo of Toughness, the Halo of Giant Strength, the Halo of Battle, the Halo of Dexterity, the Halo of Reaction, the Halo of Dizhu1…




The shining points of light looked like the starry sky.


At this point, even Wang Chong had to count himself lucky that he had recruited Xu Shiping. This commandant might not have been powerful himself, but none of the officers under him were weak. They all had the Halo of Thorns expected from soldiers of the regular army, and because of Xu Shiping, they also had many reactive and defensive halos.


Under the light of all these thousands of halos, even the sun seemed rather dim, and time itself seemed to slow to a crawl.


It seemed like both an instant and also like countless epochs…


Boom!


Like a massive wave crashing against a dam, the ranks of the Tibetan army struck the Tang army. In that moment, the earth shook and the sky itself seemed ready to tear apart.

______________
1. Dizhu was a large rock that used to stand in the middle of the Yellow River, resisting its turbulent currents.↩
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Bangbangbang!


In an instant, almost a hundred of the shield-wielding warriors were sent flying into the air. No one could describe the power of the Tibetan cavalry fusing with their mounts when they smashed into the Tang defensive line. This power was not something any ordinary person could resist.


"Hold!"


Loud and fierce voices echoed through the clouds as countless orders were issued from the army. All of the officers were shouting so wholeheartedly that their voices were going hoarse.


Bangbangbangbang!


The intense collisions were still ongoing. The attacks of the Tibetans were like a vicious storm, far fiercer than had been anticipated. The clash of horse against shield, spear against scimitar, halo against halo, drew an arc between the two armies. The battle was violent to the extreme, with soldiers constantly dying, their bones shattered and organs pulped. Yet more soldiers continued to fill the breach.


At this moment, everyone's minds were stretched taut.


Li Siye, Old Eagle, Zhao Jingdian, Commandant Xu, and all the other officers were tightly clenching their fists. In a battle between two armies, the moment of first contact half-decided victory and defeat, almost deciding the fate of the army on its own.


The first wave of the cavalry charge was always the strongest. Similarly, the infantry defensive line was at its hardiest and most powerful on the first wave. If it could not last through the first wave and was broken, the only thing that awaited the rest of the army was death.


Rumble!


The mountain trembled more and more fiercely as the TIbetan assault continued, smashing like endless waves on the Tang army's defensive line. Everyone felt like their hearts had traveled up to their throats.


"We've held! We've held!"


Suddenly, Commandant Xu's excited voice came from the summit. Although the army's defensive line had been stretched very tightly, hundreds of shield soldiers being flung into the air by the cavalry charge, dead before they had even hit the ground, the army had managed to hold against the first wave of Tibetans.


Wang Chong's formation had proved effective!


"Wonderful!"


In the army, all the vice-commandants and captains appeared excited.


They had participated in countless battles, large and small, so they all understood what the first wave meant. Although the battle wasn't over, the great danger of the first wave had passed.


"Hmph, I don't believe that I can't break the defensive line of these Tang!"


At the foot of the mountain, Xiangyang Dalu watched this scene with an icy expression. No matter what sort of plans these Tang had, if they thought that enduring this one wave was enough, they were making a fatal error. The Tibetan Echelon Formation relied on one wave striking after another wave, their attacks never stopping until their enemy finally crumbled.


"Get up there! I want everyone up there! Break that defensive line or face punishment by martial law!"


Xiangyang Dalu's roar reverberated through the skies, giving the order for an all-out assault with the wave of his hand.


"Second Square Formation, Sixth Square Formation, Seventh Square Formation, move out!"


Before Xiangyang Dalu had even given his order, Wang Chong had waved his hand and given his own order. The second, sixth, and seventh Square Formations, made up of reserve troops, took up their large shields and stepped forward. At almost the same time, the earth shook as the second wave of Tibetans surged forward.


Almost immediately after the second, sixth, and seventh Square Formations got into their positions, Xiangyang Dalu's thunderous offensive smashed into the front lines.


At this moment, the thought sprang into everyone's mind that Wang Chong had somehow foreseen Xiangyang Dalu's intentions and pre-empted him with his own order.


"Milord!"


At this sight, Xu Shiping and the others turned their heads to look in shock at Wang Chong.


They had never fought in a battle with Wang Chong and didn't comprehend his commanding abilities. But this sort of battlefield foresight alone was enough for him to surpass the vast majority of generals.


Cavalry moved like lightning, and they charged much faster than infantry marched, covering several dozen zhang in seconds. If Wang Chong had not issued his order so early, the first defensive line might have broken!


Rumble! Crash! The battle continued to rage.


"Third, Fifth, Eighth, and Ninth Formations, axemen, spearmen, hammermen, forward!"


Wang Chong stood on the summit, his mind as unperturbed as an ancient well. Not long after his second order, his third order came hot on its heels.


The stalwart figures of the axemen, spearmen, and hammermen roared as they charged into battle like tigers. Infantry had never been ones to passively take a beating. The most powerful aspect of cavalry was the strength of their charge. If infantry could endure the first wave of charges, they could then begin to display their mighty power.


"Kill!"


Axes, spears, and hammers whistled through the air. The Steel Guards of the Chi Clan were among them, flashing with cold light as blood splattered around them.


Squelch! A Tibetan cavalryman and his mount had just sent a shield soldier flying when he was run through by five spears. Tibetan cavalry were famous throughout the world, but even their thick plate armor had places where it could not defend. The neck, the face, the crotch, and the warhorse beneath them were always weaknesses that could be exploited.


At the same time, bangbangbang! One hammer after another smashed down with the force of ten thousand jun. Cavalry plate armor could guard against the stabbing of sabers and swords, but it couldn't block the blunt force of hammers. Not even a fully-armored Tibetan would be able to block the simultaneous strike of five or more hammers.


The advantages of the mountain Wang Chong had chosen for this battle were now apparent. Although this mountain was wide at the base, it narrowed as one got closer to the summit, increasingly limiting the area of movement. Although the Tibetans outnumbered them, they couldn't utilize that advantage here.


Before the outcome of this phase could be decided, Wang Chong quickly issued his fourth and fifth orders.


"The archer Square Formation on the right wing, get ready! Fire at the enemy one hundred and fifty paces ahead!"


Wang Chong's expression was frigid, his profound gaze devoid of emotion.


"The archer Square Formation on the left wing, get ready! Fire at the enemy one hundred and eighty paces ahead!"


Thwishthwishthwish!


A rain of arrows shrilly whistled through the air, a cloud of locusts tearing open the heavens. Everyone was surprised that it was now, and not before the battle or right before the clash of the two armies, that Wang Chong chose to use his archers. In normal circumstances, using archers at this point was meaningless.


But Wang Chong did not carry this mindset.


As the rain of arrows descended, a most unexpected thing occurred, almost like a magic trick…


Neigh!


Horses whinnied as the arrows fell upon them like locusts. This number of arrows falling in an area only ten-some zhang in radius, just through pure strength, was enough to eliminate this part of the army. One Tibetan after another began to crash to the ground with their horse, sharp arrows flying through the chinks in their armor and nailing them dead to their horses.


The death of thirty to forty cavalry was insignificant to a force of more than ten thousand, a splash of foam on the ocean. But in the middle of a charge, the death of these thirty to forty horsemen resulted in a surprising effect.


Neiggggh! Several hundred Tibetan cavalry were unable to stop in time and crashed into the deceased horsemen, and the cavalry behind them were also affected. Some of the cavalry attempted to detour, but then, plingplingpling! The second and third wave of arrows fell into the army, causing the cavalry in other areas to attempt a detour.


As the cavalry crashed against each other as they attempted to stop, the formation was thrown into chaos.


Crack snap crash! As horse smashed into horse, the sounds of cracking bones and tearing muscles was heartrending. One wave, two waves, three waves… only three waves of arrows, the death of only a hundred-some people, ended up causing mass chaos. If one looked down from the sky, one would be able to see that the line of areas struck by the arrows had thrown the center of the Tibetan formation into utter chaos.


The area of chaos continued to expand, and the charge could not stop. And when these charging cavalry reached the front lines, they also threw them into chaos.


Three arrow volleys, several thousand arrows, seemed insignificant in this sort of large-scale battle. Yet in Wang Chong's hands, these three arrow volleys had completely wrecked the Tibetan offensive.


"This, this…!"


Xu Shiping and his officers looked at this scene, their eyes wide and jaws agape in speechlessness.


Even Old Eagle and Li Siye felt a massive shock.


If several thousand arrows could always have this effect on the fierce battlefield, then any faction would do so. But every experienced soldier knew that it was essentially impossible to achieve such an effect. This was not a normal happenstance. The only reason those several thousand arrows had had such an effect was that Wang Chong had chosen the right time!


The probability of producing this effect was truly far too low.


This was also the first time Old Eagle and Li Siye were experiencing Wang Chong's terrifying intuition and calculations. This was completely different from Wang Chong leading one thousand cavalry to defeat Batunlu.


This had an especially deep impact on Li Siye. In one aspect, he had wanted to fight in Beiting because there were wars to fight there, but another aspect was that there were talented commanders there who he found worthy enough to follow. But for the first time, Li Siye discovered that this teenager also had the same qualities.


The last time he had seen such a thing, it had been done by the Beiting Vice Protector-General, An Sishun.


But unlike An Sishun, Wang Chong appeared to be intentionally hiding his skills. Yet this aspect alone made him seem even more impressive than An Sishun.


The more time he spent with Wang Chong, the more Li Siye felt that this teenager was shrouded in a befuddling fog.


But no matter what, Li Siye had finally realized that there was something else about this youth that made him worth following.


At this moment, Wang Chong suddenly spoke. "Old Eagle, get ready! It's going to be your turn soon!"


His expression was cold and calm, carrying not a sliver of emotion. At moments like these, he would always enter a most rational state, and it was only in this state that he could fully utilize an army's power.


"Yes! Young Master!" Old Eagle immediately replied, his right hand reaching for the Wootz Steel sword at his waist as he quickly turned and went down the platform.


And when Old Eagle was turning, a fierce gale blew across the peak. Nobody noticed that momentary flash of light in Wang Chong's eyes!
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"Damn it!"


In the Tibetan army, Xiangyang Dalu watched what was happening on the mountain, his face green with rage. His hand gripping the hilt of his scimitar was shaking, the veins bulging out.


"Everyone, follow me! I'll kill all of them!"


A general did not lightly step out onto the battlefield. Xiangyang Dalu originally believed that the first wave would have been sufficient to break through the defensive line. To his surprise, not only had the defensive line not broken, his own forces had been thrown into chaos. His disorderly vanguard had now become the greatest barrier for his forces, utilized by the Great Tang to prevent further attacks.


Clang!


As he held his scimitar aloft, it let out a shrill cry, like that of a bloodthirsty beast. Xiangyang Dalu personally led the charge, bringing six thousand of his elites with him up the mountain.


"Kill anyone who dares to stop us!"


As a warhorse galloped, a head went flying into the air. With the general present, the chaos on the front lines had greatly subsided. Xiangyang Dalu led the charge, leaving a trail of dust as he headed for the summit.


"Third, Fourth, and Fifth Square Formations should be ordered to retreat!


"Commandant Xu, is it ready?"


……


Wang Chong stood on a rock. Before Xiangyang Dalu had even begun his charge, Wang Chong had already issued his order.


Xu Shiping lowered his head and reported, "Milord, everything is ready!" But in truth, he had no idea what exactly he had been doing.


Wang Chong's tactics seemed completely different from traditional ones.


"Execute it!"


……


Boom!


A massive Halo of Thorns expanded from under Xiangyang Dalu's feet. Wrapped in an astounding power, Xiangyang Dalu and his hundreds of cavalry crashed against the sturdy defensive lines like a meteor. No person or defensive line could stand up to this power.


As a Profound Martial realm expert, Xiangyang Dalu was second only to Bachicheng.


There were certainly experts who could stand against him, but not these True Martial realm Tang soldiers. Xiangyang Dalu planned to use his own strength to open up the battlefield and crush this defensive line.


"Kill them all for me!" Xiangyang Dalu roared in Tibetan, his ruthless voice resounding through the sky. At this moment, Xiangyang Dalu would even kill a god or Buddha if they dared to stand in his way.


But then, something completely unanticipated happened. That hardy rock of a defensive line suddenly began to retreat. As if some invisible knife had cut it open, a large opening suddenly appeared in the dense defensive line.


And this opening was rapidly expanding.


"What's going on?"


Even someone as richly experienced as Xiangyang Dalu couldn't help but be stunned. In all his years in the army, he had never once encountered such a situation. On the fierce battlefield, such an opening was fatal! However, despite Xiangyang Dalu's surprise, his horse did not slow. That opening that seemed to naturally open up before it made that highland steed almost instinctively charge in.


"Hmph, I don't care what you're up to, but if you dare to open such a gap in front of me, you're only seeking death!"


A cold light shone in Xiangyang Dalu's eyes. Not only did he not attempt to slow his horse, he urged it on. For infantry to dare to open up a gap in their formation while fighting cavalry was suicidal. To all types of cavalry, a single gap in an opponent's defensive line was enough to immediately destroy the rest of it.


In Xiangyang Dalu's view, it was utterly childish for these Tang soldiers to do such a thing.


Horses neighed as Xiangyang Dalu instantly led his army into the gap. The Tang army parted like waves, but when Xiangyang Dalu saw what had been hiding behind that army, he paled. At his level, very little could cause him to lose his nerve, but this was certainly one of them.


"Ballistae!"


That forest of shining lights on the slope caused Xiangyang Dalu's expression to instantly change. Behind the defensive line were more than one hundred ballistae. These ballistae, carved with all sorts of powerful inscriptions, from left to right, from front to back, were all pointed at the Tibetan army behind Xiangyang Dalu.


"Despicable!"


Xiangyang Dalu roared in anger, a terrible grimace on his face. He had never expected that the Tang army's voluntary retreat had been concealing a trick, a trap, a trap made of ballistae. The whole world knew of the Great Tang's ballistae and their ability to pierce through Stellar Energy. Yet if there had only been one or two, Xiangyang Dalu wouldn't have cared.


But more than a hundred ballistae were not something that Xiangyang Dalu could ignore.


More importantly, the Tang army had clearly been preparing them for some time. By the time he saw the ballistae, they had all been readied to fire, leaving no chance of dodging.


Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom!


It was impossible to describe that sudden transformation. When those hundred-some ballistae simultaneously fired, even the heavens dimmed. The air vibrated as those mechanisms triggered, drowning out the sounds of fighting elsewhere. Thick ballista bolts, their tips glistening with a sharp light, shot toward the Tibetan cavalry in the gap like scythes of the god of death.


From top to bottom, left to right, these ballista bolts cut off the retreat for these Tibetan cavalry and left them nowhere to dodge. Not even an expert like Xiangyang Dalu had much space to maneuver, much less the ordinary soldiers behind him.


Ploosh!


Blood exploded as a Tibetan cavalryman and his horse were blown through by a black ballista bolt. The massive bolt pierced through his chest and came out through his back to continue its journey to the Tibetan behind him, and then a third, a fourth, a fifth…


This cruelest of sights created a most gruesome beauty. Ballistae were the most terrifying weapons on the battlefield. Even the famed plate armor of Ü-Tsang was no match for this many ballistae. It crumpled like paper, putting up no resistance.


Wang Chong's order to open up a gap had baited the Tibetan cavalry in and now created a most dreadful sight. This sort of drawn-out cavalry formation in such a narrow area allowed the Great Tang ballistae to work at maximum effectiveness.


Crash! Crash! Crash!


As bones and blood flew everywhere, Tibetans were cut down like weeds. It took only a few moments for at least seven hundred Tibetan cavalry to be felled without a groan.


No one had ever used ballistae like Wang Chong had, and no one had ever pushed the power of ballistae to this level.


More importantly, even Xiangyang Dalu had been caught in Wang Chong's trap.


Pengpengpeng!


Bolt after bolt cut through the air, all aimed at Xiangyang Dalu, sealing the space around him. On such short notice, Xiangyang Dalu had no time to dodge. He could only push the Stellar Energy in his body to the limit and hope that it could stand against this storm of attacks.


The attack just now had been indescribable, and Xiangyang Dalu, who had been leading the charge from the very front, suffered the brunt of the attacks.


In truth, Wang Chong had also aimed the majority of attacks at this valiant general of Ü-Tsang.


Boomboomboom!


One bolt after another—each carrying enough force to shatter stone, puncture through the thick Tibetan plate armor, and kill seven or eight cavalry in a line—began to crash down onto Xiangyang Dalu's wall of Stellar Energy. In front, behind, to the left, and to the right, the attacks crashed down on him like a rain of fireworks.


At least seventy massive ballista bolts struck Xiangyang Dalu's Stellar Energy wall, but all of these incomparably fierce bolts were stopped by that invisible wall before they could even touch him. Xiangyang Dalu's seething Stellar Energy barely stumbled before this barrage.


Not one of these seventy to eighty ballista bolts had been able to pierce through his Stellar Energy.


However, the famous ballistae of the Great Tang were not easily blocked. Although Xiangyang Dalu had managed to block them, he could feel the Stellar Energy in his body being rapidly exhausted, his face paling with it. In but an instant, Xiangyang Dalu had lost two-thirds of his Stellar Energy, even though he was completely uninjured.


"Damn it!"


Xiangyang Dalu's complexion was ashen and panicked. For the first time, he felt fear.


These more than seven hundred elite cavalry were his personal guards, following him wherever he struck, the best of his tribe and some of the best under General Huoshu Huicang's command. They had participated with him in this war to exterminate the Tang army, but in this moment, these subordinates who had wholeheartedly trusted him had died without even a groan.


They had once hunted down countless brave soldiers of the Great Tang, and were capable of fighting tigers and capturing dragons, but they had been as fragile as paper before these ballistae.


He might have been able to dodge those bolts if they had come one at a time, but his adversary had not given him this chance. Seventy or eighty bolts had come at once, expending two-thirds of his Stellar Energy in less than a second. In his many years as a soldier, he had never encountered such a formidable opponent.


Even though he hadn't even seen his enemy or even figured out who they were, Xiangyang Dalu began to fear them.


That attack that had lasted for less than a second had utterly shattered his arrogance.


At this moment, the valiant and pugnacious Xiangyang Dalu began to think about retreating.


"Hmph, since you've already come in, are you still thinking about leaving?"


Before Xiangyang Dalu could even turn his horse around, he heard a chilling voice at his ear. The moment the barrage of bolts had stopped, the skies dimmed as a sharp Sword Qi flew through the air like a rainbow, cleaving down from the skies. In a flash, Old Eagle, Commandant Xu, Li Siye, and all the other officers roared as they leaped from their horses and converged around Xiangyang Dalu like tigers…


Xiangyang Dalu found it impossible to breathe, his entire body suffocated.


His face ghastly pale, he felt for the first time the shadow of death!


"Aaaaah!"


A scream cut through the mountains and then was suddenly cut down. Time seemed to stop, and all the Tibetans from the middle of the mountain down to the foot began to show expressions of fear. They were no strangers to that voice. It had been Xiangyang Dalu's scream as he faced his end.


The battle had not even gone on for fifteen minutes, but the distinguished Xiangyang Dalu of the Ngari Royal Lineage had already died while charging up the mountain.


It had all been finished so quickly that Xiangyang Dalu had not even had a chance to run. In this moment, the brave and ferocious Tibetans began to be afraid.


It was only now that they suddenly began to notice that this Tang army was completely different from what they had expected.


"How could this be!"


Bachicheng's eyes almost popped out in rage as he saw Xiangyang Dalu vanish from the battlefield like a firework. His fists were clenched, the veins on his arm bulging. He didn't dare believe his own eyes.


It was too sudden!


Bachicheng had not even mentally prepared himself and Xiangyang Dalu had died.


"Useless trash, you've truly disappointed me!"


The fires of rage seethed in Bachicheng's heart as he howled out between his clenched teeth.


The first emotion Bachicheng felt upon Xiangyang Dalu's death was not sorrow or defeat, but explosive rage. There was no doubt that Xiangyang Dalu's incompetence was difficult to accept. In this campaign, Great Minister Dalun Ruozan and Great General Huoshu Huicang had left three valiant generals behind.


Among them, Xiangyang Dalu had been the closest.


This was why Bachicheng had summoned him.


Bachicheng had once had high hopes for Xiangyang Dalu. He hadn't expected him to fail so easily!
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"Everyone, heed my orders! Assume Echelon Formation! All soldiers, charge! Those who retreat will be executed!"


Bachicheng's eyes were frigid, his entire body exploding with a chilling aura of dread.


"Yes, General!"


The beast-like calls of the Tibetan cavalry echoed through the skies.


In the Ü-Tsang Ngari Royal Lineage, Bachicheng's prestige was incomparable to Xiangyang Dalu. In both the internal conflicts within the tribe and in the battles against the Great Tang, Bachicheng had already proved his strength. In the fight against the 60,000 soldiers of the Tang army, Bachicheng had led the charge that had broken through the Tang center.


His very high status among the Five Tiger Generals was based on this ability.


With Bachicheng himself deciding to personally take part, the six thousand Tibetan cavalry once more exploded with an intense will to fight. The gloom brought about by Xiangyang Dalu's death was instantly swept away.


Whoosh!


His eyes spitting lightning, Bachicheng took from a subordinate the holy banner of Ü-Tsang, several zhang tall and as thick as an arm, emblazoned with a white yak over a black background. Meanwhile, his right hand held his scimitar.


"Kill!"


Like a bolt of lightning searing across the sky, Bachicheng urged his horse forward, scarlet-red flames bursting from his body and enveloping the entire army. He led them like a fiery cloud toward the summit, the aura and momentum of his six thousand cavalry completely different from Xiangyang Dalu's.


The massive mountain trembled, sending rocks constantly rolling down from the summit. And at this point, Bachicheng had not even reached the foot of the mountain.


"Young Master, Bachicheng has committed his entire army!"


The officers on the summit were all nervous.


Bachicheng led his army in a completely different manner from Xiangyang Dalu. His army had a majestic momentum, a powerful and boundless storm. If one described Xiangyang Dalu's army as giant waves endlessly smashing against the rocks, Bachicheng's army was a typhoon or tornado. It spanned the gap between heaven and earth, approaching with an unstoppable momentum. Comparing the two was like comparing a child to an adult.


"Milord, Bachicheng is not to be looked down upon. All the soldiers under him are elites with exceptional fighting prowess. It was they who broke General Li's Golden Fortress Formation," an officer cautioned.


None of the officers wanted to see the past repeated. Bachicheng's forces back then had been exactly like this as they broke through Li Zhengyi's defense: nimble as the wind, aggressive as a fire, steady as a mountain. Every person felt an enormous pressure as they attempted to recall those past mistakes.


"Milord, we should also commit our main forces	," another Tang officer nervously suggested. "Otherwise, the forces we have deployed at present won't be able to hold. If the front lines collapse, we'll all be doomed!"


Wang Chong raised an arm and lightly said, "There's no need to panic! Listen to my orders!" His calm tone carried a persuasive power, and as the officers looked at each other, they felt their anxiety fading away.


Rumble!


As the army approached, red Halos of Thorns began to appear, expanding over the soldiers of the army. As space began to twist, a red flame seemed to engulf the army. Seeing that Bachicheng was moving out, the demoralized Tibetans on the mountain were stirred back into action and began to join Bachicheng's charge.


Like a rolling snowball, the Tibetan army swelled, its momentum growing to astonishing levels.


Rumble! When Bachicheng reached the base of the mountain, the mountain seemed to tremble at the weight of his army. The earth quaked and shuddered as if on the verge of collapse.


"It's this again!"


"General Li…"


"Bachicheng, he's coming!"


……


On the mountain, as the Tang soldiers saw that sacred white yak banner and that fully-armored Tibetan general cloaked in scarlet flames, fear began to show in their eyes.


Other than the forces that Wang Chong had initially led, almost all of the soldiers had taken part in that head-on battle against the Tibetans.


The flying white yak banner and the black-armored general covered in seething flames had become their most haunting nightmare!


"Careful!"


"Steadyyy!"


……


Xu Shiping was worried, his voice tearing as his shouts resounded over the army.


Ten-some days ago, Bachicheng had used exactly this method to break through the center of the 60,000 soldiers of the reinforcement army. Now, history was repeating, and Bachicheng had come attacking once more. This was a division-level battle between the Great Tang and Ü-Tsang. The only paths were life and death. If they couldn't defeat this army before them, the Great Tang would have no more reinforcements to send south.


Not for a very long time.


"Raise shields!


"All troops, stand ready!


"Spearmen, axemen, prepare yourselves!"


……


Order after order was issued. At this moment, the most composed was actually Wang Chong, who was experiencing his first campaign.


"He truly is a fierce general!"


As gales traveled from the foot of the mountain to the summit, Wang Chong could almost feel the heat and scorching flames. While his entire army was in an extreme state of tension, Wang Chong could be described as the calmest and most composed. But even after all the battles he had experienced, Wang Chong still had to admit that Bachicheng truly was an extremely formidable general.


Wang Chong had used several hundred ballistae to instantly slay an important general like Xiangyang Dalu, dealing a grievous blow to his army. But Bachicheng's order to charge had greatly minimized the effect and had even inspired fear in Wang Chong's army of eight thousand.


The advantages gained in the first half of the battle were basically nullified.


It was incredibly surprising for such an excellent general to arise from Ü-Tsang.


But that was as far as it would go.


When facing Wang Chong, no matter how powerful Bachicheng was or how learned in strategy and tactics, he could never change that critical flaw of his. Battles were not won by one man's martial strength, so for Wang Chong, it didn't really matter how powerful Bachicheng was. That flaw was sufficient for Wang Chong to deal with him.


Wang Chong suddenly opened his mouth and gave his final order. "Pass down my order. The forward army should take up the Crane Wing Formation. The left and right wings should draw close to the central army and be four ranks deep, vacating their current positions. In addition, tell Lord Zhao to arrange his forces into Arrow Formation and prepare to charge!"


"Yes, Milord!"


Behind him, that messenger soldier who had seemingly been waiting for a long time to pass down this order seemed elated and quickly left.


"You should also go!"


Wang Chong suddenly turned his head to the ten-some Black Dragon Bandit elites that Li Siye had sent to guard him.


"But what about you, Young Master?"


"There's no need to worry. The decisive moment is here! There's no meaning in your staying here. Bachicheng won't be able to get here," Wang Chong indifferently said.


"Yes, Young Master!"


The elites had no more objections and left with their orders.


……


Boom!


Like a meteor crashing into the Great Tang formation, Bachicheng's attack had come, far quicker and more violent than anyone had expected. The dense formation that had blocked the Tibetan waves earlier on, that had even managed to inflict a disastrous defeat on Xiangyang Dalu, was now as weak as an ant trying to shake a tree, crumbling away at Bachicheng's assault.


"Aaaaah!"


Screams filled the air as the shield soldiers of the Great Tang were flung away like they were made of straw, many of them dead before they had even hit the ground. At the same time, hooks, axes, spears, and halberds came from all directions, but all of these attacks were stopped by the boundless Stellar Energy protecting Bachicheng's body.


Even though these thousands of Great Tang soldiers were focusing their attacks on Bachicheng, not one of them could stop him.


Bachicheng only had to stimulate the Stellar Energy in his dantian to cause screams in all directions and fling away countless soldiers.


"Kill them all. Anyone who kills a Tang soldier will be richly rewarded!"


Bachicheng's ruthless voice was like that of a vicious beast, emanating waves of almost solid killing intent that struck out like the tide.


"Kill!"


"Kill!"


"Kiiiill!"


…………


Behind Bachicheng, the Tibetan cavalry began to shift from Echelon Formation to the piercing Arrow Formation. The Arrow Formation favored by the Great Tang was now being used in the hands of the Tibetans, and their proficiency was not one bit inferior.


Merely through this aspect, Bachicheng had exceeded the vast majority of Tibetan commanders.


When charging from high elevations, he used the Echelon Formation, striking his opponent with wave after wave until they collapsed. Charging from lower elevation, he used the Arrow Formation, personally taking the lead to thrust into the middle of the enemy army and burst it apart. In Bachicheng's hands, the army would never invariably follow a single strategy. As long as he could rout his foe, Bachicheng didn't mind using any method, including the formations of the Tang army.


"Trying to show a fish how to swim!"


Wang Chong stood on a rock, his lips curling into a smile of ridicule.


Bachicheng's tactics might have been useful in front of other commanders, but they were completely laughable in front of him.


Rumble! Wang Chong's Crane Wing Formation began to move, the dense ranks closing in from both sides.


"Hmph, naive!"


Bachicheng sneered. As long as he broke through the center of the Great Tang army, any further tactics were useless against him. The Tibetan cavalry were like carp surging through a river, and Bachicheng paid no attention to his sides as he continued to pierce through the Tang defensive lines, with no one able to slow him down.


But gradually, Bachicheng's complexion was beginning to change.


"Damn, why are there so many defensive lines!"


The Tang army's central army was seemingly endless. He had already broken through ten-some layers, but he still had ten-some layers to go.


"Plateau barbarian, take my saber!"


A vigorous and tyrannical voice yelled out, and right as Bachicheng raised his head to see where it was coming from, a giant of a man, his two hands wielding a massive saber, jumped into the air like an eagle and slashed down…


Boom!


Bachicheng finally paled.


Layer after layer of Tang infantry poured in from all sides. Not even Bachicheng had noticed that as his army shifted from Echelon to Arrow, the front of his Arrow Formation was also being slowed, and a large crack had opened up between the front and back of his army. His six thousand troops had suddenly become two groups.


This change wasn't too big of a deal. Only a moment would be needed for the soldiers to rejoin, but for Wang Chong at the summit, this 'small flaw' was enough!


"Let's go!"


With a wave of a sword, the one thousand clan experts and the one-thousand-some cavalry under Xu Shiping, a total of 2600 horsemen, charged down from the summit. The images of the Dusk Stallion entered their bodies, each one of them forming a Halo of Dusk Stallion.


It took only a few moments for this force to reach maximum speed.


Wang Chong had finally revealed his hidden cavalry!


There was only thundering and neighing as Wang Chong's cavalry cut into that crack like a sharp knife before anyone could react. Swishswishswish! Wootz Steel swords shone with cold light as they swept through the air, leaving flying heads in their wake.


The Tibetan army was instantly thrown into chaos!
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Rumble!


Halos reverberated with the clattering of metal as they enveloped the armies. The battle had finally reached the crucial moment!


Wang Chong had hidden the 2600 cavalry for a long time, holding them in reserve until they could explode and wash over the enemy like an unstoppable flood. And the one thousand Wootz Steel swords served as the best weapons to clear the way.


Roar!


"Kill!"


……


The smack of flesh against flesh and the clang of saber against sword resonated through the air.


In normal circumstances, Wang Chong's 2600 cavalry would have been no match for Bachicheng's army of six thousand.


But Bachicheng's advance had been stymied by Li Siye, Old Eagle, and Xu Shiping, and the defensive lines Wang Chong had laid in the central army had still not been broken through. The gap in strategy and tactics had become fatal when facing the War Saint that was Wang Chong.


Cavalry had never been invincible!


Wang Chong was well aware of this fact.


Cavalry without speed was only infantry, perhaps even inferior!


Wang Chong's 2600 cavalry had become a high wall looming in the middle of Bachicheng's army, cutting the tail from the head. The chaos in the middle also made the Tibetans obstruct each other, completely nullifying their advantage in speed. Wang Chong didn't even need to participate. He just needed to stand on the summit, spreading out his Bane of the Battlefield halo to his army.


"Congratulations to user for killing 3601 Tibetan regular heavy cavalry!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 3723 Tibetan regular heavy cavalry!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 3845 Tibetan regular heavy cavalry!"


……


"Congratulations to user for killing 6561 Tibetan regular heavy cavalry!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 7831 Tibetan regular heavy cavalry!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 8843 Tibetan regular heavy cavalry!"


……


Countless messages resounded in his mind. On the blustery summit, Wang Chong's Bane of the Battlefield halo had already become a grade-two halo. Meanwhile, Wang Chong's strength climbed from the True Martial realm Tier 5 to Tier 6, a bonus that came from the advancement of his halo. Ever since his reincarnation, this had been the largest and most fruitful battle that Wang Chong had participated in.


As he saw the chaos on the slope and his army encircling the Tibetans, Wang Chong knew that he had won.


The battle ended one hour later.


As the sounds of fighting faded, the mountain finally exploded with cheers.


"We won, we won!"


"We really did win!"


"HAHAHA…."


……


The exhausted soldiers, counting themselves lucky to be alive, looked excitedly at the corpses of the Tibetans and their highland steeds carpeting the slope. Countless Great Tang soldiers had died in the southwest war, dealing the Great Tang an unprecedented defeat. And in all of this vast empire of millions, not a single extra soldier could be found, not in Longxi, Beiting, Anxi, or Andong!


At a time like this, a victory like this truly was necessary to boost morale.


"I can't believe it, I can't believe it…"


Commandant Xu and his officers stood on an outcropping of rock, looking at the gruesome battlefield in excitement.


Although they had taken part in this battle, they were still completely baffled as to how this victory had happened. In Xu Shiping's mind, being able to keep his life in a battle of eight thousand soldiers against twelve thousand fierce Tibetan cavalry was already rather decent. But they had won! And it had been a decisive victory.


And if one added the fact that they were facing a powerful foe like Bachicheng, this victory felt even more inconceivable.


"A general's son, a true general's son! It's no wonder the Imperial Court sent him!"


Xu Shiping almost subconsciously turned to look at Wang Chong.


The merit for this victory unquestionably lay with Wang Chong alone. In Xu Shiping's hands, these same eight thousand soldiers would probably only be able to flee in defeat, but in Wang Chong's hands, they had displayed an unimaginable power.


At this moment, Wang Chong's unobtrusive figure was comparable to a god's.


Gallop!


While Xu Shiping was looking toward the summit, a messenger galloped to the summit on a horse. Dismounting, he strode forward and kneeled at Wang Chong's feet.


"Milord, we've won! Other than one thousand, we've killed almost all of the more than twelve thousand Tibetan cavalry!" The messenger's voice was suffused with an irrepressible joy.


"How many dead do we have?" Wang Chong said indifferently, little fluctuation in his voice.


"Twenty-seven hundred!" the kneeling messenger reported.


For an army of eight thousand to only have twenty-seven hundred killed when battling more than ten thousand cavalry was simply absurd. Not even Longxi's Big Dipper Army would be able to accomplish this. If one did not take part in the battle, it would truly be hard to believe. And the only reason for their victory had been this descendant of a prestigious clan.


The messenger felt an even deeper respect for this youth.


Twenty-seven hundred?


Wang Chong paid no attention to the messenger's adoring gaze, only slightly furrowing his brow at this number. To fight against a powerful foe like the Tibetans and only lose twenty-seven hundred while killing more than ten thousand, achieving a four-to-one casualty ratio, would have been nigh inconceivable for any other general.


But Wang Chong almost imperceptibly furrowed his brow.


The casualties are a little high! Wang Chong silently thought, his head lowered.


He had only started with eight thousand soldiers. With twenty-seven hundred deaths, he now had around five thousand. For Wang Chong, who was severely lacking manpower, this casualty rate was a little hard to accept. However, when one considered that his opponent had been a valiant general like Bachicheng and that most of the deaths had occurred on the first charge, this was still a fact that Wang Chong had to accept.


In the end, these are still reserve troops, not regular soldiers. If it had been the elites of the Annan Protectorate, a thousand deaths might have been the maximum! Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


The soldiers led by Li Zhengyi had almost all been reserve troops of the Imperial Court, with only a small portion being regular soldiers. Such a force was completely different from a regular army that had experienced many campaigns. In terms of strength, they were still a little lacking.


Things would have been completely different if it had been the Annan Protectorate army.


At the very least, one could see the difference in how the Annan Protectorate army had managed to last so long against the joint army of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang.


Purely in terms of soldier quality and strength, not considering other factors like warhorses, the Great Tang regular army's composite strength was actually far greater than that of any other foreign country.


"Milord, we've captured Bachicheng. How do you want to deal with him?"


Wang Chong heard a set of familiar footsteps as Old Eagle's blood-stained figure came walking over. He seemed to be limping and looked thoroughly exhausted.


This had been a most arduous battle!


Old Eagle had the aid of Batunlu's golden gauntlets, and together with Li Siye, Xu Shiping, the other officers, and the surrounding soldiers, they had ganged up on Bachicheng. Even with their advantage, Bachicheng had still managed to kill and injure many of them. Even Old Eagle had almost given up.


If it hadn't been for a top-notch expert like Li Siye, wielding that massive Wootz Steel sword and wearing that special Meteoric Metal armor, fearlessly fighting with his life on the line against Bachicheng, the rest of them would have been killed.


However, the true 'lethal blow' had actually come from Wang Chong's hidden Wootz Steel cavalry.


When he saw his army in chaos, even a valiant general like Bachicheng began to panic.


When they had come down from the eastern end of the Tibetan Plateau, Bachicheng had basically been unstoppable, with no one able to defeat him. Even the rising star of the Great Tang, Li Zhengyi, who had made his name in Anxi and Beiting, had died to his scimitar. One could easily imagine Bachicheng's self-confidence.


But this self-confidence had easily been punctured by Wang Chong!


Even someone as courageous as Bachicheng began to panic when he heard the screams of his army as it crumbled behind him.


And in this level of battle, such panic was lethal.


"Hmph! Take me over!" Wang Chong didn't waste his time on such thoughts, but immediately replied to Old Eagle's report, his eyes flashing with cold light.


Wang Chong was about to claim what was personally the biggest harvest of this battle.


From the start of this campaign, Wang Chong had privately requested of Old Eagle and Li Siye to capture the enemy generals if possible. Of course, this could only be if the opponent could not resist and was unable to harm him.


Wang Chong had never given the reason.


Old Eagle and Li Siye had never asked.


There were some things that didn't need to be known.


……


"You are the highest commander of this army?"


Bachicheng lay on the mountain slope, his body covered in wounds and blood. Multiple ropes and a single chain were tightly wrapped around him, but the one truly tying him down was the giant and oppressive body of Invincible Great General Li Siye.


With an icy face, he held his giant Wootz Steel sword up to the sky, prepared at any moment to bring it swinging down.


Li Siye did not dare to underestimate a powerful foe like Bachicheng.


Even though all of Bachicheng's important acupuncture points had been struck, Li Siye still did not let his guard down. Any peculiar movement would immediately cause Li Siye to behead him.


"I am!"


Wang Chong walked up, a faint smile and leisurely expression on his face. His first words immediately astonished Bachicheng.


"You know Tibetan?" Bachicheng said in disbelief.


He had spoken his question in Tibetan, mixed with a few clumsily-spoken Han words, doing his utmost to communicate his meaning to the Tang commander. But Bachicheng hadn't expected that this Tang youth who didn't even seem half his age was actually able to speak Tibetan.


In their arrogance, the Tang had never learned the languages of the other countries.


In the entirety of the Great Tang, someone who could speak Tibetan was as rare as a phoenix feather or Qilin horn, much to the delight of the Tibetans. The less the Tang could speak their language, the less about Ü-Tsang they would understand, which was only an advantage to them.


But Bachicheng hadn't expected the person standing before him to be capable of speaking Tibetan!
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"Haha, only by knowing yourself and knowing your enemy can you never be defeated! Ü-Tsang has always harbored evil intentions toward the Great Tang, and it even sent their First Prince to the capital to sound things out. That I know Tibetan shouldn't be that strange, should it?"


Wang Chong smiled as his right hand pressed his sword against Bachicheng's chest.


In the southwest war, Bachicheng had played a critical role. Even among the Tibetan generals, he was one of the best. Wang Chong hadn't expected that he would be using this method to meet this Tibetan Great General that he once could only look up at. In terms of mindset, Bachicheng was definitely outstanding.


For a foreigner like Bachicheng, raised in the uncivilized plateau that didn't place much emphasis on strategy, to be able to grasp the strategies of the Central Plains and use them to this level was already rather surprising.


Alas, he had encountered the War Saint, and his efforts were like trying to teach a fish how to swim.


"Hahaha, good, what a good use of 'only by knowing yourself and knowing your enemy can you never be defeated'!"


At Wang Chong's words, Bachicheng's eyes seemed to flash with a very queer light.


"In this battle, I truly underestimated you. I didn't think that a brat like you who still stank of his mother's milk would be such an accomplished strategist! But don't get too smug. The news of our defeat here will quickly reach the Erhai plains. The Great General will quickly lead the army north, and the only thing awaiting you will be death!"


Bachicheng's eyes glimmered with a vicious smile, and his expression was cruel and callous.


He had never feared death, and the people of Ü-Tsang were never ones to sacrifice themselves in vain. Even though this army managed to kill them, they would still eventually accompany him in death.


"Haha, are you talking about this?"


Wang Chong grinned, his gaze turning up to the sky.


Phweet!


On the side, Old Eagle stuck two fingers in his mouth and let out a sharp whistle. Plop! At almost the same moment, a black silhouette flew past, and something dropped from the sky in front of Bachicheng. From its red and green plumage and sharp claws, it was clearly a vicious gyrfalcon.


But its neck was clearly snapped, and its sharp eyes had turned dim.


Bachicheng instantly paled at the sight of this gyrfalcon.


Gyrfalcons were tyrants of the skies and were capable of hunting down the enemy's messenger birds. Few birds could match them, and even many species of eagle were no match. Bachicheng hadn't expected his enemy to be so formidable that they were even able to kill the gyrfalcons, the pride of Ü-Tsang.


"Hmph, you shouldn't be too happy. It's just a single gyrfalcon. Did you think an army of more than ten thousand only had one gyrfalcon? Just intercepting this one gyrfalcon is meaningless."


Bachicheng very quickly raised his head in disdain.


Smack! Smack! Smack!


The moment Bachicheng finished talking, a rain of gyrfalcons fell around him, smashing into piles of pulp on the ground. These gyrfalcons finally made Bachicheng's callousness and cruelty vanish into nothing.


"Hahaha!"


Bachicheng's ashen complexion of defeat elicited roars of laughter.


"Bachicheng, your thinking is too simple. How can any of you compare to me in hunting down birds?"


Heartily laughing, Old Eagle thrust his right hand into a gray pouch on his belt. Extracting a bunch of rabbit jerky from within, he threw it into the air. Creee! With a burst of shrill cries, dark blurs flew overhead, snatching the jerky that Old Eagle had thrown up and soaring back into the skies. One with particularly sharp eyes might have been able to notice that though these birds were a little on the small side, their mouths and claws were equipped with sharp weapons.


And they worked together as they flew, making them seem like a miniature army.


This was Old Eagle's hunting party!


In the Central Plains, probably no one could compare to Old Eagle in the training of birds. Scouting, sending messages, hunting, camouflage… Old Eagle had trained the birds to fulfill numerous roles. These small hunting birds carried the blood of various fierce birds, and all of them had been personally selected for this role. Old Eagle had used ten-some years and five or six generations to finally achieve success.


Although these birds were no good at scouting and not proficient at bird language or signals, making them incapable of passing on information on the enemy army, they were superb at fighting and could work together. In the air, they were essentially unmatched.


And in order to increase their lethality, Old Eagle had also equipped them with sharp iron claws and beaks, even attaching specially made metal spikes to their wings.


This campaign to the southwest was extremely dangerous, and no one knew if they would come back alive.


Thus, Old Eagle had brought out all the birds he had trained.


"Haha, what do you think? Have anything to say now?"


Wang Chong grinned.


"Hmph, even if you've killed those gyrfalcons, what purpose does it serve? It'll only let you gasp at the brink of death for a few more days."


Bachicheng simply closed his eyes, waiting for death.


"Just do it. I'll be waiting for all of you down below!"


He waited, ceasing his struggles.


"Haha, it's not that easy to die. Tell me, where did your troops descend from? If you do, I'll give you a swift death," Wang Chong said.


"What do you think asking me this will do? I'm not telling you anything!"


Bachicheng suddenly opened his eyes, a wary look in them.


"Heheh, was it Chilechuan?" Wang Chong suddenly said, glancing at Bachicheng.


Bachicheng said nothing, but his complexion paled. His mouth opened as if to speak, but Wang Chong's sword had already been plunged into his heart.


"I already know. There's no need for you to say anything now."


As the Little Yinyang Sword plunged in, the last of Bachicheng's majestic and pure energy rumbled like a flood through the sword and into Wang Chong. Wang Chong had already been at Tier 6 of the True Martial realm, and now, with the ferocious might of the Profound Martial realm, his entire body rumbled as Stellar Energy exploded through it.


"Ah!"


There was a howl of pain as the band tying Wang Chong's hair broke, causing his hair to stab into the air like thousands of iron needles while a mist of blood burst out of his body. Under the shocked gazes of the crowd, the energy in Wang Chong's body broke into Tier 7 of the True Martial realm, then Tier 8, and finally stopped at Tier 9, at almost the same cultivation level as Old Eagle.


"How could this be?!"


Old Eagle's eyes went wide. As Wang Chong's companion on the road this entire time, he was well aware of Wang Chong's current level of strength.


At the start, Wang Chong had only been a trifling martial artist at Tier 1 or 2 of the True Martial realm. But right now, just by stabbing Bachicheng in the heart, he had risen several tiers, almost coming up to his own level of strength. It had to be pointed out that Old Eagle was thirty-some years old now, almost at forty.


And Wang Chong was just a teenager.


The difference in their time cultivating was a matter of years, not days.


"What evil art are you cultivating?"


A furious voice, struggling at death's door, came from the ground. Bachicheng lay there, his eyes wide open in shock. Every person had their fate, and since he had lost, he harbored no hope of survival. And the only thing awaiting the commander who had defeated him was also death.


But the stab of Wang Chong's sword had shattered his delusions.


Bachicheng could feel his strength being sucked out of his body and into the Tang youth. Right now, he was nurturing a most terrifying opponent.


Bachicheng had believed Wang Chong to just be an intelligent youth, but right now, Wang Chong was beginning to exude the aura of experience and power. This was not something a teenager could possess, not without a period of experience and trial. Even after all that Bachicheng had experienced, he had never seen such a strange sight.


"Haha, why don't you ask down below?"


Wang Chong chortled as his right hand withdrew the Little Yinyang Sword, sending blood flying. Without another sound, Bachicheng's body collapsed. Wang Chong paid him no more attention, as Bachicheng's energy had been far more tyrannical than he had imagined. Wang Chong felt almost compelled to vent some of the enormous energy circulating through his body.


For a moment, Wang Chong felt like he had regained the feeling of being able to look upon the world with disdain and travel it unhindered.


He had never been only a simple strategist general!


"Leaping Dragon Spear!"


A howl resounded through the mountains as Wang Chong suddenly pulled a golden, seven-sectioned spear from his back. Roaaar! Everyone watched in shock as a lifelike five-clawed dragon spiraled into the sky.


One spiral, two spirals, three spirals… In the end, there was a boom, and the dragon transformed into a golden bolt of dazzling lightning that crashed into the mountain.


Boom!


The earth quaked and dust roiled. This single spear of Wang Chong's had caused the entire mountain to shudder, the waves of energy sweeping countless bits of gravel and stone. The earth itself seemed about to sunder.




"This…"


"What spear technique is that?"


"When did Young Master learn such a tyrannical spear art?"


……


As they stared at the thick plume of dust rising several dozen zhang into the sky, it wasn't only the likes of Old Eagle and Zhao Jingdian who were shocked. Even Li Siye, the future Invincible Great General, experienced a rare moment of shock. A few moments ago, Wang Chong had only been at Tier 5 of the True Martial realm, but with the end of the battle, his strength had instantly soared.


The might of that spear was definitely that of the Profound Martial realm!


Li Siye was absolutely certain of that!
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A fierce gale blew away the dust hanging over the summit, revealing a massive hole. When Wang Chong walked out of the leftover dust with his spear, the entire mountain was quiet.


The Wang Chong of this moment was powerful and self-confident, brimming with vigor and dignity. He had the bearing of a leader, the demeanor of a general.


The impression Wang Chong left on the soldiers was now completely different from their initial one.


Purely in terms of energy, Wang Chong had risen from mediocrity to rank alongside the likes of Old Eagle and Li Siye.


"What sort of technique is that? It's too shocking!"


"Although the Wang Clan is a clan of ministers and generals, I've never heard of them having this sort of technique!"


"If he continues to rise at this speed, Young Master might reach a shocking, inconceivable level!"


……


Everyone gazed at the summit, revering Wang Chong as if he was a celestial from the heavens.


However, despite their shock and surprise, no one stepped forward to voice their questions. Many people even subconsciously lowered their heads upon looking at Wang Chong, intentionally avoiding this topic. No matter what art Wang Chong cultivated, where it came from, and whether it was righteous or evil, at a time like this, as long as Wang Chong could improve himself, it would be of advantage to the army.


Everything else was not important.


What the southwest war needed the most were masters and experts—the more the better!


"Congratulations to user! For killing Bachicheng and altering the course of history, you are awarded 5 Destiny Energy, to be dispensed after the mission is completed!"


On the summit, Wang Chong had barely walked out of the hole made by the Leaping Dragon Spear when he heard that voice in his ear.


Haha, it's like that again! Wang Chong thought as he paused for a moment.


Bachicheng had been a competent general under Huoshu Huicang, one of the best taking part in the southwest war. However, before the Annan Protectorate army had been eliminated, he had died at Wang Chong's hands, which had clearly altered fate in a big way. At the very least, Wang Chong had changed Bachicheng's fate. Based on past rules, the Stone of Destiny would definitely have rewarded Wang Chong with Destiny Energy.


What truly concerned Wang Chong was that for the second time, he had been rewarded Destiny Energy but was not given it.


It seemed like all the Destiny Energy would not be dispensed until the mission was completed.


But for every death in Lion City, Destiny Energy was being subtracted from Wang Chong's stockpile.


"Milord!"


Old Eagle, Li Siye, Zhao Jingdian, Xu Shiping and the others came up to the summit. Their gazes flitted past Wang Chong's Little Yinyang Sword, subconsciously ignoring the problem.


"Young Master, what was going on with your question about Chilechuan?" Old Eagle whispered.


When Wang Chong had asked that question, Bachicheng's complexion had completely changed. More importantly, Old Eagle still couldn't understand what had been going on there. Bachicheng was the kind of person that wasn't even afraid of losing his head, but Wang Chong's one question had caused him to pale. Moreover, what exactly was Chilechuan?


Why had Wang Chong asked about it?


Old Eagle was still baffled.


"Haha, you'll find out in a little while. Commandant Xu, Bachicheng is dead and Xiangyang Dalu has been exterminated. We've broken through the middle of the Tibetan defense line. All we need to do now is cross the last mountain. Transmit my order: have the two other groups quickly meet up with ours. I want to destroy that last group of Tibetan cavalry today!"


"Yes, Milord! I already informed them a while ago that as long as we succeeded, I would give them a signal. I'm confident that they've already begun to move out."


Commandant Xu clasped his hands and bowed, his tone and expression both extremely respectful.


After this battle, there was no doubt that Wang Chong had won everyone's complete respect and trust.


Facts spoke louder than words. The deaths of Bachicheng, Xiangyang Dalu, and more than ten thousand Tibetans had been achieved with the sacrifice of only two-thousand-some soldiers on their side. Even the most demanding person would cheerfully submit this point, prostrating in worship.


"Mm! Time is short. Commandant Xu, the model?" Wang Chong said.


"Bring the model over!"


Commandant Xu waved his hand down the mountain. Several soldiers quickly ran over, carrying a large iron chest between them. Inside the box was a complete topographical model of the southwest. There were two items of absolute importance in an army. One was the commander's seal, and the other was a topographical model.


After delivering the model, the soldiers withdrew.


With the deaths of Bachicheng and Xiangyang Dalu, the two most important passes on the model were open, leaving an open field before Wang Chong.


There were no longer any threats on the road south. The gathered forces from the other three areas, the remaining six thousand Tibetans, were no longer anything to fear. Most importantly, this trial had inspired in the reserve troops a confidence when fighting Tibetans.


This was the most crucial point.


"Li Siye!" Wang Chong suddenly said. "In a little while, when we defeat that Tibetan army, you have to immediately leave. Take the recruited experts and go here."


Wang Chong pointed at a certain place on the model.




"This…"


Li Siye glanced at this point and was immediately dumbstruck. The place Wang Chong indicated was not any important pass. It wasn't even along the road to the Erhai plains, but in a completely different direction.


"Young Master, this isn't the road to Lion City!" Li Siye said in consternation.


Even though he had been with Wang Chong for some time now, Li Siye couldn't understand why Wang Chong wanted him to go to that place. This was completely different from what he had anticipated.


Wang Chong said nothing, only waved his hand.


Though a little slow to react, Li Siye very quickly leaned in to listen. Wang Chong whispered at his ear for a spell and then patted Li Siye on his muscular shoulder.


"Go then, and prepare well. This matter is even more important than our current mission. The only person at my side who can do this and that I trust is you," Wang Chong gravely said.


It was far too difficult for one thousand soldiers to alter the course of the war. 'To do a good job, an artisan needs the best tools.' 'The superior general breaks the enemy's schemes while the inferior general schemes against the enemy's soldiers.' Wars were frequently decided not by the strength of the two sides' armies, but in places that ordinary people usually couldn't see.


Rumble!


After readying themselves, the army quickly began to mobilize once more, headed toward the last Tibetan garrison.


Another battle was waiting for them!
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After traveling several hundred li from the mountain, Wang Chong's army quickly met up with the second group of reinforcements. The commander of this force was Xu Andun, another veteran officer. With the merger of these two armies, Wang Chong's forces swelled from five thousand to around eleven thousand.


This was the first time Wang Chong's forces had exceeded ten thousand. Although it was only a difference of three thousand soldiers from his previous maximum, such a minor difference had massive ramifications. Top-notch generals followed the same principle as Han Xin: the more soldiers, the better. When one's soldiers exceeded ten thousand, a whole new set of strategies opened up. With these ten thousand soldiers, Wang Chong now had much more to work with and maneuver.


Wang Chong had managed to defeat a fierce Tibetan general like Bachicheng and his force of more than ten thousand while suffering from comparatively few casualties, so it was even easier to deal with the remaining six thousand.


The battle to come was going to be much easier!


Without Bachicheng or Xiangyang Dalu, the remaining Tibetan cavalry were only able to hold on for a short while before being easily destroyed by Wang Chong's force.


This battle was even shorter than the last one. In just two hours, it was over.


……


"Milord, your subordinate will take his leave first!"


The battle's conclusion was of no comfort to Li Siye. The battle for Wang Chong's forces had ended, but his was just beginning. But even he himself was perplexed as to what he was about to do next.


"Mm, go then. What comes next already has nothing to do with you."


Wang Chong nodded from his horse, his expression flat and emotionless. Li Siye could spy no hesitation on him. Wang Chong appeared to fully understand what he was doing and what he needed, with no confusion in sight. This made Li Siye a little more confident in the task he was about to undertake.


"This silk bag is for you!"


Wang Chong took a small bag from his waist. From the knot tying the bag, it seemed like it had been prepared for some time.


"If you succeed in this task, the Tibetans will definitely send a part of their force to deal with you. No matter what, you must remember to not get greedy for merit, and don't let emotions affect your decisions. I've explained everything clearly in the silk bag. You have to do exactly as it says!"


Wang Chong said this with absolute solemnity.


Wang Chong had always respected Li Siye, but it was precisely for this reason that his stern expression now left such a deep impression on Li Siye.


"Yes, your subordinate understands!"


Li Siye gave Wang Chong a deep look, took the silk bag from Wang Chong and then gave Wang Chong a soldier's bow.


"Young Master, be at ease. No matter what, I will properly complete this task!"


With these final words, Li Siye waved his hand, galloping off with more than a thousand fully-armored cavalry. He left in his wake the thick scent of blood.




"Young Master…"


In the distance, Commandant Xu, Zhao Jingdian, and Old Eagle watched in confusion as Li Siye left. The mission Li Siye had been tasked with this time was extremely mysterious and set him on a completely different course from the rest of the army. Other than Wang Chong, no one knew where Li Siye was going at a crucial moment like this.


This truly left them perplexed, but even so, no one dared to doubt Wang Chong's decisions.


By now, Wang Chong's reputation had already reached a level that even Xu Shiping would find difficult to reach. A single word from Wang Chong would make Xu Shiping's subordinates immediately follow him, even if Xu Shiping tried to stop them. This wasn't because they were lacking loyalty, but because Wang Chong had used his own abilities and his three victories to win their heartfelt servitude.


At this time, there was no one left who cared about Wang Chong's age, gender, or status. Even if he lost King Song's token, no one would defy his orders.


Wang Chong had won command of this army through his absolute strength.


"All troops, move out!"


There was no time to wonder what sort of effect Li Siye's departure would have on the army. After making a sweep of the battlefield, Wang Chong issued the order and led his army to the south. With this victory, Wang Chong's path southward was finally free of obstructions. No more barriers existed between him and the Annan Protectorate army.


Time was short, and Wang Chong was determined to make no more stops.


"Does Milord have time to talk?"


The journey south was dull and lonesome. While Wang Chong was riding on his horse, occupied with his thoughts, he suddenly heard a very soft voice at his ear. Commandant Xu Andun had ridden his horse and surreptitiously approached Wang Chong. Xu Andun had nothing but heartfelt respect for the teenager next to him.


Although they hadn't known each other for long and though this youth was probably about the age of his own children, Xu Andun didn't dare to treat him as a boy. Instead, he had happily accepted him as the true commander of this army. However, it was for this very reason that Xu Andun felt that there were some things that he had to say.


"…Your subordinate has some matters that he would like to discuss with Milord."


"Commandant Xu1, what's wrong?" Wang Chong said in surprise, turning his head. Xu Andun's words seemed to be implying something, and his face was fraught with worry and concern.




"Milord, please forgive this subordinate for being too abrupt, but I have thought about this problem for a very long time and must speak of it. Your subordinate believes that our most urgent problem is not the Tibetans, but, but… provisions!"


Xu Andun hesitated for quite some time before finally spitting out that last word. What followed was a long silence.


"Continue!"


Wang Chong finally came back to his senses, but all he did was indicate that Xu Andun should continue.


"Milord, to be quite honest, if you did not appear, then even if the Tibetans did not attack, we wouldn't have been able to last for very long. I don't know if Xu Shiping brought this matter up with you, but their situation definitely isn't much better than ours. The amount of provisions and fodder consumed by five or six thousand soldiers and horses is no small number. We might be generals who can fearlessly charge to break out of enemy ranks, but none of us are experts in logistics. Moreover…"


Xu Andun glanced at Wang Chong, hesitating for a while before hardening his heart and pressing on.


"Before that battle, your subordinate once accidentally heard General Li mention that the Annan Protectorate army sent a request for aid to the Imperial Court. Their provisions might not be able to last for too long either! Rations and fodder must be prepared before soldiers can be mobilized. We might only have ten-thousand-some soldiers, but there so many people in the Annan Protectorate army. I'm afraid…"


Xu Andun didn't finish the sentence, but the worry in his eyes was obvious. He had actually noticed the provisions problem much earlier, but he had never voiced it out of fear of harming morale.


"In that battle with the Tibetans, we lost far too many wagons and weapons, and almost all of our provisions were burned. The provisions we have with us will only be enough for a few days. If Milord hadn't appeared, we would already be preparing to return north. Now, I am not objecting to Milord's plan, but given our current situation, whether or not we meet the Tibetans, all that awaits us is death!"


With these last words, Xu Andun fell into a long silence.


'The Emperor does not use hungry soldiers.' Although martial artists were powerful, they were still mortals who needed to eat the five grains. If an army was hungry, it would be decent if it could utilize fifty or sixty percent of its strength, and fighting a war was essentially suicide. Xu Andun hadn't wanted to say it, but as a commander, there were some things he had to say.


The Tibetans were secondary, as the matter of provisions was an urgent matter that had to be addressed.


"There's no need to worry about this problem!"


To Xu Andun's surprise, Wang Chong only faintly smiled at this morale-affecting problem that Xu Andun had needed to gather his courage to voice. What Wang Chong said next surprised him even more.


"It's just provisions. There's no need for you to worry. I have my own ways of dealing with it!"


"But, Milord, even requesting provisions from the Imperial Court will still be too late. The heavens are high and the Emperor is far away. The capital is simply too far. Moreover, the gathering of supplies will require the Six Bureaus to work together to collect the supplies from various areas of the Great Tang, and the entire process would be indescribably time-consuming and exhausting. And distant waters can't put out a nearby fire!"


Xu Andun only grew more concerned. It was clear from the grin on Wang Chong's face that his words had clearly not been heeded, making him even more anxious than the army's current lack of provisions. 'Food is god for the people, and soldiers are no exception.' If this problem was not addressed, the soldiers would mutiny.


"Milord, you must treat this matter with caution!"


Xu Andun was truly worried to the extreme.


He really couldn't understand how Wang Chong could remain so composed, even though he had clearly stated the problem.


"Relax; distant waters might not be able to put out a nearby fire, but nearby waters can! Before I even left the capital, I began to transport provisions. Be at ease. Given how much time has passed, they should be arriving soon."


Wang Chong patted Xu Andun on the shoulder and smiled.


Although he spoke his words with an indifferent tone, Wang Chong's expression gave off a powerful confidence that made it seem like no detail could escape his plans. Even Xu Andun was momentarily stunned. Enough provisions for tens of thousands of people was no minor matter. The Imperial Court would have needed to prepare at least a month's worth of supplies for the southwest war.


This was no trifling task, one that would take at least two to three months, four or five on average. Xu Andun truly couldn't comprehend where Wang Chong had gotten these supplies from. This wasn't a problem of money. It was just that the number of people that needed to be fed was not something that any single grain merchant or clan could address.


Even those companies or clans that specialized in selling grains would need a long time to prepare, and they still wouldn't be able to reach the necessary amount.


Xu Andun's mouth opened as if to ask something.


But after patting him on the shoulder, Wang Chong had already taken off.


'Strategies planned out in the end can decide battles a thousand li away.' This was a vital principle of strategy. How could Wang Chong make an error on something as important as provisions? Although supplying an army was a massive undertaking, just because the Imperial Court couldn't do something didn't mean that he couldn't.


Zhang Munian, it's all up to you! Wang Chong quietly said to himself, a flash of light streaking through his mind.

______________
1.There are two Commandant Xus, but they do not share the same surname. Xu Shiping has the character 徐 as his surname while Xu Andun has the character 许 as his surname.↩
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'Food is god for the people.' This era wasn't too different from that other space-time Wang Chong had come from, other than its extreme reverence for martial arts. But not even the most powerful of martial arts could increase the production of foodstuffs. Thus, when that turmoil engulfed the Central Plains and brought down calamity, the earth was covered in starving people.


Even Wang Chong's army had been limited by this and ultimately suffered defeat and death.


With such a painful lesson, Wang Chong began his preparations very early on, and Zhang Munian had been the foreshadowing for Wang Chong's plans.


The hybrid rice was already beginning to take shape, so Wang Chong had written a letter to Zhang Munian some time ago requesting that he send over provisions. As for the specific arrangements, Wang Chong had given Xu Qiqin complete authority over the matter. If the future Queen of Logistics couldn't even handle it, then Wang Chong would truly be clueless as to anyone else in this world who could resolve an army's supply problems on such short notice.


Xu Andun mentally sighed. He truly didn't believe that Wang Chong could resolve a problem that not even the Imperial Court could resolve. But he could tell from the look of Wang Chong's face that he wasn't lying. And given his status and abilities, there was no need for him to lie.


We can only think on our feet then… Xu Andun mentally said, suppressing his worries.


With the 18,000 Tibetans guarding the three passes eliminated, there were no threats to the army's march south. In truth, other than a few routed soldiers, Wang Chong's forces didn't even see any other Tibetans. As a result, the army began to pick up speed.


However, eight hundred li past the passes, the atmosphere began to grow tenser.


The joy that had come from defeating Batunlu, Bachicheng, and Xiangyang Dalu had now disappeared. The army had initially been happy and laughing, but now, even Old Eagle had a gloomy expression. An oppressive air pervaded the army, and it felt like something was hanging over their heads.


Although they had encountered no Tibetans on the road, they could see the signs they had left behind: abandoned wagons and weapons, disorderly hoofprints left by highland steeds running from the official road to the depths of the forest, and at set intervals, one could see the stoves lit by the Tibetans as they made camp.


It wasn't just one or two, not hundreds, not even thousands. It was a vast collection of campfires that stretched toward the horizon.


The scorch marks left on the ground informed these soldiers just how massive the Tibetan army was.


This was the actual Tibetan army that had routed Li Zhengyi, and the leader of this army was a Tibetan Great General called Huoshu Huicang!


Although Bachicheng and Batunlu were renowned generals, they were still just subordinates to Huoshu Huicang. Even the Tibetan cavalry that had been left to guard the three passes had been left behind by Huoshu Huicang. The deaths of Bachicheng and the others were minor losses relative to the bulk of the Tibetan army.


Wang Chong had defeated Batunlu and Bachicheng, but Huoshu Huicang was on a different level. Even a tiger of the empire like Zhangchou Jianqiong had not been able to deal with him, so how could he be as easily disposed of as his subordinates?


If they encountered Huoshu Huicang, all of them would probably die.


Most of the soldiers here had participated in that battle and had fully experienced the power of the Tibetans. It was easy to imagine what they were feeling as they once more saw the signs left behind by the Tibetan army.


"I wonder how the Annan Protectorate elites are doing?"


"I hope that their losses haven't been too bad."


"I wonder if we'll get there in time…"


"We've only got ten-thousand-some soldiers. Can we actually be of any help?"


"We can only put our trust in Milord."


…………


That the 500,000 soldiers of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang were menacing the Annan Protectorate army was already no secret. When they thought about the difficulties ahead, everyone's hearts sank. Occasionally, the soldiers would subconsciously look toward Wang Chong.


With their future prospects dim, the soldiers had made Wang Chong their spiritual support. After those fierce battles, no one dared to doubt Wang Chong now. Although he was younger than all of them, Wang Chong's composure, easygoing nature, and intelligence had left a deep impression in their minds. No matter what happened up ahead, their commander Wang Chong seemed to know what he should do and how he should do it.


It was like nothing could ever knock him down or confuse him. At moments like this, this sort of authoritative aura was absolutely necessary.


Time flew by, and the army marched day and night toward the south.


The air grew more oppressive the farther south they traveled. Wang Chong had clearly sensed this change, but he said nothing.


I wonder how Li Siye is doing. Given how much time has passed, he should have reached that place by now.


On his horse, Wang Chong inexplicably began to think about the departed Li Siye, raising his head to the sky.


Hesitation and doubt were quite normal, so Wang Chong hadn't felt the need to say anything. Everyone believed that he was the primary force of this southern campaign, but only Wang Chong knew that the true primary force was the one thousand cavalry that Li Siye had left with. The important thing was that at this moment, not even Li Siye knew what he was doing or the significance of his actions. Only Wang Chong knew.


"Hyah!"


Wang Chong urged his horse onward even faster.


………


Time flowed by, and one's gaze drew away from the south, crossing countless hills and plains, headed west, to a place more than two thousand li from Wang Chong's current location. Here, horses were neighing as more than one thousand Great Tang cavalry stood in orderly ranks, their killing intent soaring into the sky as they waited.


"Someone, bring that item forward."


Li Siye put the thin slip of paper back into the silk bag and issued an order.


Clangclangclang!


There was a clattering of metal as several stalwart figures hurriedly brought forth from the rear of the army a large iron chest, placing it on the ground. Buzz! The moment the chest was placed on the ground, a magical spell seemed to be cast over the army. The atmosphere suddenly became strange as everyone peered curiously at the chest.


Although no one said anything, their eyes completely sold them out.


Other than those life-or-death battles, the most mysterious thing on this journey had been this large chest that Wang Chong had given to Li Siye for this mission. This was something that Wang Chong had readied for pickup when leaving the capital. Other than the two soldiers who were guarding the chest, no one had been allowed to approach it.


Let alone others, even Wang Chong's trusted aides like Zhao Jingdian or Old Eagle were not allowed to open the box.


Not only that, Wang Chong had also ordered that the troops guarding the box had to keep a distance of at least eighty meters.


Even when the battles were at their most intense, they were permitted to not take part.


Everyone was filled with curiosity as to the contents of the chest.


"We can finally open it!"


"I wonder what Young Master put inside?"


"I'm so excited! Why isn't Milord opening it yet?"


……


The soldiers waited in excitement, occasionally shooting a glance at Li Siye.


"Open the chest!"


Li Siye had no mind for their glances. With a wave of his large hand, he sent out the order. Speaking frankly, he was just as curious as the rest. After all, not even he knew what was inside. Wang Chong was far too good at keeping secrets.


"Wonderful!"


The soldiers cheered, but Li Siye only quietly stared.


Clack!


The chest opened, and everyone instantly looked over, some of the soldiers even blocking Li Siye's view to take a look. However, though they were all filled with anticipation, they suddenly fell silent a moment later.


"This is…"


"A bag?"


The soldiers looked at each other in surprise. The only thing in this mysterious chest was a grayish-brown bag made of shabby hemp.


"Ugh, it stinks!"


The soldiers began to back up as if they were avoiding a plague. They hadn't noticed at the start, but now that they were close, everyone could smell a foul stench, like something had been decaying for a very long time.


"What in the world is in there?"


Wang Chong had trained the clan experts up to standard, but right now, they were all holding their noses and backing up. After all, Li Siye was not Wang Chong. Although he was stronger and looked much more imposing, he was a soldier. He did not have Wang Chong's revered and transcendent status.


Other than when he was training or fighting, Li Siye actually had a rather friendly attitude.


Thus, in front of him, the soldiers acted a bit more carefreely.


……


Li Siye said nothing, but he was just as surprised as everyone else. Wang Chong had given this mission not to his trusted aides Zhao Jingdian or Old Eagle, but to him. Moreover, Wang Chong had clearly stated that this mission was extremely important and that he had to do exactly as the orders in the silk bag said.


Li Siye only decided to open the chest upon reaching his destination. And he didn't believe that the object that Wang Chong had prepared such a long time ago was something as simple as a bag.


Clop clop!


As his horse slowly trotted over to the iron chest, it sneezed. Li Siye silently thought for a few moments, then his right hand reached for the giant Wootz Steel sword on his back and waved it through the air. Swish! A blur appeared before the eyes of the crowd as the Wootz Steel sword cut open the bag in the chest.


Fwoomp!


A clump of meat and bones, pitch-black and moldy, fell out.


"This is…"


Everyone was dumbfounded. What was this? Why had their commander given their general this thing?


The soldiers were completely dazed.


Even Li Siye's mind was blank for a moment. But he quickly thought of something, and his pupils contracted in understanding.


Sheep meat!


Li Siye suddenly understood. Although it was already impossible to distinguish the original shape of this pile of meat, Li Siye could tell from the thin bones that this was a sheep, an adult ewe. Li Siye had spent a significant amount of time in Beiting, where he had seen many sheep flocks and eaten a great deal of sheep meat.


He would hold the bone when eating that delicious and oily roast sheep meat, so he was very familiar with what they looked like.


However, this was not any ordinary sheep meat!


This is a sheep that died from plague…


With a flash of understanding, Li Siye became extremely solemn.



                                                                        Chapter 519: The Superior General Breaks the Enemy's Schemes! 

                                                                                "Listen up! Starting from now, no one is allowed to approach without my order!" Li Siye suddenly declared.


"Milord…"


"Any who defy this order will be executed!"


Li Siye's right hand swung down, the Wootz Steel sword in his hand unleashing a stream of Sword Qi into the earth. Rocks splattered everywhere and dust plumed into the air, leaving behind a massive slash in the ground. In an instant, the crowd was silenced, the soldiers subconsciously beginning to back away.


"Yes, Milord," someone said in a soft voice.


Li Siye had never put on airs for no reason. If he ever got serious, then it meant that the matter was of utmost importance. At this moment, no one dared to provoke him.


Young Master, is that the crucial point of the war that you spoke of to me? Li Siye thought to himself.


By now, he understood why Wang Chong had given him this chest. The sheep plague was a rare sight on the steppe, but when it appeared, it was a disaster. Unlike the people of the Central Plains, the people of the steppe had little understanding of medicine. Unlike the people of the Central Plains, they did not know to bury the bodies of sheep that died from plague.


And this was coupled with the fact that the people of the steppe were herders, their herds of cattle and sheep numbering in the tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, even millions. Thus, once a sheep plague broke out, it was always a large-scale calamity.


The people of the steppe would turn pale at the mention of the plague.


However, because the steppes had always been the enemy of the Central Plains and because cattle and sheep constantly roamed in pursuit of new pastures, the sheep plague was a very rare occurrence. Many shepherds didn't even know what the sheep plague was. This lack of knowledge could allow someone to take advantage of the nomadic people of the steppe.


It was very clear what Wang Chong had prepared this thing for.


In the past, Li Siye would definitely have strenuously objected. But right now, the 180,000 elites of the Annan Protectorate had been routed, as had Li Zhengyi's 60,000 reinforcements. The door to the Great Tang's southwest was wide open, its almost one million civilians bereft of protection, completely exposed to the armies of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang. At this time, if he continued to be soft-hearted and worry too much about reputation, then he would be guilty of inflexibility.


Kindness to the enemy was cruelty to oneself.


…But will this really be effective?


Li Siye mentally sighed.


Even if he understood the purpose of this object, Li Siye didn't understand how it would be useful to this war. Whether the sheep plague could inflict harm and how much harm it could inflict were matters for the future, whereas the war in the southwest was a danger close at hand. Moreover, even if he completed his mission, the Tibetan army would remain unaffected.


Would this method really be useful?


Li Siye took in a deep breath and ordered, "Someone, give me a bag of provisions!"


"Yes, Milord."


A soldier quickly took out a bag of soybeans and grains and handed it over. Li Siye allowed no one else to participate, personally mixing the bag of soybeans, peas, and other rations into the clump of meat.


Buzz!


After finishing this, Li Siye suddenly shook his wrist, letting out a burst of Stellar Energy. The chest closed with a thump, upon which Li Siye raised his head to look into the distance.


Form here, one could see herds of cattle and sheep scattered over the lush landscape like clouds. If one looked carefully, one could even see shepherds among the sheep herds. Their tall bodies mounted on highland steeds made them very obvious amongst the herds, even at great distances.


Only Tibetan shepherds rode horses like these while tending to their flocks.


"Since you've decided to help our enemies in the war, you're also our enemies. Don't blame me for what happens next!"


Li Siye gazed at the distant shepherds, his eyes flashing with an icy light.


"All soldiers, hear my orders. Don't let a single one of these Tibetans go!"


Li Siye drew back his energy, his entire body now exuding an aura of absolute cold.


"Yes, Milord!"


With this order, the army began to rumble forward, the more than one thousand elite cavalry picking up speed, leaving a trail of dust as they charged.


"Aaaaah!"


"It's the Tang!"


"Run!"


……


Screams came from the distance as the shepherds of Chilechuan panicked. Many people began to drive their herds in a bid to escape, but it was too late. These two countries were at war, so how could Li Siye give them any chance to escape!


Rumble!


The hooves thundered even faster!


And with the thundering of hooves, another 'battle', unbeknownst to anyone else, began in the rear of the Tibetan army.


'Before the troops and horses can be mobilized, the rations and fodder must be prepared.' This had been a principle of war since time immemorial, noted down in the books of strategy and war. However, this was a principle only on the strategy books of the Central Plains. The Tibetans and the people of the steppe had never had this problem.


Through his research, Wang Chong had discovered that the Tibetan method of logistics was completely different from that of the Central Plains.


For a large-scale war, the people of the Central Plains would have to prepare for two or three years, and this effort would only result in enough supplies to last a few months. Past three or four months, the war could no longer be fought. In the founding period of the Great Tang, when Emperor Taizong sat upon the throne and the empire was at its most powerful, it still could not deal with Goguryeo. Goguryeo's hardy fortifications and scorched-earth policy made it so that the Great Tang's logistics train couldn't keep up, so after four months of battle, a lack of provisions forced the army to retreat without any progress, ending a war that had consumed a great deal of resources and manpower.


But that four-month war was the longest war fought in all the history of the Central Plains. For that war, the Great Tang had stockpiled supplies for three straight years!


For the dynasties of the Central Plains, a war like that could not be started carelessly.


But the Tibetans and Turks were different. If they wanted to start a war, they could cross one thousand li at any time and not worry about any logistical difficulties. If they were as limited as the Great Tang and had to start preparing for their attacks many years in advance, the people of the steppe would have been incapable of fighting, much less posing any threat to the Great Tang's borders.


It wasn't that the Tibetans or Turks didn't need to eat. Fundamentally, it was because they had completely different eating habits from the people of the Central Plains.


The people of the steppe treated meat as their primary food source, eating it at every meal with no difficulties. But if the people of the Central Plains had to eat meat and nothing else for every meal, they might be excited at first, chowing down with gusto, but after three or four days, they would get sick of it. A month later, and the army wouldn't even be able to fight.


The primary foods of the Central Plains were rice, chestnuts, millet, sorghum, and other such plants, inherently different from meat. And the stockpiling, transportation, cultivation, and cooking of such foods were more troublesome and time-consuming. Moreover, the food of the Central Plains emphasized matching meat and vegetables and had many different cooking methods, like boiling, steaming, frying, and searing.


With only rice and no meat, one's stomach would lack flavor, and so the battle would be fought weakly.


Thus, before the people of the Central Plains fought a battle, they would fire up many stoves and hold a great feast. From this came the saying, 'Only when your stomach is full can you have strength!'


This was a custom of the Central Plains, and no War God, War Saint, or grand strategist from ancient times could do anything about it. They could only follow the trends and write, 'Before the troops and horses can be mobilized, the rations and fodder must be prepared.' This was their nature, so how could it be changed?


But the people of the steppe were different. Their eating habits were not so complicated. They only needed the meat to be cooked, and they sometimes didn't even mind eating it raw.


And when the army moved, the shepherds moved with it. The army in front served as the firm shield while the cattle and sheep driven by the shepherds supplied the army. Cattle and sheep grazed on grass. They didn't need to be planted or plowed, and they didn't require massive amounts of water and several months to grow.


More importantly, cattle and sheep would never get moldy, nor would any of the other problems that came from storing food crop up.


Wherever the army moved, the cattle and sheep would follow, never suffering from problems of lack of freshness, humidity, or moldiness. As long as there was grass, the army would never be lacking provisions.


In addition, the soldiers of the steppe were drawn from the shepherds.


They might be logistics officers and shepherds today, but on another day, they could be soldiers. And if there were too many cattle or sheep, the people of the steppe could slaughter them and cure the meat to make jerky.


This was the case whether one was an elite expert or ordinary nomad!


In this world, the only thing that could truly affect them was extremely cold weather!


Wang Chong had once concluded that in the various aspects of the war, it was logistics that the people of the steppes had the least worries about. This was the case for both the Turks and the Tibetans.


In logistics, agricultural societies had never stood on equal footing with nomadic societies!


As a result, even though the nomadic people were not as well-equipped or as numerous as the dynasties of the Central Plains, even though they lacked a dazzling culture or any texts on war or strategy, they could still pose a grave danger to the consecutive dynasties. In the histories of these dynasties, one would always be able to find phrases like this:


'On XX year, the Turks invaded the border'; or, 'on XX year, the Tibetans raided the border and left with their plunder'; or perhaps, 'on XX year, Yingzhou, Youzhou, or some other place was plundered by bandits'!


Such records could be found all over the histories, and new ones were still being added.


……


But it wasn't like this strategy of the nomadic peoples couldn't be exploited.


If one could detour around the main army and kill all their herds in the rear, one could deal them a heavy blow. In normal circumstances, however, this was impossible. The Tibetans would have never given the Great Tang this chance. But right now, the Tibetans were completely focused on Lion City.


Li Zhengyi's forces had already been taken care of, and the Tibetans had left armies at the three important passes.


To the Tibetans, the rear of their army was as safe as a fortress, with nothing able to threaten it. This provided Wang Chong a superb opportunity.


And the sheep that had been killed by the plague were a fine gift that Wang Chong had prepared for the Tibetans.


The Tibetan sheep herds were truly too numerous. Unlike the herds of the Central Plains, they never consisted of just a few sheep, or ten-some sheep, or perhaps several dozen sheep. The nomads always had several hundred sheep, or thousands, tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, or even millions of sheep. This was something that the agricultural society of the Central Plains would find difficult to fathom.


In addition, the nomadic people took the tribe as a unit, and when they let out their flocks to graze, they naturally did so as tribes.


For this reason, it was never said that one person was raising such-and-such number of sheep, but that one tribe was raising so many sheep.


And this number of sheep was always enormous.


When the numbers reached a certain level, sneak attacks became useless. The shepherds wouldn't even need to do anything, just offer up their flocks to the slaughter. These tens of thousands of sheep could just stand there, slaughtered from dawn to dusk, and the task would still not be finished. And when Li Siye and his soldiers left, the shepherds could just come back.


All they had to do was convert the slaughtered cattle and sheep into jerky.


This would render a sneak attack utterly meaningless!


 


 


In order to deal with Tibetans and ambush the grazing herds in their rear, one couldn't rely on ordinary methods. One had to use unorthodox methods.


And these plague-bearing sheep were the unorthodox gift that Wang Chong had prepared.


When one sheep was infected with the plague, it would quickly spread it to the rest of the herd, and it would spread from one tribe's herd to all the other tribes. More importantly, the people of the steppe didn't understand that they needed to bury the infected sheep. This meant that this single incident would trigger an enormous disaster!


One couldn't just deal a superficial blow to one's enemies. One had to make them feel the pain deep in their bones, all the way to the marrow! Only this way could they learn their lesson.


War was not only a competition of military strength, nor was it an earnest clash of sword and saber. It was a battle of strategies!


At this moment, only Wang Chong knew that if his plan succeeded, what awaited the Tibetans was a disaster that would persist for several years, perhaps even a decade!


Without their massive sheep herds, the plateau would experience an unanticipated and massive famine, and this famine would consume the resources that Ü-Tsang had spent decades building up, rendering their ambitions void!






                                                                        Chapter 520: The Dark Clouds Hang Overhead! The Capital's Anxiety! 

                                                                                "Aaaaah!"


Screams could be heard everywhere as a massacre unfolded across Chilechuan. Many of the shepherds chose to flee, but a few them chose resistance. Yet this sort of resistance was useless against these cavalry, equipped with Meteoric Metal armor and Wootz Steel swords, little more than an itch.


Cattle mooed and sheep bleated as they fell to the ground, their blood dyeing the earth red. There were no civilians or warriors in this conflict, only a life-or-death competition between countries. In this predestined war, there were no innocents.


The righteous did not grasp for wealth, and the kind did not command soldiers!


Today's shepherds would be tomorrow's Tibetan warriors, fierce and cruelly hacking down Tang civilians. Any softheartedness shown to one's enemies today was future cruelty to one's brothers-in-arms.


The battle proceeded quickly and ended quickly. Chilechuan, this region of the empire's southwest close to the Tibetan border, was covered in blood. The group led by Li Siye had already left, headed for even farther destinations.


They left behind them a ground covered in corpses. The bodies of cattle and sheep stretched toward the horizon.


However, not even the future Invincible Great General could completely kill off these tens of thousands of livestock. After the massacre, a large number of cattle and sheep had managed to survive, all of them bleating or mooing in distress. Except them, no one knew what had happened.


Chilechuan was quiet, time having seemingly come to a stop. After some time…


Splat!


A pile of Tibetan corpses burst open, and a trembling and bloodstained hand emerged from the ground.


"Demons, these Tang are all demons…!"


A heavily injured Tibetan shepherd emerged from the pile of corpses. He muttered to himself in Tibetan, the eyes on his pale face still reflecting a deep fear.


A nightmare!


Only a nightmare could explain what had happened just now. The six or seven hundred tribesmen had not even been able to last a single round before being slaughtered, and their opponents had come away without a single injury. Although their enemy had been regular soldiers, this gap was still a little too large.


Moreover, hadn't the Great Tang's Annan Protectorate army been defeated?


And hadn't the 60,000 reinforcements the Great Tang had sent also been eliminated by the Great General?


Weren't there three generals standing guard at the three passes running from north to south? Where had this group of Great Tang cavalry come from? Hadn't they been told that the rear was completely safe?


"It's no good; I have to tell the Great General! He needs to dispatch soldiers to slaughter these Tang!"


The lucky shepherd stood and prepared to leave, but he walked only two steps before stopping.


"No, I do have to inform the Great General, but also the other tribes as well. The Tang have already appeared in Chilechuan, which means this place is no longer safe. I have to tell the rest of them as quickly as possible," the surviving shepherd quietly said to himself.


On the plateau, there were no such things as shepherds. 'Shepherd' was a term that the Han used. All Tibetans were natural warriors. When they weren't fighting, they were supporting the army as the military's logistics officers. In battle, they could also serve as the eyes and the ears of the army. The shepherds and the army were a single entity.


Looking around, the shepherd quickly noticed the surviving cattle and sheep.


The Great Tang was no longer safe. One force was bound to be followed by a second and a third… He couldn't leave these livestock here. He had to drive them back to the Tibetan Plateau. Moreover, once the other tribes saw these leaderless flocks, they would definitely understand what had happened here.


They would grow more vigilant.


This was an unwritten rule of the plateau.


Snap!


The fearful and furious shepherd cracked his whip and began to herd the livestock.


"Hurry, hurry, hurry! Don't stay here. Get out of here for me!"


The sheep were gradually driven toward the Tibetan Plateau. 'An old horse knows the way.' Sheep herds were not that smart, but by following the water and grass, they would be able to find the road. As long as the other sheep saw where the rest of the herd was going, they would understand.


Baaaa!


Loudly bleating, the surviving sheep began to move.


But in his fear and anger, the shepherd didn't notice that amidst the pure white flock, several cattle and sheep were eating soybeans, a plant that was impossible to find in Chilechuan. And these soybeans were stained with some sort of black paste. As the herds began to move, these cattle and sheep mixed in with them and vanished over the horizon.


……


At the same time, the distant capital of the Great Tang was also a hive of activity.


Wang Chong had not attracted much notice when he had departed with his one thousand fully-equipped clan experts. The Imperial Court and the common people had other things to be concerned about. The southwest, Longxi, Anxi, Beiting, Andong… the Great Tang had never been in so much danger as it was now.


In its golden age, the Great Tang had enjoyed the obedience of all the surrounding countries. They rarely saw a single country raise the standard of war, but now, they were hearing the songs of the enemy from all sides.


Right now, the Great Tang was no longer concerned solely with the southwest, but with the entire empire. The greatest fear was that the surrounding kingdoms might communicate with each other and engage in a simultaneous invasion.


Given how the current situation was developing, such a possibility was very real.


In the Wang Clan Estate, Wang Gen anxiously strode back and forth. When the door opened and a guard entered, he immediately went to meet him, his eyes filled with worry and anxiety.


"Has there been any news of Chong-er?"


Wang Chong had set out a long time ago, but he had sent back no messages. Wang Chong had left very suddenly, not even informing Wang Gen before leaving. But Wang Gen couldn't say that he had been completely uninformed. It was obvious what Wang Chong was up to once he began forging weapons and armor en masse and recruiting experts from the great clans.


At present, the entire capital could see those thick plumes of smoke rising overhead, a sign that all the smithies of the capital were currently working for Wang Chong. There were probably very few people in the capital who didn't know of this.


Even so, none of this meant that Wang Gen wasn't worried about his nephew.


Wang Chong was the only descendant of the Wang Clan who could overshadow all the other scions of the capital, whose name was known throughout the world despite his young age. None of the rest, not Wang Fu, Wang Li, or Wang Bei, were capable of such a thing. But despite this, Wang Gen would never try and stop Wang Chong. No descendant of the prestigious Wang Clan, whether man or woman, was a coward.


Cowardice meant that one no longer counted as a child of the Wang Clan.


But it was impossible for Wang Gen to not be worried about his nephew.


"Milord, there is no news!"


The Wang Clan guard who had entered lowered his head, not even daring to breathe too loudly.


"We've attempted to use carrier pigeons to communicate with Young Master Chong, but all our attempts failed. In addition, we also could not get in touch with that bird trainer at Young Master Chong's side. We fear that Young Master Chong's forces are in a battle-ready state, with their birds being used for scouting. As a result, we have lost the means to communicate with Young Master Chong."


Buzz!


Wang Gen's body trembled at the mention of battle, his hands and feet feeling cold and clammy.


"Have the experts we arranged for already set off?"


"Yes, Milord. They are already headed for the southwest. They set off two days ago," the guard reported.


"Tell them to find Chong-er and bring him back safely, no matter what!" Wang Gen sternly said.


"In addition, get in touch with Third Brother's residence. Chong-er has so many subordinates, and if we can get in touch with them, we can have them get in touch with Wang Chong. No matter what, I have to find out where he is and how he's doing!"


"This… Milord, I'm afraid that we won't be able to get in touch with them."


The guard paused, hesitation on his face.


"Milord, I will be frank. Young Master Chong's subordinates are no longer under our command."


"What?"


Wang Gen's brows rose. "What's going on here? What do you mean, 'no longer under our command'? Do you mean to say that we can't communicate with them and use them to find Wang Chong?"


"Milord, to speak frankly, although Young Master Chong didn't bring all his subordinates with him when he left the capital, he gave an order before leaving that all the subordinates of the Wang Clan Residence, Deflecting Blade Manor, and the spirit vein had to listen to the orders of Xu Qiqin, the young lady of the Xu Clan. It was forbidden to defy her orders. And seven or eight days ago, the guards of Young Master Chong's residence were transferred out of the capital by Lady Xu to some other place. We currently have no clue of their whereabouts. The only people standing guard at the Wang Clan Residence are a few Imperial soldiers who transferred over just recently."


Wang Gen was dumbfounded.


Xu Qiqin?


Wasn't that the talented daughter of the Xu Clan? So great was her talent in the capital that even he had heard of her.


Wang Gen had never known that even Xu Qiqin had become one of Wang Chong's 'subordinates'.


"Milord? Milord?"


"Ah! I understand! You can drop the matter! We'll just do everything as he wishes!"


Wang Gen finally came to his senses and dismissed the guard with a wave of his hand.


Since Wang Chong had already made arrangements in the capital for after he left, there was no need for Wang Gen to worry about it.


     ……


……


At this time, while the rest of the capital was anxious and worried, the Xu Clan was quiet and still. A fragrant scent, mixed with the odor of books, wafted out of a study. The packed sandalwood bookshelves, the potted plum blossoms, the crane-beak incense burners, the refined lady seated behind the desk… this place was like a peaceful harbor, keeping out any storm, no matter how large it was.


This was Xu Qiqin's study.


Ever since Wang Chong had left, all kinds of files had started piling up in Xu Qiqin's study. Smelting, smithing, merchants, grain companies, porters, horse merchants… the information regarding the several thousand sword shops and smiths of the capital, the Four Great Swordsmithing Clans, and several dozen companies and grain merchants of varying sizes had been gathered in her study. This was information that involved hundreds of thousands of people.


Tasks as large as inspecting and supervising the outputs from the great clans, and as small as paying the workers of the grain merchants… everything had been put into Xu Qiqin's hands.


It was no simple task to gather up all the grain in the empire and transport it to the southwest, and the manpower needed was absurd. In the Imperial Court, such a task would require coordination between the hundreds of government offices under the Three Departments and Six Bureaus. But now, all these tasks were given to Xu Qiqin.


The floor of the study was complete mayhem.


But Xu Qiqin's desk remained perpetually tidy. All the papers and scrolls were neatly classified and stacked.


She handled each file and document in the simplest, most effective and most economizing manner.


And upon careful inspection, one would realize that Xu Qiqin was always handling at least eight tasks at once.


Retaining so much information and working on so many tasks simultaneously might have been challenging for others, but to the talented Xu Qiqin who was capable of challenging Wang Chong in chess, they weren't problems at all.


And besides, the Xu Clan had always specialized in logistics!






                                                                        Chapter 521: An Abrupt Downpour! 

                                                                                The brush in Xu Qiqin's hand was both fast and agile. As if all the answers were already in her head, she wrote at a constant speed. Though all sorts of trivial matters continued to assail her, Xu Qiqin remained calm and farsighted, a composed and easygoing expression perpetually on her face. It seemed like there was nothing in this world that could hold her down.


"Ah, I wonder how he's doing?"


After some time, Xu Qiqin suddenly gave a deep sigh. With a flick of her wrist, she put down her brush.


In their confrontation in Deflecting Blade Manor, she had once more lost to Wang Chong, had once more been humiliated. The haughty Xu Qiqin was forced to bow her head and agree to Wang Chong's request. Logically speaking, she should have hated Wang Chong to the bone, but for some reason, when she thought about the situation in the southwest and how Wang Chong would have to face the armies of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang at any moment, Xu Qiqin felt deeply conflicted.


Inexplicably, Xu Qiqin recalled the four words Wang Chong had whispered to her before leaving.


'I believe in you!'


Wang Chong had uttered those words with absolute solemnity.


In the final moment, Xu Qiqin had seen Wang Chong's resolute figure leading those countless clan experts down the mountain, vanishing toward the southwest. He had clearly understood something at that time, but he had still chosen to leave without hesitation. He was like a moth, flying toward the sparks of a bonfire.


Xu Qiqin had watched with eyes wide open, an unprecedented wave of emotion sweeping through her mind.


Xu Qiqin had always believed Wang Chong to be a selfish, smug, and extremely irresponsible person who didn't know what was good for himself and never let go of his advantage once he got it. At the same time, he was also the only fellow that could continuously contend against her. But now, Xu Qiqin had seen the other side of Wang Chong, the true self that he hid deep under his bones.


That side was so attractive…


"Ah, just don't die! No matter what, you can't die…!"


Xu Qiqin turned her head, her gaze flitting past the window to rest on a map on the wall. A few needles and red strings had been used to single out a few places on the map. Wang Chong had left this map behind before he left, and no one besides him and Xu Qiqin understood what the symbols on the map meant.


All the caravans, both horse and camel, had already been dispatched. She had even managed to mobilize the caravans of the capital's great clans, so it had been even easier for her to mobilize the noble clans and wealthy families of other areas. Only Xu Qiqin could have taken care of everything with such neatness and orderliness. Armaments, provisions, and everything else had all been sent out.


Hundreds of caravans surged like ants toward that place, traveling day and night. Based on how much time had passed, the first batch of resources should have arrived by now at the place Wang Chong had indicated.


"You'll have to rely on yourself for what comes next!"


Xu Qiqin gave a deep sigh, turned her head back around, and continued to take care of the files on her desk.


……


The skies were dark and gloomy in the empire's southwest.


The stomping of hooves resounded over the main road, accompanied by flying grass and mud.


"Warning! Half a day remains! If user does not reach the designated area in time, user will be obliterated and the mission will be failed!"


"Warning! The Annan Protectorate army has experienced large casualties. User is deducted 20 points of Destiny Energy!"


"Warning! User must proceed as quickly as possible. If user does not cover twenty kilometers each hour, 15 points of Destiny Energy will be deducted every two hours!"


"Warning!…"


Message after message flew through Wang Chong's mind. Although everything seemed calm as the army marched south, Wang Chong knew that it was anything but. In just a few short days, Wang Chong had already been deducted 80 points of Destiny Energy. He had defeated Batunlu and Bachicheng, and opened the passes to the south, but Wang Chong could feel that the undercurrent was getting stronger.


Wang Chong didn't understand what had happened in Lion City. Its walls were firm, so why had he lost so much Destiny Energy in just a few short days? The situation in the southwest was continuing to worsen, and the continued warnings about deductions of Destiny Energy in his mind told him that it was far from over.


The Stone of Destiny was continuing to increase the pressure on him.


But at this moment, Wang Chong was less concerned about himself and more about the Annan Protectorate army in Lion City.


Father is already there. I can only hope that it's still not too late! Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


This campaign wasn't to protect himself, but to save the Annan Protectorate army. If the Annan Protectorate army was destroyed, everything else would lose meaning.


"All troops, heed my orders! Advance at full speed!"


Wang Chong held aloft his sword and picked up speed.


The 300,000 Mengshe Zhao soldiers and 200,000 Ü-Tsang soldiers were like a mountain weighing down on Wang Chong's stomach. The farther south he went, the closer he got to Erhai, the closer he got to peril and death. The earlier victories did not mean that his situation had improved. On the contrary, they had only increased the pressure.


A rapid advance over thousands of li had never been simple. A moment of carelessness might lead to Mengshe Zhao discovering Wang Chong's ten thousand troops and crushing them like an egg.


Whoosh!


Dark clouds carpeted the skies. At some point, a powerful wind began blowing in from the south, bringing with it the thick scent of blood, the stench of the southwest battlefield.


It seemed like they weren't very far from Erhai now.


Wang Chong stopped and looked up at the sky. The clouds were hanging low and seemed like gloomy waves ready to sweep over the world.


This was the smell of a coming storm.


"It's about to rain!" Wang Chong muttered to himself as he looked at the skies.


He was no stranger to this sort of odor. If everything was as normal, the southern plains were probably already facing a torrential downpour, one that was rapidly making its way north.


"Milord, our brothers can't last much longer. Why don't we rest for a while?"


While Wang Chong was deep in thought, somebody suddenly spoke. It was Commandants Xu Shiping and Xu Andun.


"Milord, our brothers have been marching nonstop for several days now," Xu Andun respectfully said, clasping his hands. "I know that Milord is anxious, but without sufficient rest, I worry that even if our brothers reach the Erhai plains, they won't be able to do much."


"I agree with Brother Xu. Our brothers truly do need to rest."


Xu Shiping glanced at the army behind him and voiced his agreement.


The soldiers of the army were all typical warriors, assuredly stronger than the ordinary man, but even so, they weren't cast from steel. These many days of forced march had left them fatigued. Only a glance was needed to notice that the entire army was exhausted. This was very dangerous.


Both of the commandants clearly agreed on this point.


Wang Chong turned his head and said with absolute resolve, "No! Now is not the time to rest!"


The army truly was tired. This was something he knew without even thinking. But this was simply not the time to rest. Man's potential was infinite, and the battlefield did not wait for soldiers to eat their fill and rest well before fighting. This was what it meant to be at war. There were many wars in the history of the Central Plains where soldiers had to fight for several days and nights without rest.


Or would they retreat only halfway through the battle?


Wang Chong was not worried about whether the army could rest or not. His concern was that today was the day when Lion City would be broken. If the Annan Protectorate army was completely lost, a well-rested army would be just as useless as a fatigued one.


Boom!


Before Wang Chong could finish, thunder began to rumble overhead while silver snakes began to wriggle through the clouds. Then there was a slap as a raindrop the size a soybean struck Wang Chong's face. Wang Chong subconsciously wiped this raindrop away while Xu Shiping and Xu Andun looked dumbstruck at the sky.


This was the first storm the pair had encountered ever since the start of their march south.


Slap! Slap!


What started as a few drops of rain quickly intensified. In the blink of an eye, a massive downpour began to howl down from the skies. The curtains of rain smashed against the armor of the soldiers, the clinging and clanging seeming to be playing a tune.


It was raining.


One, two, three… one soldier after another raised their head to that majestic downpour, all of them flabbergasted.


This massive downpour was completely unanticipated, and everyone knew what it meant.


Even Wang Chong, Xu Shiping, and Xu Andun were dumbstruck.


"A downpour, a downpour, three days, three days, the city broken…"


Wang Chong muttered to himself as he gazed at the skies. Suddenly, he had a flash of insight, his body shivering in understanding.


"Xu Shiping, Xu Andun, I'm only giving you fifteen minutes of rest. Old Eagle, Zhao Jingdian, lead all of our cavalry and follow me!"


"Yes, Milord!"


Rumble!


Warhorses rumbled, and before many people could react, Wang Chong, Old Eagle, and Zhao Jingdian had led the remaining two-thousand-some cavalry through the rain, vanishing like a bolt of lightning.


Xu Andun seemed dazed for a few moments before suddenly coming back to his senses and snapping out a few orders. "What are you looking around for? Didn't you hear? Rest here, eat a few rations, and then get ready to move out!"


Although he didn't know what had happened, Xu Andun could confirm from the change in Wang Chong's expression that something had happened.


…Even if he didn't understand what it was at the moment.


……


Splashsplashsplash!


Wang Chong's two thousand cavalry was stretched into a long line as it galloped through the boundless rain. While thunder rolled and rumbled overhead, the voice in Wang Chong's mind was even louder.


Three days!


Three days' time!


Wang Chong had never understood why the Stone of Destiny had insisted on a three-day time limit for him to get within one hundred li of Lion City. But now, with this massive downpour, he understood. The southwest war was about to experience its most sudden change yet. It wasn't because Lion City would be broken, but because the Annan Protectorate army would choose today to break out of the siege.


The rain was falling down so fiercely that even Wang Chong couldn't see very far.


Anything beyond ten meters became so vague that it was difficult to tell mountain from tree, road from person.


This was definitely the best chance for the Annan Protectorate army to break out!


It seems like their supplies are already running out!


This thought flashed through Wang Chong's mind as he pressed his body against his horse.


The walls of Lion City might be firm, but the biggest problem is provisions. If all the provisions are used up, then Lion City becomes a self-constructed cage, so the Annan Protectorate army will definitely want to break out. Xianyu Zhongtong definitely doesn't have this sort of daring. He's a general skilled in defense, so he wouldn't leave if he could still defend the city. The only person who could make this sort of decision is probably…


As his mind whirred, Wang Chong suddenly thought about his father and older brother, Wang Yan and Wang Fu.


If Xianyu Zhongtong had been alone, he would have never tried to break out of the siege. But Wang Yan and Wang Fu were also in the Annan Protectorate army, which completely changed things, especially with regards to his brother, Wang Fu. Li Zhengyi was considered the leader of the Great Tang's younger generation of officers, and his death made it difficult for anyone to say otherwise.


But in terms of strength and strategic mind, Wang Chong had always believed that his older brother Wang Fu was the best.


His big brother was far more daring than Xianyu Zhongtong and was definitely much more of a risk-taker and go-getter. He would definitely be capable of making such a decision. Moreover, this downpour was a gift from the heavens, and Wang Chong was confident that Wang Fu wouldn't let this opportunity pass.


The city didn't fall, it didn't fall! It was a voluntary attempt to break out!


Wang Chong's mind was a complete mess as the rain poured down around him.


"Old Eagle, have the eagle guide the way. In addition, prepare another eagle to get in touch with Commandant Xu and the others at any moment!" Wang Chong suddenly said.


His body was completely drenched, the rain seeping in through the chinks in the armor and then seeping back out. Even his boots were beginning to accumulate water. But Wang Chong did not care.


"Hyah!"


Wang Chong urged his horse onward. And as he picked up speed, creee! Two massive eagles broke through the curtain of rain, one flying south, the other flying north, quickly vanishing from sight.


……


The breakout of Lion City had occurred far earlier than Wang Chong ever could have imagined!


Gallop!


The rapid gallop of horses could be heard through the pouring rain. After a few moments, a Tibetan scout arrived in front of Huoshu Huicang.


"How is it?"


Huoshu Huicang's gaze was like a lightning bolt, quickly locking onto the scout. Rain was falling thick and fast all around him, but there was no rain in a ten-zhang radius around him. The raindrops were all repelled before they could even get close, leaving the area under Huoshu Huicang's feet dry.


"Milord, we've been tricked! The Annan Protectorate army never planned to charge out of the west gate. It was only ten-some Tang soldiers!"


The scout's face had been drenched by the rain, his eyes and nose covered in water, but he didn't even dare to try and wipe it off.


"…In addition, the rain is too great. We've lost many of our brothers in the rain during the pursuit!"


"Bastard!"


Huoshu Huicang was furious.


The scout immediately lowered his head and shut up.


"Milord! Milord!"


Another horseman galloped over, interrupting Huoshu Huicang's bout of rage. Before Huoshu Huicang could say anything, the scout gave his report.


"There were no signs of any large-scale troop movements at the eastern gate!"


The scouts from the northern gate and southern gate returned as well, all of them reporting that no signs had been found. The Tibetan army had divided itself up and guarded all four gates, but not a single force had found any sign of the Tang soldiers.


"Bastard!"


Huoshu Huicang's face twisted into a dreadful grimace. He was now sure beyond doubt that he had been fooled, and by a plan that was definitely not a product of Xianyu Zhongtong's mind. He would have never had the cunning or the daring to open all four city gates and send soldiers charging out of all of them, forcing Huoshu Huicang to split up his army. Huoshu Huicang had contended against Zhangchou Jianqiong for many years, so he was extremely familiar with all of his foe's subordinates.


"Milord, could the Tang army still be hiding in the city?" a Tibetan soldier carefully asked.


Huoshu Huicang said nothing, only glared. The Tibetan soldier immediately shut his mouth, aware that he had made a mistake. If the Annan Protectorate army was still in a city with its gates wide open, it was only seeking its death.


"What of Geluofeng? Has he still not mobilized his army?" Huoshu Huicang asked, finally managing to suppress his anger.


If the 300,000 soldiers of Mengshe Zhao worked with his own troops, not even a most capable Annan Protectorate army would be able to escape.


"Milord, the King of Mengshe Zhao has sent word that his army is currently in chaos. In addition, he sent a message saying that this downpour has a greater effect on his forces than ours, as our cavalry are more mobile. The King of Mengshe Zhao hopes that we can first lead the army to chase after the Annan Protectorate army and stop them from escaping!"


     “……”


"…"


Huoshu Huicang said nothing, and all around him was a deathly stillness. The only sounds were the pouring of the rain and the cracking of Huoshu Huicang's fists.


At the crucial moment, not a single one of the 300,000 soldiers of Mengshe Zhao was dependable.


"There's no need to count on him. Geluofeng has no say in this matter. This massive downpour greatly limits one's vision and the Mengshe Zhao army is mostly made of infantry. Given the muddy ground, they truly are powerless, not even able to take care of themselves."


A serene voice spoke. This voice was imbued with a strange power that could soothe anyone's rage.


The only person who was capable of saying such a thing at this time was the Great Minister of the Ü-Tsang Ngari Royal Lineage, Dalun Ruozan.


"Great Minister is still speaking up for Mengshe Zhao at a time like this?" Huoshu Huicang coldly said.


A general would never consider the standpoint of the opposing party. Since Mengshe Zhao wanted to ally with Ü-Tsang and borrow its strength, it needed to show that it was trustworthy.


"I am not speaking up for them. This downpour truly has upended our plans."


Dalun Ruozan, a strange expression on his face, softly closed his white feathered fan as he gazed at the sheets of rain falling from the sky. As long as Ü-Tsang could eliminate these remaining soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army, the Tibetans would be completely victorious, leaving the Great Tang unable to compete with Ü-Tsang for the next few decades.


But this downpour was like a pot of water being poured over the chessboard, washing away the pieces, throwing the board into chaos, and ruining his plan.


"Xianyu Zhongtong doesn't have this ability. The only people in Lion City capable of making such a decision could only be Wang Yan and his son!"


An icy light flickered through Dalun Ruozan's eyes as he said these words.






                                                                        Chapter 522: The Empire's Southwest! The Battle in the Rainstorm! 

                                                                                Wang Yan and his son were far from as famous as the Old Master of the Wang Clan, Duke Jiu, but Wang Yan himself was famous for being a combat general. His strategies utilized both defense and offense, and though they were somewhat inflexible, they were truly formidable. He had been one of the primary reasons for the failure of the Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang armies to break through the city, despite the many days of their siege.


"Report!"


"We've discovered their tracks. A large hole appeared between the southern and eastern walls of the city. There was a sluice gate hidden in that hole, and a large number of hoofprints were discovered in the mud there!"


While the Tibetan generals had been talking, a galloping horse had come through the rain, its Tibetan rider dismounting before the horse had even come to a complete stop. Kneeling on the ground, his chest heaving, he gave his report.


Buzz!


In an instant, all was silent. Both Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan had fallen into deep thought. Their 200,000 soldiers had guarded the four gates and scattered in pursuit of those who had fled, but they ended up failing to catch anyone. Neither of them had expected the Annan Protectorate army to flee from that hole in the wall.


There was no doubt that they had completely fallen for the trick!


Zhang Shouzhi…


As Dalun Ruozan slowly raised his head to look at that nearby imposing city, this name flitted through his mind. To hide a sluice gate in a solid wall was no battlefield stratagem, but a masterpiece from the city's architect. It was no secret that Lion City had been built by Zhang Shouzhi, the architect behind the Great Tang Imperial Palace.


"The Great Tang of the Central Plains is truly bursting with talented individuals!"


Dalun Ruozan gave a deep sigh. Even though the Great Tang was the enemy, Dalun Ruozan truly had to admire it for its wealth of talent and culture. These were not things that Ü-Tsang could match up to.


"…It's just a pity that all this is still useless. Let them run for a little while, be happy for a while. Huoshu Huicang, I'll leave the rest to you!"


Huoshu Huicang only coldly laughed in reply.


This massive downpour truly was the best cover for the Annan Protectorate army. Not even the Tibetans could predict when the Tang army might attempt a breakout, and they were further hindered by their poor vision in this rain. However, if the Annan Protectorate army believed that they could so easily escape, then it was committing a fatal mistake.


"They might have been able to last for a few more days if they had kept defending the city, but since they've decided to give it up and run, they can't blame us for seeking their own death! Come, blow the horns, gather the army!"


With a flick of his cape, Huoshu Huicang strode through the rain.


Bwoooom!


Not long after he left, horns blared across the Erhai plains, traveling for one hundred li. Unlike normal horns, not even the dense curtain of rain could block out this noise. As the horns blared, hooves began to thunder, and the scattered Tibetans began to gather once more.


"We've found their trail!"


One hour later, with several cries, the air of the southwest suddenly transformed as a tense pursuit began.


……


At the same time, on the distant opposite end of the Erhai plains, Wang Chong was facing a perilous moment in his life.


"Warning! User has still not reached the designated area. Distance from Lion City still exceeds one hundred li!"


"Warning, user has less than an hour!"


"Warning, mission failure imminent!"


"There are still ten kilometers left. User has not accomplished the mission and is on the verge of obliteration. Counting down from 50, 49, 48…"


……


Even with the speed of the White-hoofed Shadow, getting to within one hundred li of Lion City within such a short time was still an incredibly difficult mission. Moreover, the rain pouring down from the heavens also impeded Wang Chong somewhat.


"I need to go faster!"


The boundless rain had obscured even Wang Chong's eyesight, making it impossible for him to tell direction in the storm. The only thing he could rely on was the sharp cry of the eagle in the skies.


"Hyah!"


Wang Chong urged his horse forward, charging forward like a lightning bolt.


Red glows were already beginning to appear in front of his eyes. Everything in front of him, even the rain coming down from the sky, was covered in a layer of glimmering bloody light as all of it began to go blurry. Wang Chong knew that he was now at the crucial point of this mission. If he couldn't reach the designated area in the appointed time, all that awaited him was death.


The Stone of Destiny was still a secret that only Wang Chong knew of. Even the nearby Old Eagle had no idea why Wang Chong was so desperate.


     “40，39，38……”


"40, 39, 38…"


The icy and emotionless voice of the Stone of Destiny continued to resound in his ears. However, Wang Chong still remained calm, the face under his armor devoid of emotion. All his attention was focused on those bloody lines deep within the rainstorm.


That red glow should be the boundary for the one hundred li. I have to get there as quickly as possible!


Wang Chong's mind was in a state of agitation, with countless thoughts flying by every moment.


The rain plinked against his armor like iron beads, but Wang Chong didn't care. He had already pushed the Halo of Dusk Stallion to its limits, two steely halos, one inside and one outside, resounding in the air and repulsing the rain. "Hyah!" Wang Chong urged the White-hoofed Shadow to push itself to its limits.


"Little Shadow, whether we can escape this disaster will all depend on you!" Wang Chong whispered to his horse as he lightly patted its back. The boundless rain had shrouded everything in a mist. Although Wang Chong could see the red light of the boundary, he couldn't judge the distance. He could only place all his hopes on the White-hoofed Shadow.


Breeee!


The horse neighed, its resolve as firm as stone or metal. The White-hoofed Shadow seemed to understand what Wang Chong meant and all of its muscles and tendons went taut. In a state of maximum speed, it somehow managed to get even faster as if it had somehow stimulated its hidden potential.


Boom!


The hooves flew through the air, sending mud and rain splashing everywhere. On the horse's back, Wang Chong could clearly sense that the White-hoofed Shadow was doing its best, unleashing the energy in its every muscle and bone, but the danger hanging over Wang Chong still remained.


     “15，14，13，12……”


"15, 14, 13, 12…"


The voice continued, and the rain, instead of lessening, grew even more intense. Wang Chong had initially been able to see up to ten meters away, but now, even something four meters away was starting to get blurry. This rare downpour was far stronger than anyone had imagined. In this kind of situation, Wang Chong's judgment was in complete disorder.


Without sufficient reference objects, Wang Chong couldn't even determine whether he was going east or west. But there was one thing Wang Chong could be sure of, and it was that the red arc of light was growing thicker and thicker. It was clear that he was getting closer.


Wang Chong stretched his body to the White-hoofed Shadow's ear and whispered, "Little Shadow, I can only depend on you!"


There was nothing else he could do at this moment. Even if he suddenly ascended several cultivation levels, he couldn't run faster than a divine steed like the White-hoofed Shadow.


     “7，6，5，4……”


"7, 6, 5, 4…"


These short moments seemed to stretch on infinitely, each second being divided and stretched into countless intervals. Wang Chong could finally see that giant arc of red light, each ray concentrated to the extreme. But he could feel that the distance was at least fifty meters.


"It's too late!"


Wang Chong clenched his teeth. Fifty meters was no long distance, but at this moment, it was a fatal one. Fifty meters made Wang Chong extremely nervous. The White-hoofed Shadow had already pushed its speed to the absolute maximum and it could get no faster.


"User obliteration in 3, 2, 1…"


For the first time since he had obtained the Stone of Destiny, Wang Chong finally felt the power of its constraints. Although it had given him a chance to reincarnate, it was also a rope tightly wrapped around his neck.


"Little Shadow, we'll have to gamble our success on this!"


In less than a second, Wang Chong immediately made the decision to pour all his energy into the White-hoofed Shadow.


Boom!


The White-hoofed Shadow seemed to sense something, and as the Stone of Destiny reached the final number, the White-hoofed Shadow leaped into the air like a cannonball shooting into the void.


Neigh!


The warhorse's neigh echoed through the dark skies, and as the horse began to descend, a figure jumped from its back.


Wang Chong was putting all his strength into the final moment.


Life and death would be decided right here!


Wang Chong's fists were clenched, and space and time seemed to freeze.


"Congratulations to user for arriving on time at the designated location. The reward of 200 Destiny Energy for completing the first phase of the mission will be dispensed after the mission is completed!"


It seemed like both a second and like countless epochs had passed. Finally, the voice from the Stone of Destiny resounded in his mind, sounding utterly alien in Wang Chong's ears. With a rumble, time began to flow once more, and Wang Chong did a flip in the air and landed back on his horse.


"Too close!"


Wang Chong exhaled, his heart rapidly beating. No one except himself knew just how narrowly he had escaped the claws of the god of death.


"Young Master!"


A familiar voice, broken up by the rain, came from behind him. Old Eagle, riding a highland steed, rode over to Wang Chong, a strange look in his eyes. Although the situation truly was urgent, Wang Chong's appearance just now had been far too bizarre. Even if he was in a hurry, this was far from normal.


And it felt like something had happened, though he didn't know what.


"Young Master, are you okay?" Old Eagle slowly said, hesitation in his words.


Wang Chong shook his head and was just about to reply when he was interrupted by a sharp screech.


Old Eagle tilted his ear up to the sky and said, "Milord, there are enemies ahead…" But before he could finish, there was a loud banging of drums. Bang bang bang! Each beat of the drum felt like it was beating on their hearts. A gale blew through, sweeping up the rain and bringing with it the faint sounds of fighting. This was not the sound of one or two people fighting, but the sound of thousands of people fighting.


Wang Chong and Old Eagle instantly paled. There was no need to say anything else.


"Follow me!"


Wang Chong waved his hand and immediately led Old Eagle and Li Siye's Black Dragon Bandit elites through the rain, galloping toward the distant sounds of fighting.


Bwoooom!


As they hurried over, they heard the desolate and resounding blares of yak horns. Several dozen yak horns being blown in unison was a sound that not even the torrential downpour could block out!


It was the Tibetan cavalry!


In all the world, only the Tibetans would so extensively use yak horns as battlefield signals!






                                                                        Chapter 523: Chaos! The Army in Danger! 

                                                                                Boom boom boom!


The rapid beat of the war drums reverberated through the world. Not even the storm was able to stop their sound from traveling hundreds of li. On this vast land, a fierce battle was currently taking place around a greenish-black mountain range. One side was a vast sea of infantry while the other side was vicious and ferocious heavy cavalry!


The beating of war drums, the sounds of fighting, the neighing of warhorses, and the clashes of metal mixed into a single clamorous din. One person's strength was limited, but thousands of soldiers fighting and shouting produced a sound that not even the thunder and downpour could drown out.


"Surround them! Don't let a single one escape!"


……


In the dense rain, a mustachioed Tibetan commander turned his horse around and sternly shouted. Around him, the Tibetan formation was in complete chaos. The muddy ground and the curtains of rain had crippled the ability of the Tibetan cavalry to take up their powerful formations.


But even so, this Tibetan commander still ordered his army to engage in a full-out assault.


The Tibetans were affected by the rain, but that didn't mean that the Great Tang soldiers were unaffected. At the very least, the formation of the Annan Protectorate army was not impenetrable. No matter what, this was the best opportunity to eliminate their mortal foes, the Annan Protectorate army!


"Forward, forward, forward! Break the center of their army and pierce through their formation. The only thing waiting for the Tang will be death!"


The Tibetan commander continued to order around the warriors at his side, continuing to urge them to charge. However, even he did not realize that in a place not very far away from him, several figures were crawling through some low hills. The thick shrubs common throughout the southwest had succeeded in hiding them.


This was the first time since the start of their journey south that Wang Chong's forces had experienced a battle of this level. Although the Tibetan army around the mountain range was somewhat disorderly, incapable of using its normal strength, it was incredibly large. The shroud of the rain and their dense ranks made it impossible to give an exact count.


But there was one thing that Wang Chong could be sure of: this army was far larger than he had imagined.


If Wang Chong's ten thousand soldiers had met this force, they would be doomed.


But right now, all the Tibetans were focused on the Annan Protectorate army on top of the mountain range. None of them had any mind for activity in their rear, and the pouring rain also served as the best shroud for Wang Chong's forces.


Old Eagle crawled to Wang Chong's side and worriedly asked, "Milord, what do we do?"


They had come south to reinforce the Annan Protectorate army in Lion City, but right now, the Annan Protectorate army was on the mountain range in front of them, with a vast human wall of Tibetans between them. Yet this human wall was like an insurmountable fortress.


Wang Chong waved his hand and whispered, "Don't panic!" His eagle-like gaze pierced through the openings in the shrubs and examined the Tibetan army. To occupy and defend the high ground, overlapping layers of defense, attacking to defend, even using the agile Coiling Serpent Formation—this was the style of his big brother, Wang Fu.


His father was never this flexible, and Xianyu Zhongtong was a general who specialized in defending cities.


Wang Chong was extremely familiar with the members of his own family.


"The Annan Protectorate army is different from the reserve soldiers led by Li Zhengyi. These are all elites of the empire garrisoned in the southwest. Although they're infantry, their strength far surpasses that of ordinary soldiers. Moreover, those who have survived all those consecutive battles are the elite of the elite. They'll be okay for the time being," Wang Chong sternly said.


Zhangchou Jianqiong was not praised as the Tiger of the Empire for no reason. Crucially, Xianyu Zhongtong was a general who specialized in defending cities, not someone who was skilled in going on the offensive. There was no city to defend on the Erhai plains, and fighting the 300,000 soldiers of the Mengshe Zhao army there was completely to his disadvantage. Even in those conditions, the Annan Protectorate army had managed to preserve quite a bit of its strength.


These soldiers were the last hope for the empire and the crux upon which the southwest war turned.


If these soldiers could not be saved, the Annan Protectorate would become the first protectorate in the history of the empire that would be dissolved because it had been lost on the battlefield. More importantly, it would trigger the other foreign kingdoms to begin looking upon the Great Tang and the Central Plains with covetous gazes!


Wang Chong could not accept such a result!


I found it!


Wang Chong's eyes suddenly brightened, his gaze piercing through the rain to rest on a large banner at the top of a mountain. Although his vision was blurry, Wang Chong could still tell that this was his brother Wang Fu's banner!


Wonderful!


Wang Chong clenched his fists, his mind in turmoil.


The brothers of the Wang Clan had a rather large age gap, and when Wang Chong was still very young, his older brother Wang Fu had already entered the army. Wang Chong had always had a good impression of Wang Fu. Unlike Wang Bei, Wang Fu was the model older brother, always treating him and his sister Xiaoyao very well.


Not so long ago, Wang Chong had thought about meeting up with his big brother on the battlefield and fighting side by side with him. He hadn't expected his musings to be realized.


Father is skilled in defense, and it's not so easy to break through his lines. But Big Brother is skilled in offense, and in defending through attacking. In terms of strategy, he's even above Father. With those two working together, one attacking and one defending, working in concert with each other, not even with all their soldiers can the Tibetans easily prevail!


Wang Chong looked up at the summit, his mind somewhat more at ease.


The southwest war was the first crushing defeat the Central Plains had experienced, and the loss of the 180,000 soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army would be an indescribable wound for the empire. Thus, Wang Chong had very early on transferred Wang Yan and Wang Fu to a place near the southwestern border. Now, this action was showing its use. The leadership talent shown by his father and brother, coupled with the assistance of Xianyu Zhongtong and the generals of the southwest, had made it so that not even Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan were able to dispose of them very quickly.


As Wang Chong's gaze rested on the fierce battlefield, he suddenly spoke without even turning his head. "Let's go! Old Eagle, let's get ourselves a few Tibetan suits of armor."


"Yes, Young Master!"


Old Eagle almost subconsciously replied, but just as he began to move, there was a whoosh. The shrub in front of him swayed, water splashed, and Wang Chong was gone.


Young Master!


Old Eagle lost his voice and his face paled. Only now did he realize that when Wang Chong had ordered him to get a few suits of armor, he hadn't actually been talking to him. He was going to get the armor himself. In a split second, Old Eagle glimpsed a low figure gliding across the ground like a python, breaking through the mist and vanishing from sight.


This agile appearance seemed utterly inhuman and left a deep impression on Old Eagle.


"When did Young Master learn this sort of skill?"


Old Eagle was stupefied. Not even with his skill could he use such a movement technique. But there was no time to think. Old Eagle's body lunged forward, quickly leaving the cover of the hills and vanishing into the distance.


Thumpthump!


Faint thuds could be heard in the rain, but they were almost imperceptible amidst all the drumming and the crackling of thunder. It took only a few moments for Wang Chong and Old Eagle to return with a few suits of Tibetan armor. He had his group quickly change gear so that they could disguise themselves as Tibetan cavalry.


As Wang Chong's group galloped through the rain with lowered heads, they raised no alarms.


Only a few moments ago, Wang Chong had gotten a rough understanding of the area around the mountain range.


There definitely aren't 200,000 Tibetan cavalry here. It's probably 70,000 or 80,000! I didn't sense the energy of the Saint Martial realm, so Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan probably aren't here. This is only the vanguard of the Tibetan army!


Wang Chong seemed calm, but countless thoughts were running through his mind.


Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan of the Ü-Tsang Ngari Royal Lineage had a thunderous reputation on the Central Plains. The pair of them were singlehandedly propping up the entire Ngari Royal Lineage, and had forced even the Tiger of the Empire, Zhangchou Jianqiong, to adopt a defensive strategy. These two were undoubtedly some of the most illustrious existences residing on the borders of the Great Tang.


But Wang Chong had never met them before, not in this life or the last.


He had once imagined fighting them on the battlefield, but to the Wang Chong of the moment and the Annan Protectorate army, their absence was the best of news.


There's no reason for Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan not to be here to destroy the Annan Protectorate army. They must be on their way here or got sidetracked in the storm due to the poor visibility. No matter which it is, the situation before me won't last for long. I have to make a decision as quickly as possible and reverse the tides! Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


Boom!


While he was thinking, he suddenly heard a disturbance. The formation on the northeast side of the mountain range suddenly fell into chaos. The cavalry at the base of the mountains noticed the change and immediately began to attack. Although they were quickly beaten back, the defensive circle around the summit had truly been under extreme danger!


"That scared me! Fortunately, they managed to hold on!" one of the Black Dragon Bandit elites said.


The rise and fall of the country concerned everyone, and in this upheaval of the southwest, there were no hired experts or Black Dragon Bandits, only pure Tang men. Although everyone at Wang Chong's side gave a sigh of relief, Wang Chong was not one bit relieved. His searing gaze stared at the figures on the summit and the twinkling light of their shields, his brow furrowing in concern.


Not good!


A hint of disharmony had clearly appeared on the northeastern side of the mountain range, and the disorder in the formation was not only failing to dissipate, it was continuing to expand. This was not a problem with the soldiers, and it certainly wasn't because the Tibetan offense was too aggressive. Something had clearly gone wrong with the commander. And while one could disregard the rest, a problem with the commander was lethal.


The banner of his older brother Wang Fu was still flying over the summit, and the defense of northeastern region was his responsibility. If there was a problem with the commander of the northeast, didn't that mean…


A terrible unease gripped Wang Chong's heart.
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I hope that I'm overthinking it, I hope that I'm overthinking it…


Wang Chong stared at the summit, his brows rising, hoping beyond hope that he was being overly concerned.


Please, stop!


As long as the chaos on the mountain stopped spreading, it would mean his conjecture was wrong. Perhaps that was only a momentary occurrence.


One second, two seconds, three seconds…


Although the formation on the northeastern side had maintained its basic structure, it was continuing to grow more disorderly. The break in the formation was growing larger and larger.


Boom boom boom!


The drums rapidly beat as the northeastern line was torn away, continuing to retreat. One Tang soldier after another fell, and the northeastern defensive line was retracting much faster than elsewhere.


"This isn't good!"


Even Old Eagle was frowning now. Although he was not as perceptive as Wang Chong that he could determine that there was a problem in the chain of command, he could still determine that the northeastern defensive line could no longer hold, which would soon begin to affect the rest of the defensive line. The Tibetan cavalry could burst in through the break in the northeast and swiftly wipe out the rest of the Annan Protectorate army.


Bwoooom!


Seconds flew by, the horns of Ü-Tsang began to blare through the curtain of rain, and the Tibetan offensive quickly began to change. Like surging waves, the cavalry began to move northeast, more and more people charging over.


"Not good!"


Wang Chong paled at the change in the Tibetan formation. The opposing commander was far more intelligent than he had expected. He had clearly noticed the change in the northeast and ordered the horns to be sounded so that the army could surge in. Once the Tibetans finished gathering, the defensive line on the northeast would completely crumble.


Boom!


There was no time to hesitate. The moment the horns blared, Wang Chong urged his horse to charge forward.


"Old Eagle, have an eagle guide Xu Shiping and Xu Andun to get here as quickly as possible. Remember to have them stay hidden and not rush out. They need to wait for my order! Everyone else, come with me!"


Before his voice had faded away, Wang Chong and his forces had vanished into the storm.


……


In this intense and large-scale battle involving tens of thousands of soldiers, a battle in one zone seemed unremarkable and unimportant.


"Aaaaah!"


In the pouring rain, a Tang soldier screamed as he was run through by a spear. At the same time, clangclangclang! Three shield soldiers who had been forced to retreat ran into each other. The weapons and shields of the three were stuck together and all of them lost their balance.


Such a mistake was fatal on the battlefield.


Screams rang through the air as the Tibetan scimitars swung down like fangs. The three Tang soldiers only had time to scream before they were cut to pieces.


The line began to bend, the formations began to deform. The axemen couldn't find their own positions and the shield soldiers couldn't feel the support of the comrades at their sides.


The entire army was starting to lose shape.


Many soldiers were dying with every passing moment.


"Hold!"


"No matter what, we can't let them break through the defensive line!"


"What about Milord? Milord? Why hasn't Milord given an order!"


"Hold the line! Our 80,000 brothers are behind us! If we let the Tibetans break through here, the entire army will be finished and we'll have committed crimes against the Annan Protectorate army!"


"Messenger, please send a message to Milord!"


……


War halos reverberated in the rain, and on the mountain, a Tang commander roared with all his power, his eyes red with bloodlust. He had personally entered the melee and killed two Tibetan cavalrymen, but this was meaningless in a battle of tens of thousands of soldiers.


The army was going to be routed, and this defeat wasn't far off!


Upon thinking about this, the Tang commander felt so nervous that he felt like his chest was going to explode. In these last few days, he had seen far too many of his brothers die. The elites of the Annan Protectorate, the brothers at his side, had fallen one after the other. The air over the Erhai plains stank of his brothers' blood.


Far too many had already died!


No more could be allowed to die!


This faith had been propping him up this entire time.


But he couldn't understand what had happened on the summit. Glancing back, he could still see that massive banner fluttering in the wind, and beneath that banner sat the golden-armored figure of one of the leaders of the younger generation of the Great Tang, second only to Li Zhengyi. He was kneeling on the ground, his head bowed, seemingly in deep thought.


"Milord, give the order!" the Tang commander shouted. But with a peal of thunder, that full-throated roar was instantly lost in the din. In this downpour, all noises were scattered and couldn't travel very far.


Buzz!


The disorder in the ranks was spreading, and the Tibetans were redoubling their offensive, more and more rushing toward this area. Only several dozen zhang from the commander, another position was being torn to shreds by the Tibetans. Despair instantly began to emerge in the commander's eyes.


It was too late!


Too late!


After all their effort to break out, after how long they had held out, would their entire army still be lost?


……


Just when the commander was feeling downcast and helpless, almost about to give up, he heard a neighing horse at his ear. Boom! A white horse leaped into his field of vision, flying over the Tang formation like a rainbow.


"Axemen, attack! Right wing, fifty steps forward and strike! Shield soldiers, retreat and assume Turtle Shell Formation! Pikemen, work with them in the rear! Archers, target the enemy and work with the axemen! Full-out assault!"


A young and bright voice rang out overhead, imbued with a calming power.


"Careful, it's a Tibetan!" somebody suddenly shouted.


"Bastard! Do Tibetans know how to speak Tang? And look just like us?" the Tang commander harshly rebuked.


Although that figure had arrived too suddenly for the commander to make out who they were, there was one thing he was sure of. That person could have been anyone, but they certainly weren't Tibetan.


Few Tibetans knew how to speak the language of the Central Plains, and if they did learn it, it would be in the thick accent of the plateau, an accent that was impossible to conceal.


Besides, that white horse was clearly not a highland steed of Ü-Tsang.


Gallop!


The rider was moving so quickly that they quickly vanished into the rain.


Just who was that person?


A thought flitted through the commander's mind, but he quickly put the matter aside.


"Axemen, attack! Right wing, fifty steps forward and strike! Shield soldiers, retreat and assume Turtle Shell Formation! Pikemen, work with them in the rear! Archers, target the enemy and work with the axemen! Full-out assault!"


Not long after Wang Chong vanished, the commander repeated Wang Chong's order word for word. In the current circumstances, the commander had little option, so he could only try.


Boom!


The axemen attacked, the shield soldiers retreated and assumed the Turtle Shell Formation, and the archers fired!


Everything was completed in a short time. The disorderly and panicked army quickly calmed back down. Soldiers regarded it as their duty to follow orders, and commanding troops was not something ordinary soldiers could dabble in, nor was it their expertise. When the situation was unfavorable and there were no orders being issued, soldiers would also panic.


But once an order was issued, the soldiers would unite and begin to work like a precise machine, rumbling to life to accomplish the objective.


The army was temporarily out of danger, and the opposing Tibetan army began to show a little turmoil.


The several thousand axemen happened to strike exactly where the Tibetan ranks were most diffuse, their defense the weakest!


The Tang commander watched this scene and wondered in shock, Just who was that fellow?


……


The warhorse galloped. The White-hoofed Shadow was a divine steed, its speed and jumping ability far surpassing those of ordinary warhorses. When its hooves hit the ground, Wang Chong immediately removed all the Tibetan armor he was wearing. There was no more reason to disguise himself. On the contrary, it would only bring him unnecessary trouble.


"Make way, make way! I'm carrying military orders! Everyone, stand aside!"


Wang Chong was soaked from top to bottom, his hair slick against his forehead. Rain flowed in streams down his brow and over his nose, lips, and chin, eventually dripping down onto the White-hoofed Shadow and from there, to the ground. Wang Chong raised King Song's token, the golden dragon exposed in all its dazzling brilliance, as he charged toward the banner on the summit.


Wang Chong's plan showed its efficacy. The dragon on the token caused everyone to give way and open a path for Wang Chong.


The tactics I gave just now can only hold the front line temporarily. The Tibetans still have at least 160,000 soldiers that aren't here. Time is short. I have to solve this problem as quickly as possible!


Wang Chong's nerves were taut, his mind filled with a deep worry.


One person's strength had its limits, but since he had already entered this battle he had once longed to take part in, since the heavens had already given him this chance to change the empire's fate, he couldn't let this opportunity go!


"Hyah!"


Wang Chong's eyes were firm as his horse leaped over a large rock and continued to charge toward the summit.


"Who's there? Stop!"


Just when Wang Chong was about to reach the commander's tent on the summit, he heard a thunderous voice. At some point, a tall and sturdy mountain of a man, dressed in armor, had unsheathed his shining saber and pointed it at the distant Wang Chong.


Though the wind was gusting and the rain pouring down, all of it was jolted away before it could even approach him.


Wang Chong could sense an abnormally powerful aura from this man's body!
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Wang Chong had never felt such a ferocious energy. The man's saber energy was thick and boundless, like a toppling mountain, yet all of it was restrained, gathered up in a single point.


At this moment, Wang Chong had a feeling that if his answer did not satisfy this man, he would be immediately cleaved in two.


What a frightening expert!


Wang Chong's heart shivered as he prepared to state his identity. But then, he heard a completely different tone of voice, one of pleasant surprise.


"Young Master Chong! How could it be you? How did you get here?"


Zing! Before Wang Chong could react, there was a metallic whistle as the saber expert turned his saber around and put it back in the sheath.


"You are?"


While Wang Chong watched in bewilderment, the tall and muscular man took off his helmet and shook his head, revealing a bearded and sharp-eyed face.


"Uncle Chen!"


Wang Chong's heartbeat quickened as he suddenly recognized the man.


This bearded man was one of his father's old subordinates, Chen Shusun. Both brave and wise, he was one of his father's trusted aides and had apparently been a follower from the start of his father's military career. Wang Chong's father had always been a most harsh and demanding person. It was normally very rare for him to bring his subordinates into the capital.


The Wang Clan guards had all been soldiers whose injuries on the battlefield made them incapable of participating in any further wars. As a result, Wang Yan had come and recruited them for his own residence so that they could make a living. But other people wouldn't even be able to dream of getting a meeting with the people of the Wang Clan.


As for this Chen Shusun, Wang Chong had met him once, when he was a child. It had only been that one time, yet Wang Chong had always had a very good impression of his father's old subordinates. Chen Shusun had even given him a gift once. Back then, his father was very harsh and didn't permit him to have any toys. Thus, Chen Shusun had used his saber to carve a flying bird as a gift for him. This had been Wang Chong's first toy, so it had left a very deep impression.


Of course, the most important thing here was that Wang Chong clearly remembered that, many years ago, his father had placed this old subordinate at his big brother Wang Fu's side. His father hadn't done this to promote him, as most people would imagine. Instead, his father was worried that his big brother would use the name of the clan and his own influence to make the army show him favoritism, so Chen Shusun was dispatched as a supervisor.


Of course, his big brother ended up using his own strength to prove himself, to prove that he didn't need to rely on the clan's resources and influence to make a very good name for himself. Thus, Uncle Shu became a through-and-through subordinate of his big brother.


"Young Master Chong, weren't you in the capital? How did you get here?"


Chen Shusun rushed over with several messengers and held Wang Chong. As he looked him over, his face was both nervous and concerned.


"This is no game, and it's certainly no place for you to lose your temper. Why did you come here? Are you crazy?"


This was simply too surprising!


This was no longer any pleasant surprise, but a surprise scare! The southwest battlefield was already a land of certain death. He couldn't even remember how many soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army had died here, and even a few of his own comrades had died. The 300,000 soldiers of Mengshe Zhao and the 200,000 soldiers of Ü-Tsang presented a suffocating pressure.


Every day, they were living on the edge of the line, none of them knowing if they would be able to make it, none of them knowing when they would die.


The situation was already awful enough, but Chen Shusun had never expected Wang Chong to arrive at this time and in this method.


"Young Master, your attitude is too impulsive!" Chen Shusun said with exasperation.


"Uncle Chen, there's no time to talk about this. Why isn't Big Brother commanding the army? What's happened to him?"


Wang Chong pushed away Chen Shusun's hands and began to stride toward the golden-armored figure under the banner. That banner was Wang Fu's emblem, so there was no doubt that his big brother was commanding the army on this mountain.


"Big Brother…"


The massive banner flapped in the storm, battered to and fro by the wind and rain, but the golden-armored figure seated under the banner was unmoving, apparently unaware of all the ruckus going on behind it. Wang Chong walked over, circling around to the front of the figure, but as he passed that person's shoulder, the words on Wang Chong's lips froze, and he stared at the person in a daze.


The figure under the armor was very young, certainly below the age of twenty, but though he looked very similar to his big brother, Wang Chong was sure that this wasn't Wang Fu.


"You aren't my big brother. Who are you? Where's my big brother?"


After a few moments of silence, Wang Chong suddenly reached out his hand and seized that person's clothes.


This was clearly his big brother's army, and his banner was the one being raised, but the one leading it wasn't his big brother. For a few moments, Wang Chong's mind had been completely blank as he struggled to understand what had happened. For a second there, Wang Chong's mind had even dwelled on the worst-case scenario.


The siege of Lion City had lasted for almost a month now. Had something happened in that long period of time? Or had his big brother not actually succeeded in breaking out of Lion City with the rest of the army… Countless ideas flew through his mind. Although Wang Chong did his utmost to keep calm, his wan complexion betrayed his true emotions.


"Eldest Young Master is fine, Young Master Chong. Don't make things difficult for him. It was I who had him wear Eldest Master's armor!"


Chen Shusun's voice came from behind as the old officer strode over with a grim expression.


"Young Master Chong, my apologies. In truth, I also didn't want to do this."


The young-looking officer spoke up soon after Chen Shusun finished talking, his expression a little nervous and embarrassed, though it quickly returned to normal. But it was still possible to tell that he was struggling over whether he should leave or stay.


"Zhang Qi, you keep sitting there for now. Don't move! Morale is still unsteady, so without my order, you're not allowed to do anything reckless."


Chen Shusun seemed to understand what the young man was thinking and immediately put a stop to the idea.


"Yes, Milord."


The young man obediently sat back down.


"Uncle Chen, what in the world happened?"


Wang Chong's solemn gaze rested on Chen Shusun.


"Ah, Young Master Chong, follow me!"


Chen Shusun sighed and gestured for Wang Chong to follow him. Wang Chong followed him to the white commander's tent at the summit of the mountain. This was the only such tent on the summit, and the rain battered its white canvas walls.


However, the canvas had been coated with a layer of grease, so no water was able to leak in.


Within the tent, a tall and thin young man dressed in his inner clothes was lying on a bed. He had a rather stubbly beard and a handsome face, and his pursed lips were imbued with coldness, perseverance and resolve. His eyes were shut, and he wasn't moving. Several bodyguards were attending on him, their eyes filled with worry.


"Big Brother!!"


The moment Wang Chong stepped into the tent and saw the cold and handsome youth, he shivered and hastened to his side.


"How could this happen? What's going on here?"


Wang Chong gripped his big brother's hands as he turned to Chen Shusun.


In Wang Chong's mind, his big brother Wang Fu had always been a persistent, determined and extremely decisive existence. He would never hesitate or be slow to act, and it seemed like there was nothing in this world that could hold him down. As a result, Wang Chong had worshiped his big brother from a very young age.


Even Wang Chong's rebellious second brother Wang Bei would act more obediently around Wang Fu.


It was commonly said that the eldest son was like the father, and Wang Chong had always been of the opinion that his big brother almost perfectly matched this phrase.


But this time was completely different.


Wang Chong had never seen his big brother like this. His palms were icy cold in Wang Chong's hands and his complexion was as white as paper. He was exhaling more than he was inhaling, and even more chilling to Wang Chong's mind was that a part of his chest had clearly caved in.


This was definitely not normal!


"Aye!"


Chen Shusun sighed and gazed toward the canopy of the tent as he began to recall.


"With things at this state, there's no need for me to hide anything from you. As you see, Eldest Young Master has been injured and is currently unconscious. There are no military doctors in this army, and a military doctor wouldn't be able to cure his illness. As a result, we're at a loss for what to do!"


"What sort of person managed to injure Big Brother?"


Wang Chong clenched his fists until they cracked, and his eyes glowed scarlet as he spoke words of ice.


Brothers were joined at the heart. In this world, those who he was closest with and he most cherished were his parents, his two older brothers, his younger sister, and his other relatives in the Wang Clan. No matter what, he would never let those close to him be injured.


"It was a general under Huoshu Huicang: the Swordfang Beast Jiaosiluo, the second-ranked general of Ü-Tsang's Ngari Royal Lineage! Eldest Master was pursued by Jiaosiluo during the breakout from Lion City and was injured when trying to cover for the rest of the army."


Chen Shusun paused as he glanced Wang Fu's collapsed chest, then he continued, "However, the true person who injured Eldest Master was Huoshu Huicang! While defending Lion City for these ten-some days, Eldest Young Master was heavily wounded by Huoshu Huicang, but he had kept it hidden all this time. Otherwise, Eldest Young Master wouldn't have been injured while fighting Jiaosiluo. Eldest Young Master managed to hold for more than an hour before his injuries finally broke out and he fell unconscious. There was no commander on the front line, so I took matters into my own hands to prevent morale from collapsing. I found a soldier who looked similar to Eldest Young Master, and I had him wear Eldest Young Master's armor and sit beneath the banner.


"As long as Eldest Master is present, morale will be maintained. Otherwise, disaster is certain to occur!" Chen Shusun profoundly said.


Only those people who had held the fort in Lion City, who had advanced and retreated, fought and died with the army, would understand what significance Wang Fu's existence held toward this beleaguered army. The combined armies of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang were many times the size of the Great Tang army. In this situation, a staunch and passive defense was practically the only choice, but the only ultimate result was still death.


There were many times when the oppressive mood caused the army to collapse before the battle had run its full course.


The only reason Lion City had not fallen, but had persisted until now and been able to maintain a vigorous fighting spirit against several times their number, was his Eldest Young Master, Wang Fu.


Unlike Xianyu Zhongtong and the other generals of the Annan Protectorate, Wang Fu was the only commander in the entire army who would command the army to attack while defending a city. When he was commanding the defense, the army would never passively defend, waiting for the enemy to attack. At set intervals, he would sally forth and kill the Mengshe Zhao and Tibetan soldiers.


It was precisely because of Wang Fu's existence that the army in Lion City was not passively accepting a beating, that it had always been able to maintain its morale and will to fight. Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao had also become apprehensive, not daring to act too rashly!


Xianyu Zhongtong could not do this, and not even Wang Fu's father, Wang Yan, was able to do this.
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Wang Chong said nothing. All his focus was on Wang Fu's body. Although he wasn't skilled in medicine, Wang Chong still had rich experience in martial arts.


His meridians are in chaos and his internal organs injured. Three important acupuncture points, the Tianchi, Qujing, and Shangfu, have all been damaged. As for his chest, it's only a superficial wound, and not a very serious one! The important thing is the Stellar Energy that Huoshu Huicang left in his body.


Wang Chong's mind whirred as a hint of worry appeared in his eyes.


There were two foreign Stellar Energies in Wang Fu's body. One belonged to Huoshu Huicang, so the other naturally belonged to Jiaosiluo.


Jiaosiluo's Stellar Energy was tyrannical and fierce, but it was still rather lacking when compared to a Great General like Huoshu Huicang. It had definitely not been lucky for his big brother to run into Huoshu Huicang, so that he had been able to escape with his life was actually rather decent.


"Huoshu Huicang, Huoshu Huicang…"


Wang Chong muttered to himself, his heart filled with worry.


His big brother's situation wasn't very optimistic. He had been struck by a supreme technique from Ü-Tsang Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple, a technique completely alien to the traditions of the Central Plains. If that foreign Stellar Energy were not expelled, his big brother's fate was sealed. Probably not even Chen Shusun understood this.


It was hard to say just how many of the empire's generals Huoshu Huicang had killed using this tyrannical Stellar Energy. This technique wasn't very well-known right now, but it would be no secret in the future.


There's a way, there must be a way.


Wang Chong raised his head, his mind running through countless ideas. In order to expel the strange Stellar Energy of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple, one had to know the paths this Stellar Energy traveled. But the distance between the two lands meant that few people in the Central Plains knew of this. Wang Chong, however, was the exception.


That's right, Sanzang, Liuquan, Ziling…


Suddenly, Wang Chong understood and began to move.


Swooshswooshswoosh!


Without hesitation, Wang Chong held his fingers like a sword and sent out thin strands of Sword Qi through them. Like lightning, he jabbed at Wang Fu's Sanzang, Liuquan, and Ziling acupuncture points. He had no needles on him, so Wang Chong had to use thin strands of Sword Qi as their replacement. With these three strikes, three spurts of blood immediately burst out of Wang Fu's body.


"Young Master!"


Wang Chong's sudden moves had stunned Chen Shusun.


"Is there any water? Bring some over."


Wang Chong ignored Chen Shusun, not even deigning to turn his head.


Though Chen Shusun was astonished at first, his expression slowly softened. He had originally wanted to stop Wang Chong, but for some reason, he decided to do otherwise after hearing Wang Chong's firm voice.


"Bring some water over!"


On a rainy day like this, there was no lack of water. A bowl was used to collect some rain water while Wang Chong took two thumb-sized pills from a brocade box in his bosom. Using the water, he helped Wang Fu swallow the pills.


Success will depend on these two pills, Wang Chong said to himself as he looked at Wang Fu's pale face.


The injuries inflicted in a battle between experts were not something any normal wound medicine could cure, and even some higher-level medicines were powerless. The two pills that Wang Chong had taken out had been extremely high-class medicines refined by the alchemists of the palace. Such pills were normally meant to be used for the Emperor's children, as well as the consorts and concubines.


Such items weren't even seen on the outside, much less sold. Not even the Imperial Princes could enjoy this pleasure.


Wang Chong had taken great risks to purchase these pills from the alchemists of the palace. These were all divine medicines that could save one's life, even more effective than the pill that he had given to the Demonic Emperor Old Man on their first meeting. Wang Chong had been saving them for himself, but he couldn't pay that any mind right now.


Wang Fu's breathing markedly improved after he ingested the two pills, and blood gradually began to return to his pale complexion. At this sight, Chen Shusun immediately took back whatever he had planned to say. No matter how slow he was, even he could tell that Wang Chong's methods had worked.


"Leave two people here to take care of Big Brother!"


With a sweep of his sleeve, Wang Chong stood up and left the tent.


His big brother had already consumed the divine medicine of the palace, so he was out of danger for now. His urgent mission was now to resolve the army's crisis.


Whoosh!


The rain was still pouring down, showing no sign of weakening.


Wang Chong's gaze swept over the battlefield like an eagle. He was completely unaware that his body was now exuding an intimidating aura, causing all the messengers and guards in the area to inadvertently lower their heads, an inexplicable respect emerging in their minds.


Hearing footsteps behind him, Wang Chong asked without turning his head, "Uncle Chen, does Father know that Big Brother fell unconscious?"


"No." Chen Shusun shook his head. "Our army is a mix of infantry and cavalry, and isn't capable of escaping from the Tibetans. Given how the Tibetan army was nipping at our heels, Master and Eldest Young Master decided to set up a defensive line on these mountains as soon as they saw them and start the battle with the Tibetans. These mountains span over too great a distance, so Master took charge of the eastern defensive line while Eldest Young Master took charge here…"


"Than what of Protector-General Xianyu and the other southwest generals?" Wang Chong asked.


"This… we didn't see Lord Xianyu Zhongtong. The rain is so fierce that even the Tibetans lost quite a few of their people in the storm, and so did we. I'm afraid that we've temporarily lost touch with Lord Xianyu Zhongtong," Chen Shusun sternly said.


Their breakout in this downpour hadn't come without a price. It was no easy task for so many people to escape in an orderly fashion.


As expected!


Wang Chong couldn't help but furrow his brow upon hearing about what had happened to Xianyu Zhongtong, but he quickly regained his composure.


Wang Chong gaze swept over that nearby soldier who was substituting for his big brother, and he suddenly ordered, "Take off your armor and give it to me. Starting from now, this army is under my command!"


"Young Master…"


"Now is not the time to argue!"


Wang Chong waved his hand and took out King Song's golden token. Raising it high in the air, he spoke in a voice that brooked no objection. "This is King Song's token. Given King Song's temperament, do you think he would give me his token on a whim? Moreover, from north to south, Tibetan cavalry have completely covered the southwest. Uncle Chen, do you think that I got through them through sheer courage? I know that you have your doubts, but now is not the time to talk about that."


Chen Shusun was momentarily speechless.


This was truly a general's tiger cub. Even though Wang Chong was still young, he was still a descendant of a clan of generals and ministers, so he had at least some understanding of strategy. Moreover, everything Wang Chong had said was correct. King Song had always made a clear distinction between public and private when it came to military affairs. If he had given Wang Chong his token and allowed him to come south, he had to have had his reasons.


He also must have felt that Wang Chong was suited for this job, and this judgment would not have been stained by his friendship with the Wang Clan.


Chen Shusun suddenly pointed at that young soldier and ordered, "Didn't you hear? Take off that armor!"


I hope that Young Master is right! Chen Shusun said to himself.


This was a desperate move at this point. There were few in this army who understood battlefield formations, and there were none who could reach Wang Fu's level. Otherwise, he would have been the one sitting there, and he wouldn't have needed someone to act like his Eldest Young Master.


Wang Chong said nothing, and his mind was not as distracted by such thoughts as Chen Shusun's. The urgent task at hand was to quickly take control over this battle.


"How many people do we have?" Wang Chong asked as he swiftly equipped the armor.


"There is no estimate, as we lost quite a few people in the storm. But it should be forty or fifty thousand, and some of the soldiers should be with Lord Xianyu Zhongtong," Chen Shusun said.


"How many people do the Tibetans have? And did Mengshe Zhao send any soldiers?" Wang Chong asked.


"It's around seventy or eighty thousand," Chen Shusun immediately said with lowered head. "For the moment, we've seen no one from Mengshe Zhao. The Mengshe Zhao army is made primarily of infantry, and their training is lacking compared to ours. For the 300,000 soldiers of Mengshe Zhao to pursue in this pouring rain while still maintaining order is simply impossible. This was why Eldest Young Master said that we're only facing Tibetans for the time being. However, The Crown Prince of Mengshe Zhao, Fengjiayi, is leading several thousand cavalry in pursuit of our army!" Not even he realized that he had already accepted Wang Chong's role as commander of the entire army in place of his Eldest Young Master.


"Fengjiayi…"


Wang Chong's eyes narrowed and began to exude a cold light.


The prosperity of Mengshe Zhao was simply not comparable to the Great Tang. It could not be like the Great Tang and establish so many protectorates and deal with so many enemies at the same time. Even now, Mengshe Zhao was only dealing with the imperial protectorate on the empire's southwest corner.


And to need an entire kingdom to deal with only a corner of another country, it was clear which was stronger.


Moreover, the distinguished generals in the Great Tang was far superior to Mengshe Zhao's, and they were more numerous as well. But Fengjiayi was one of Mengshe Zhao's distinguished generals.


Fengjiayi was no mediocre and incompetent crown prince of some small state, but a valiant crown prince rarely seen in Mengshe Zhao's history. Moreover, he was both courageous and wise. In addition, Mengshe Zhao, as a vassal of the Great Tang, had a custom of sending its crown prince to the Imperial Court as a hostage—though the Great Tang did not call them hostages.


Any normal royal descendant or crown prince would be unwilling to be a hostage, but Fengjiayi was different. He had volunteered, expressing his desire to go to the Great Tang. He had yearned to go to the Great Tang ever since he was a child, but his yearnings had a completely different purpose from what many had imagined.


As the crown prince of a foreign kingdom, Fengjiayi was surprisingly diligent. Fengjiayi maintained an intense curiosity for everything: strategy, tactics, martial arts, the imperial household, the common people. While he was a hostage in the imperial capital, even his teachers praised his diligence and talent, even presenting a petition to the Sage Emperor requesting that Fengjiayi be made an official so that he could stay in the Great Tang and enter the court.


This break in custom was quite the accomplishment for Fengjiayi.


But Fengjiayi had sternly refused this gesture.


Fengjiayi's courage had been famous throughout the capital, and his talent had been praised as being the best of the best. He had come from the royal lineage of Mengshe Zhao, and now he had the Sage Emperor's blessing, so he was able to learn a great number of martial arts. He also had access to many resources that no normal person could ever get ahold of, so he grew with astonishing speed.


In the capital, even the Crown Prince's Junior Guardian, Wang Zhongsi, had been full of praise, hailing him as both an excellent scholar and general, a potential Great General. From this, one could easily imagine how talented he was.


But Fengjiayi had a goal in mind, one that was clear to himself, though perhaps not to the Tang.


He wanted to use what he had learned from the Great Tang to strengthen Mengshe Zhao.


And when compared to his father, Geluofeng, Fengjiayi was even more ambitious. He was young and bursting with energy and talent. He had studied the strategy texts, been taught by Wang Zhongsi, received the martial arts manuals of the Great Tang imperial household, and had access to countless resources. Fengjiayi wanted to use all this to strengthen Mengshe Zhao and accomplish his goal of completely breaking free from the Great Tang.


In the offense against the Great Tang, Fengjiayi commanded the vanguard of the allied army. He and Mengshe Zhao Great General Duan Gequan were the two sharp daggers that Mengshe Zhao planned to thrust into the heart of the Great Tang's southwest.


The crown prince of the foreign kingdom that the Great Tang had raised had now become its greatest foe, ringing the bell of its demise!
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Fengjiayi, hmph, he should probably have reached the Profound Martial realm by now, perhaps even higher! Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


It had been many years since Fengjiayi had been a hostage in the capital. The current Fengjiayi had probably already reached the level of an Imperial Great General, or at least a level very close to it. However, wars were never decided by pure strength. Otherwise, Su Zhengchen would have singlehandedly united all the foreign kingdoms in his era.


Wang Chong waved his hand and decisively ordered, "Disregard the matter of Fengjiayi for now. Listen to my orders and gather all of our cavalry!"


"But all of our cavalry have already entered the front lines. If we summon them all, the front lines will be in even greater peril!" Chen Shusun said in surprise.


"Don't worry about it. Just do as I say!" Wang Chong firmly declared.


"This… yes!" Chen Shusun lowered his head. He had never been this docile with the Eldest Young Master, but when he was with Wang Chong, he seemed to be influenced by that composed and confident tone. Unconsciously, Chen Shusun began to follow along with Wang Chong's line of thinking.


"In addition, transfer all the archers here, ready to receive my orders!" Wang Chong continued.


His blazing gaze seemed to see into the depths of space-time, unobstructed by even the shroud of rain. In the art of war, the tactics for one hundred men would differ from the tactics for one thousand, and one thousand would be different from ten thousand, ten thousand different from forty thousand or fifty thousand.


The Annan Protectorate army was an elite army of the empire, and those who had been able to survive this upheaval were the elite of the elite. Forty to fifty thousand men was already a large enough number for Wang Chong to display the tactics that he was skilled in.


70,000 Tibetan cavalry? Ha, it's still not settled who's the attacker and defender here! We'll soon see who's the one being chased!


As Wang Chong's gaze surveyed the mountains and the astonishing ranks of the Tibetan army, he mentally sneered.


The initial-level Halo of Fortress, middle-level Halo of Fortress, and the high-level Halo of Fortress formed by ten thousand soldiers or more, coupled with the Tibetan plate armor, would definitely have crushed Wang Chong's force of ten thousand. After all, it had always been a principle of battles that an army got stronger as its number of soldiers increased.


Yet as he stood on the peak of this mountain, Wang Chong did not feel that this Tibetan army held any sort of advantage.


Whether it was an initial-level, middle-level, or high-level Halo of Fortress, none of them were very useful in front of the Annan Protectorate army. Wherever Wang Chong looked, he could see the halos of various generals shining among the soldiers. These dazzling halos were constantly giving off ripples that shrouded the entire army.


The Tibetans had quite a few valiant generals, but the Annan Protectorate army had even more.


Through the decades of war in the southwest, the armies of the two sides had grown extremely familiar with the strategies, tactics, and war halos of the opposing side. When an elite imperial army exceeded ten thousand soldiers, it could form a high-level and large-scale war halo. The high-level Halo of Fortress used by the Tibetans was in this class.


And as the mortal foes of the Tibetans, the Annan Protectorate army had their own halo.


However, while the Tibetans had chosen the Halo of Fortress, the Annan Protectorate army had chosen the purely offensive high-level 'Crushing Halo'. From the initial-level offensive halo all the way to the high-level Crushing Halo, the Annan Protectorate army had embarked on a completely different path of battle from the Tibetans.


And unlike the Tibetan Halo of Fortress, the Crushing Halo had a higher manpower requirement. But for an army of tens of thousands, this requirement wasn't a problem.


The Halo of Fortress and the Crushing Halo were two war halos of exactly opposite natures. It was precisely by relying on the powerful Crushing Halo that the Annan Protectorate army was able to intimidate the Tibetans and stop them from doing as they pleased.


Ever since his rebirth, Wang Chong had dreamed about establishing and commanding a massive army like this. And now, his dream had come true.


A powerful commander had finally united with a powerful army!


Wang Chong had finally reached the place he had hoped to reach in his journey south.


This is my battle now…


Under Chen Shusun's confused gaze, Wang Chong closed his eyes, slowly opened his arms, and embraced the storm, embracing the battle as well. The desire for battle was awakening in his body, and he could feel its summons calling out from within…


Rumble!


The cavalry and master archers gathered faster than Wang Chong had imagined. It only took a few moments for Chen Shusun to mobilize the troops that Wang Chong had requested.


The difference between elite troops and reserve troops was blatantly obvious here.


"Young Master, what should be done next?" asked Chen Shusun, bowing.


Wang Chong said nothing as his eyes inspected these soldiers. Although the Annan Protectorate army was an infantry army, the military regulations of the Great Tang had decreed that any protectorate had to keep a certain number of cavalry. Although a good deal of the cavalry had been lost in the battle on the Erhai plains, there were still four or five thousand cavalry gathered on this summit.


And to Wang Chong's immense satisfaction, these cavalrymen all had sharp gazes and were bursting with energy. They all seemed extremely formidable, with not even the consecutive battles able to engender the slightest bit of exhaustion in them. Moreover, Wang Chong could see large Halos of Thorns, almost solid, bristling under their feet, each of them letting out a metallic rumble that sent the surrounding rain scattering.


Wang Chong counted and noted that these cavalrymen each had five or six halos around them, which meant that they were all at around True Martial Tier 5 or 6. This was already on the same level as the experts that Wang Chong had recruited from the great clans!


They truly are elites. This is enough! Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


It wasn't possible for regular cavalry to reach high levels of cultivation, but one couldn't judge this war using common sense. Those who could survive to this point were all elites, and those who had lacked the strength would have already died in that first battle. But Wang Chong found himself most satisfied with the thick killing intent rising from the bodies of the cavalry.


This gathering of four to five thousand cavalry caused even the air around them to slightly distort.


This was an elite group of cavalry that had truly been forged in fire and blood, and these cavalry were exactly what Wang Chong needed to fulfill his objective.


Furious soldiers are certain to win! And these cavalry are exactly what the strategy texts meant by 'furious soldiers'!"


Wang Chong mentally sighed.


Probably not even these cavalrymen themselves understood what sort of power they were capable of. 'Furious soldiers' could only be made on the battlefield, not deliberately trained, and it had only been the 100,000 deaths in the Annan Protectorate army that had created these furious soldiers.


As Wang Chong's mind pondered these thoughts, he quickly turned to the master archers.


…There are actually more than two thousand!


Wang Chong inwardly rejoiced.


Another advantage the border protectorates had over the interior reserve armies was that they all had a unit of master archers. These archers were all equipped with bows that had a draw force of several thousand jin, and the best sign of their identity was the dark thumb rings on their right hands.


"Heed my orders. All troops, wait for my signal!"


As Wang Chong's mind churned, he looked down the mountain, and with the shift in Wang Chong's gaze, the atmosphere grew slightly tenser.


Jiaosiluo was no ordinary general, and no one could look down on the commanders under his wing. The flaw that had emerged after Wang Chong's big brother had fallen unconscious had been immediately seized upon by Jiaosiluo's sharp perception, and a large number of Tibetan cavalry were surging toward the area. Even though Wang Chong had given orders a little while ago, the lines on the northeast were still beginning to falter under the enormous pressure.


In truth, the Tibetan army had always held a massive advantage. The Great Tang had always been under pressure.


But things are going to change now!


Wang Chong's eyes shone with a severe light as his expression quickly chilled, becoming as hard as stone.


"Inform Generals Zheng Gaonian, Zhang Zhi and Feng Long on the north side to be on standby. Once they receive my order, they should immediately break out of formation and advance as quickly as possible to the right wing!"


"Yes, Milord!"


"Inform Generals Zhao Qian, Huang He, and Fu Long on the west side to get ready. Once they receive my order, they should assume the Single-Line Snake Formation1!"



"Ah!"


Chen Shusun, who had readily assented to the last few orders, now raised his head and stared at Wang Chong. In their current surroundings, using the Single-Line Snake Formation would scatter their manpower and was tantamount to suicide. And besides, even in normal battles, the Single-Line Snake Formation was rarely used by regular armies.


"Follow my orders. Show this token to them. If Zhao Qian, Huang He, or Fu Long dare to refuse, handle them according to military law!"


Wang Chong flashed King Song's token in his palm and continued, "I know what you're thinking. As for why I'm using the Single-Line Snake Formation, you'll understand when the time comes."


Wang Chong gave no further explanation. After saying those words, he fixed his gaze on the northeast region of the battlefield. This was the area of the battlefield his big brother was in charge of and where Wang Chong had entered.


There's only this one chance to reverse the tides!


Wang Chong did not act rashly, but he was also slow to give any new orders. Opportunities were fleeting on the battlefield, and to defeat the Tibetans and open up the battlefield, Wang Chong had to wait for the right moment.


More and more pressure was placed on the front lines, the formations growing more and more unsteady. It seemed like they might break at any time.


The Tibetans were flocking to the area. There was no doubt that this was the breaking point of this battle.


"Young Master!"


Chen Shusun began to sweat as he stared at Wang Chong's unmoving back. There were many times when he wanted to urge Wang Chong to act, but he managed to swallow his words each time. The Eldest Young Master was unconscious, the other generals were engaged in a bitter battle and unable to depart, and the rest were completely clueless about strategy and formations.


Of everyone that was left, only Wang Chong had some understanding of these subjects.


There was no other choice.


I hope that my decision was correct! Chen Shusun thought to himself, his mind fraught with concern.


This was no simple game, nor was it a fight between a few people, and it certainly wasn't a bloody battle between martial artists. This was a battle that involved the lives of tens of thousands of soldiers and the entire organizational setup of the southwest. No negligence could be allowed. But right now, the arrow was already nocked. There was no going back.


"Ten, nine, eight, seven…"


Wang Chong's calm gaze was fixed on the battlefield, his entire body already in a state of complete composure. But this was not a state of complete forgetfulness. On the contrary, everything that was happening was reflected like a mirror in Wang Chong's mind.


"Four, three, two, one…"


While Wang Chong was counting, the Tibetan cavalry had gathered an astonishing force in the northeast, their forces there far outnumbering the forces they had stationed elsewhere.


"Pass down my order! The northeast region should give up any resistance and retreat at full speed! All soldiers should retreat to the summit!"


"Young Master?!!"


Chen Shusun paled in shock. All the soldiers were exhausting all they had to stop the Tibetan assault, but now, Wang Chong was ordering them to give up and retreat! Wouldn't this cause a panic and make them lose everything they had worked for?


"Hurry! Do as I say!" Wang Chong coldly ordered, his tone indicating that he would not accept any objections. The righteous did not grasp for profit and the kind did not command soldiers. What a commander feared the most was doubt and uncertainty. Moreover, Wang Chong simply didn't have the time to explain to Chen Shusun, nor was there any need to explain.


"Cavalry, master archers, get ready! Stand by for my signal!"


"Aye!"


Chen Shusun stared at Wang Chong's cold back, stamped his foot, and finally hardened his resolve, calling over a messenger. "Hyah!" The messenger galloped off on his horse to deliver the message.


Boom!


When Wang Chong's order arrived, the front lines fell into chaos.


"What's going on?"


"Why do we have to retreat?"


"If we retreat, won't our brothers be in danger? Why does Milord want to do this?"


"Fool! Are you doubting Milord? Don't forget, Milord fought side by side with everyone in Lion City!"


"But why do we have to retreat right now?"


……


An order like this at a time like this was like a heavy blow to all these soldiers. They had just paid such a massive price, lost so many brothers, so why were they suddenly retreating? Wouldn't their brothers have died in vain? In an instant, everyone looked toward their commander.


Their commander was pale, his mind caught up in a struggle.


"An order is like a mountain, and all of you know what sort of person General is! Anyone who dares to question General at this point is my enemy. Although I don't know why General is doing this, he must have a reason!"


The commander hardened his heart and finally made his decision.


"Pass on the order! Complying with General's order, the entire army will retreat!"


Rumble! The soldiers of the northeastern region who had lasted for so long suddenly collapsed. All the soldiers, including the shield soldiers, began to withdraw.


Although this order had engendered some struggle, doubt, and shock in the soldiers, all the soldiers of Lion City had absolute trust in Wang Fu. But only a few people knew that the person standing on the summit beneath the banner and giving orders was not Wang Fu, but someone else!


______________


1. The Single-Line Snake Formation is a formation where the army stretches itself into a long and flexible line.↩
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"A good chance! Charge! These fellows can't hold on any longer!"


"Awooo! Kill them all! Don't let a single one escape!"


"General has ordered that each kill will be rewarded with ten heads of sheep or cattle!"


"Wash them away! The Annan Protectorate army can't last!"


"Charge!"


……


The Tibetans crazily howled. The Annan Protectorate army had managed to last for so long, its defense practically impervious.


But this fierce resistance had only stimulated the Tibetans' killing intent. The Tibetans were famed for their ferocity and courage, and a stronger opponent only increased their desire to subjugate them. Moreover, they were fighting against old rivals, mortal foes. There was no better chance to destroy the Annan Protectorate army.


Boom!


There was no need for an order as thousands of Tibetans rushed into the breach like water flooding through a sluice gate. They could see the summit in the distance, the Tang commander's tent. As long as they could cut down the banner, the army would crumble.


"Kiiiill!"


Brash shouts in Tibetan rang through the skies, mixing in with the clomping of hooves and the splashing of rain. The forest of Tibetan scimitars glimmered with a bloody light in the air.


"Go, hurry!"


The local commander urged his troops on, his eyes bloodshot from anxiety. How could two legs outrun four? If it wasn't for the fact that the cavalry at the front had already dropped their speed because they were in the middle of battle and the cavalry were charging uphill, all the Tang soldiers would have already been killed.


But even so, this full retreat would probably result in the sacrifice of many soldiers.


"Milord, I hope that your decision is correct!"


The officer glanced at the summit, his heart bleeding with anxiety. Battles required sacrifice, and there was no doubt that his soldiers had now become this sacrifice. But this was the nature of war. No matter what the truth was, he had no one to blame.


He could only hope that everything was worth it.


"Master archers, in front, five hundred to six hundred steps, scattered fire!"


Wang Chong gaze emotionlessly at the collapsing formation in the northeast.


Twangtwangtwangtwang!


A volley of arrows flew through the sky like a cloud of locusts. Horses whinnied as one Tibetan after another dropped to the ground with their horses.


Several hundred Tibetan cavalry scattered over a large area fell to the ground, causing the cavalry charge to suddenly slow. And the moment they slowed, the retreating Tang army felt that a great pressure had been lifted off their shoulders, that a chance for survival had emerged.


Everyone hurriedly made their way to the summit.


"Get ready!"


Wang Chong's face was a sheet of ice, while his gaze was fixed on the base of the mountain. Everything was reflected in his mind like a flower in a mirror, a moon in the water. No detail could escape his eyes.


The surging tide of Tibetans rushed into the breach like a river of carp, getting closer and closer to the summit. At this distance, Wang Chong could even see the veins on their foreheads, but he remained unmoved.


The banner over his head was madly flapping in the rain, but Wang Chong's heart was a placid lake.


Time flew by, seeming both like seconds and endless hours. An extremely cold countdown suddenly began on the summit.


"Three!"


"Two!"


"One!"


When he said 'one', Wang Chong's golden-armored right hand swung down.


"Inform Generals Zheng Gaonian, Zhang Zhi, and Feng Long to break out of formation and begin to attack the right!


"Inform Zhao Qian, Huang He, and Fu Long to take up the Single-Line Snake Formation!


"Go!"


……


Messenger after messenger galloped away.


Boom!


In the next moment, just when the arrogant and vicious Tibetans were about to reach the summit, the situation changed. The disorderly and passive army in the north suddenly came to life.


Thousands of soldiers in Square Formation began to move forward like grinding gears.


The changes began from the end of the defensive line. Without warning, an infantry square suddenly changed directions, plunging into the flood of Tibetan cavalry like a sharp knife, cleaving it in two.


And at the same time, at the summit of the hill, hundreds of massive ballistae were suddenly pushed forward.


"Not good—it's an ambush!"


"A trap! This is a trap!"


"How despicable! Kill them all!"


……


Warhorses whinnied as the first wave of ballista bolts swept through hundreds of Tibetan cavalry. Outside of the formation, the Tibetan forces were too scattered for the ballistae to show their full power.


But Wang Chong had intentionally left this gap, a narrow corridor through which the Tibetans would chase down the 'fleeing soldiers' and attempt to break the formation of the Annan Protectorate army. As they charged toward the summit, their army became extremely compact.


Moreover, at the same time, the Tibetans were being pushed in by soldiers from the left and right.


The Tibetans had originally held the advantage in numbers, but at this moment, the breach that Wang Chong had laid down had allowed him to achieve local superiority. Tens of thousands of soldiers from the Annan Protectorate army had succeeded in surrounding eight to nine thousand Tibetan cavalry.


"Quickly, retreat! Open up a gap so that we can rejoin the main army!"


"Don't let them divide us!"


"Everyone, follow me!"


……


A formidable Tibetan commander in the breach had noticed that something was wrong and began to turn around, charging toward the 'opening'. As long as he could widen that opening and meet up with the rest of the army, the trap would fall apart.


In addition, as long as they could link up with the main army, the Tang army would be caught in their own trap, would have dug their own graves.


"Kill them all!"


"You pile of trash, hurry up! Don't let them join together!"


"Quickly!"


……


The Tibetans outside the breach were also in a rush, the thousands of cavalrymen filled with rage. No one had expected this to happen. This was a tactic that the Great Tang had never once used before.


But they didn't have time to react.


Crash! A snake suddenly stabbed into the middle of the army. At this crucial moment, Zhao Qian, Huang He, and Fu Long had completed their Single-Line Snake Formation.


The two armies layered over each other, forming a double-edged sword. One was aimed inward to lock the Tibetans in the pocket and the other was faced outward to stop the rest of the Tibetans from charging in.


Roar!


Bongbongbong!


Bwoooom!


The situation in the northeast suddenly intensified. One side wanted to save the eight to nine thousand trapped cavalry while the other side was doing their utmost to stop them. Both sides were giving it their all, scimitars shining and swords flashing, horses neighing and people screaming, and the rain pouring down to drown everything away.


And the shift in the northeast had knock-on effects. When the Tibetans saw how desperate the northeast had become, they all began to shift their forces there to offer their aid.


"Kill them!"


"We can't let them succeed!"


……


The mounted Tibetan commanders pressed their bodies against their horses as they charged toward the trouble zone, their eyes red with bloodlust.


This army that had found and chased down the Tang army was only the 70,000-man vanguard. If the Tang succeeded in using this method to eliminate one-seventh of their army, it would be a heavy blow to the rest of the force.


And no one knew what sort of punishment the Great General and the Great Minister would give.


"Let's go! Let's reinforce their position!"


The situation was urgent, and on the summit, Chen Shusun was getting nervous. Wang Chong's tactics were completely unconventional. Places that others might defend to the death, he had given up without a second thought.


Places that others would give up, he firmly insisting on defending.


Although this feeling was a little difficult to accept, Chen Shusun was forced to admit that Wang Chong's stratagems had been extremely effective. If they could exterminate these eight-thousand-some Tibetan soldiers, they could inflict a massive blow on their enemy.


They could at least lower their foes' morale while raising their own.


"Wait a moment!"


Just when Chen Shusun was getting ready to personally enter the fray, Wang Chong told him to stop.


"Wait a moment. Now is not the time for you to go!" Wang Chong calmly said, though his gaze never once glanced in Chen Shusun's direction.


"But, in the current situation, we have to eliminate those eight thousand Tibetans as quickly as possible. Otherwise, we'll have a disaster on our hands!" Chen Shusun worriedly said.


The coma of the Eldest Young Master had made the northeast region the weak point in the army's defense, but now, Wang Chong had managed to completely reverse the tides. A weak point had become an advantage, and if it was exploited well, the Tibetans would lose eight or nine thousand of their number.


Though this wasn't a crippling wound to the 200,000-man army of the Ngari Royal Lineage, it also wasn't a small wound. At the very least, not even Huoshu Huicang or Dalun Ruozan would be able to ignore such a loss.


"Hmph, don't rush. The true battle hasn't even started!" Wang Chong lightly said, even laughing a little, but in this intense battle, there was no warmth, only a sense of incredible weight. When Chen Shusun heard Wang Chong's words, his eyes narrowed.


"Hasn't even started…"


Chen Shusun glanced at the pitched battle taking place below and contrasted it with the sneer on Wang Chong's lips. Suddenly, an irresistible idea floated up in his mind, causing his heart to madly beat. Was eight or nine thousand Tibetan cavalry not a victory in Wang Chong's eyes?


Could he really have some other plans?


Although he had followed two generations of the Wang Clan and knew it like the back of his hand, even having hugged Wang Chong when he was a child, Chen Shusun suddenly felt like he was talking with a stranger.


He had also heard the many rumors of Wang Chong, that he had been an ignorant idler in the capital but had suddenly risen to prominence in the Regional Commanders incident, and many other things as well.


It was like he was two different people.


But no matter what the outside world said of Wang Chong, Chen Shusun had always remembered the child Wang Chong. He was neither good nor bad, and perhaps he wasn't as dazzling as the tales claimed, but he certainly wasn't some ignorant good-for-nothing.


But this Wang Chong gave Chen Shusun both a familiar and unfamiliar feeling.


Whether it was the version recounted in the tales of the capital or the one in his own mind, neither of them matched the Wang Chong standing before him.


This easygoing and composed aura was not something a teenager could have. No! That wasn't all. He could also see a foresight and strategic mind that not even veteran officers who had served for decades in the army might have.


And that sentence, 'The true battle hasn't even started', made Chen Shusun feel like this teenager had suddenly been shrouded in a dense and unfathomable fog. He had spent decades in the army, taken part in many battles, and become acquainted with many renowned generals like Wang Yan and the Eldest Young Master, but he still could not determine what Wang Chong was up to.


If Wang Chong's true goal wasn't to encircle those eight to nine thousand Tibetan cavalry, what was it? Did he have some other goal in mind?


What is Young Master up to?


Chen Shusun's gaze swept over the battlefield, but he still couldn't make out Wang Chong's intentions.


…………


Wang Chong paid no attention, nor would he have cared what Chen Shusun was thinking even if he had noticed. At this moment, all his focus was on the battlefield. Thunder was rumbling overhead, lightning was spearing through the clouds, and the entire world was shrouded in a torrential downpour.


A single person could easily be lost in such a storm, but not tens of thousands of soldiers. It was just like how a black dot the size of a speck of dust might go unnoticed on a white sheet of paper.


But thousands of such black dots gathered together into a thick drop of ink was not something that anyone could ignore.


It's about time to begin!


Tibetan cavalry continued to rush over as Wang Chong watched the battle, all of them crazily attempting to save the surrounded eight or nine thousand soldiers. Even the cavalry from other areas were being drawn over.


It was like Wang Chong's area had become a fatal magnet.


Wang Chong's lips curled into a cold smile. The superior general broke the enemy's schemes while the inferior general broke the enemy's soldiers. For the Tibetans to reach this level despite their lack of understanding in strategy was quite decent, but the art of war had never been this simple.


"Get ready!" Wang Chong suddenly declared. These two simple words were like a clap of thunder. Chen Shusun and all the other officers on the summit felt a shiver run through their bodies.


After a long time, Wang Chong issued his second order.


"Master archers, aim to the east, three thousand five hundred meters. Concentrated fire in a thirty-zhang-radius circle!"


Boomboomboom!


With Wang Chong's voice, the summit resounded with the twang of bows as all the master archers loosed their arrows. Bangbangbang! As the master archer square fired its dense volley toward that distant place, several thousand cavalry happened to be passing through, coming to the aid of their fellow Tibetans.


Neigh!


Horses whinnied as man and horse fell to the ground, their bodies crashing and sliding through the rain. This sudden rain of arrows had caught them completely off guard.


The cavalry behind them were moving too fast to dodge, and were caught up in the bodies of their comrades and thrown from their mounts. The rear of the army quickly fell into chaos.


But it was still not over!


The place Wang Chong had chosen wasn't only targeted at the vanguard of one army. Rather, this area was the node around which the Tibetan army flowed. When one army fell into chaos, it would also hinder the other reinforcing armies.


Neigh!


The highland steeds began to rear up while more and more cavalrymen collided into each other. The ground was so slippery from the rain that even pulling on the reins couldn't make the horses stop.


It took only a moment's effort to expand the chaos of several hundred people to several thousand, and the scope continued to widen.


The cavalry in the rear had no other choice but to slow down. But without the high-speed charge, cavalry were much less powerful. More importantly, five to six thousand men in chaos would become the greatest weakness of the army.


"This, how is this possible!"


On the summit, Chen Shusun felt like there were bells going off in his head, his eyes wide open as waves surged through his mind.


He was a veteran of many battles, so he knew that a master archer square was a basic part of the army. Any army of tens of thousands of men would be allotted a unit of master archers.


They were mostly used to attack the enemy before the two armies clashed, decreasing the enemy's numbers while minimizing casualties on their own side.


But despite all the battles he had experienced, Chen Shusun had never encountered a general who used a master archer square like this. A single volley had thrown a large part of the opposing army into chaos.


This was no longer a question of how many people the master archers had killed. This was a tactical move.


In one stroke, Wang Chong had impeded tens of thousands of enemy soldiers. On the tactical level, this was enough to influence the entire battlefield.


"Order the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Squares, Generals Zhang Wei and Jiang Tong, to give up on defense and engage in a full-out assault!"


As expected, for his next step, Wang Chong had ordered the soldiers on the southeast flank to go on the offensive.


Rumble!


Down the mountain, tens of thousands of Tibetans were trying to retreat, but it was already too late. The Great Tang soldiers on the southeast flank plunged into the reinforcing army, throwing the Tibetans into utter disorder.


And unlike the Tibetans in the pocket, the Tibetan army in the node could neither attack nor retreat. They were so tangled up against each other that they could do nothing.


Cavalry without speed were just infantry!


And there was no country in the world that could match the infantry of the Great Tang.


Splash!


The sounds of blood splashing and objects thudding to the ground echoed through the icy rain. After so many years of battle, the Annan Protectorate army had developed a set of very effective techniques for dealing with the thick Tibetan plate armor.


Massive axes glimmered in a dance of death through the air while pikes stabbed like vipers into the unprotected eyes of the highland steeds. A single strike was enough to pierce through the eye and into the brain.


The renowned highland steeds didn't even have time to whinny before crashing into the mud.


That's enough. It's my turn now!


As the winds raged and the rain bucketed down, Wang Chong slowly raised his head to the dark clouds. Then, he took a step forward.


Boom!


This step shook the mountains, and with this step, Wang Chong finally unleashed the Bane of the Battlefield. With Wang Chong at the center, ripples began to sweep through the battlefield.


The battle had reached its most critical point, and it was now time to put down the piece that could decide victory and defeat…
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Rumble!


Invisible ripples spread in every direction, enveloping the entire army. By now, Wang Chong's Bane of the Battlefield Halo was able to cover an extremely astonishing area. Moreover, the geography of the mountains meant that the soldiers were tightly packed together, increasing the effectiveness of the halo.


"Notice! The halo has been activated! Starting now, the death of every enemy soldier in the bounds of the halo will strengthen user's halo!"


A familiar voice piped up in his ear.


A faint smile crept onto Wang Chong's lips, and no surprise could be seen on his face. In this period of time, Wang Chong had understood a certain rule. If he wanted to get stronger through war, he would have to become the highest commander of a particular army, and it had to be an army that completely belonged to him.


The other method was to expand his halo. Weakening enemies in the boundary of the halo was equivalent to him personally taking part in the battle, which would allow him to increase his strength through battle.


Buzz!


Although none of the Tang soldiers felt anything as the halo passed over them, the Tibetans immediately noticed that something was wrong.


"What's wrong? Why did my halo get so weak!"


"Damn it, why am I moving so slowly now!"


"What's going on here? I feel so much weaker!"


……


The Tibetans had already been in chaos, and this sudden decrease in strength, speed, and dexterity threw them into absolute panic. What people feared the most was not a formidable opponent, nor was it being outnumbered by the enemy. What they feared was unknown power.


Wang Chong's Bane of the Battlefield did not increase the strength of his own side, so the Tang soldiers didn't sense it. But the way it weakened the strength of his enemies was not an effect seen in any other halo.


At the very least, no such halo existed in all of the Great Tang or the foreign countries that surrounded it.


No one had ever even imagined such an effect.


And Wang Chong's halo was also unique in that it didn't have any particularly special manifestation and was very difficult to detect. The shroud offered by the downpour made such a task even more impossible.


Rumble!


There was no time to think. As the Annan Protectorate army began to attack, the battlefield underwent an unexpected transformation. For the first time in this battle, the Annan Protectorate army possessed the absolute advantage.


Crash! The soldiers collapsed like a toppling mountain. If one looked down from the peaks of this mountain range, one could easily make out that the Tibetans had been divided into two, both their belly and back exposed.


The pocket that Wang Chong had created contained around eight thousand enemy soldiers, and on the main battlefield, Wang Chong had thrust a knife into the node around which the Tibetan reinforcements intersected. Most fatal of all was that the volley of arrows that Wang Chong had ordered the master archers to fire had simultaneously made the node fall into chaos and stopped a large number of soldiers from advancing.


Thus, even though the Tibetans had an astonishing number of troops, they were prevented from bringing them to bear due to the blockade ahead of them.


Neigh!


The highland steeds whinnied as they fell to the ground. The Tang axe soldiers often needed only a single blow of their axes to cut down these horses. While another Tibetan might try to hack at them with their scimitar, a separate Tang soldier would be there to force the attacker back with a single punch.


In terms of individual strength, the Tang soldiers had become unstoppable, with the Tibetans not even able to last a single round. For some inexplicable reason, the courageous and fierce Tibetans had suddenly become much weaker.


"I can't believe it! When did I get so strong!"


A shield soldier looked at his fist in wonder. In all his time defending Lion City, he had never been able to dismount a Tibetan horseman with just a single punch.


"Hahaha, this is all the Tibetans amount to!"


A spearman excitedly thrust his spear through the head of his opponent's horse, through the chink in the horseman's armor and into his neck. He also didn't understand what had happened just now, but he did know that the fast and nimble Tibetans had suddenly become much slower.


The spearman watched with eyes wide as an opponent's scimitar brushed past, letting him finish off the opponent and completely run him through.


No matter what had happened, there was no doubt that he had succeeded.


Similar things were taking place all across the battlefield.


The strength of the Annan Protectorate soldiers had been almost equal at the start, but now, the Annan Protectorate army clearly held the advantage, suppressing their foes.


"Hahaha, brothers, kill! It's time for the Annan Protectorate army to take its revenge!"


"Kiiiill!"


……


Cries of slaughter resounded through the skies as the Annan Protectorate army rallied. All the gloominess accumulated over this long campaign was swept away in an instant, and all the soldiers—the shieldmen, sabermen, axemen, and spearmen—began a full-out advance.


"Something's wrong!"


The Tang soldiers noticed nothing wrong, but the Tibetan commanders immediately noticed that something was off. Amongst the vast sea of Tibetan cavalry, a particularly powerful Tibetan general raised his eyebrows as he subconsciously turned his bright eyes to the summit.


Wang Chong's Bane of the Battlefield had not only affected the northeast region, but the entire battlefield.


Just a few moments ago, he had clearly sensed the subordinates around him weakening. However, Wang Chong's Bane of the Battlefield had no effect on generals, so he had no idea what had happened.


"What's this? What's going on here?"


Those bright eyes surveyed the battlefield, quickly settling on the northeast region. Logically speaking, the number of troops gathered around the northeast mountains should have given them the absolute advantage, but in actuality, the Tang army held the advantage.


There was nothing normal about this situation!


"Hyah!"


A cold light flashed through his eyes as the Tibetan general suddenly turned his horse around and urged it to gallop toward the northeast.


……


"Northeast region, left wing, four thousand five hundred meters! Right wing, one thousand eight hundred meters! Fire!"


At the same time, at the top of the mountain overlooking the northeast region, the golden-armored Wang Chong stood under the flapping banner, his voice cold and flat. Twangtwangtwang!With Wang Chong's orders, two volleys of arrows flew through the air like the eyes of the god of death, landing separately on the left wing 4500 meters away and the right wing 1800 meters away.


Crash! As horses toppled to the ground, the Tibetans, who had just been on the cusp of reestablishing order, instantly fell into chaos once more.


Wang Chong stood on the summit and watched it all like an eagle high in the sky. No movement could escape his gaze.


The master archers allotted to every large army were a strategic asset in his hands.


At this stage, the number of casualties inflicted by the master archers was no longer important. Wang Chong was employing them for his tactical advantage, disrupting any area that looked like it was building up a threat.


At its heart, the art of war was ultimately about disrupting, misleading, and weakening one's opponent, as well as doing one's utmost to create a numbers advantage.


At present, the Tang army in the entire northeast region was in this state.


The Tibetans had clearly held the numbers advantage, but at this moment, they had suddenly become the inferior side. Wang Chong used their internal chaos to construct invisible walls in the army that prevented them from helping each other.


Tibetans screamed as they fell to the sabers and axes of the Tang army. Meanwhile, countless messages were echoing in Wang Chong's mind.


"Congratulations to user for killing 182 Tibetan cavalry!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 342 Tibetan cavalry!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 687 Tibetan cavalry!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 1344 Tibetan cavalry!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 1788 Tibetan cavalry!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 2576 Tibetan cavalry!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 3936 Tibetan cavalry!"


……


"Congratulations to user for killing 5722 Tibetan cavalry!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 7549 Tibetan cavalry!"


……


A stream of voices in his mind continuously reported the Tibetan casualties to him. This number was not rising at a steady rate, but climbing by leaps and bounds. In a few short moments, the Tibetan casualties were increasing at a terrifying speed.


The winds swept across the summit, the energy carried by each dead Tibetan warrior flowing through the air to enter Wang Chong's body. Wang Chong had previously reached True Martial Tier 9, and now, he was showing signs of reaching the peak of Tier 9.


And if he went even further, all his halos would fuse into one massive Halo of Thorns, and he would have ascended to Tier 1 of the Profound Martial realm.


"This is impossible, impossible!"


Chen Shusun and the other officers were all dumbstruck by this sight, their minds in turmoil.


Although they didn't have the instant knowledge of the Tibetan casualties that Wang Chong did, they could tell from their vantage point what was happening on the battlefield.


The Tibetans were falling apart!


Although the Tibetans had outnumbered the Tang, they were now no longer any match for the Annan Protectorate army. In that pocket where Wang Chong had trapped the Tibetans, large numbers of Tibetans were being hewed down like stalks of wheat.


On the other battlefield, the Annan Protectorate army was like a sharp sword thrust into the heart of the enemy, their foe utterly incapable of putting up any resistance.


If the Tibetans were a sea, then the Tang army was a rock in this sea. Although it seemed the weaker party on the surface, in truth, it possessed the complete advantage.


"Wonderful, wonderful!"


Chen Shusun clenched his fists, his face red from excitement.


Even the other guards and officers around the banner now viewed Wang Chong differently. When Wang Chong had first taken command of the army, everyone had doubted him, including Chen Shusun.


But now, as they looked at the battlefield below, not a single shred of doubt remained.


I really didn't think that Youngest Master would have reached such high levels in the art of war. Even if Eldest Young Master were awake and still here, he wouldn't be able to compare. There's still hope for the army yet!


Chen Shusun was inwardly ecstatic.


The scene before him was not something any of the officers could have imagined in their wildest dreams. A unit of archers and a simple order to retreat had completely transformed the landscape of the battlefield. It was like the work of a god.
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"Cavalry, get ready!"


Wang Chong had not even noticed what was going on behind him. His mind was in a state of complete calm and rationality. This battle had now reached the critical moment. At present, the Annan Protectorate army had the advantage and initiative, and Wang Chong was using the master archers to control the situation.


But the Tibetans had not given up.


As long as Wang Chong could break this final resistance, the 70,000 Tibetans would be thoroughly routed, the entire army crumbling to pieces.


Neigh!


All the cavalry trotted to Wang Chong's side, all of them looking down the mountain, their bodies exuding a powerful will to fight. This war involved three great empires and almost a million soldiers. For the first time, they were seeing the light of hope.


After many days of fierce battle, this tiny sliver of hope was extremely important to the exhausted army.


The summit was quiet, with no sound except the falling of the rain and the flapping of the banner. This dreadful silence reigned as everyone waited for Wang Chong's order.


No one realized that their initial doubt and unease had already transformed into absolute trust toward Wang Chong.


Come out, come out! I don't believe that you'll do nothing! Wang Chong thought as he looked down the mountain.


The Swordfanged Beast, Jiaosiluo, was one of the Ngari Royal Lineage's Five Tiger Generals, and there was also the Crown Prince of Mengshe Zhao, Fengjiayi. Both of these were brilliant individuals who couldn't be underestimated. They might not have been as dazzling as Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, or Geluofeng, but they still had extremely important roles.


One could say that the bitter defeat of the Annan Protectorate army was directly related to them.


Wang Chong didn't believe that Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo would just sit back and watch as he pushed the Tibetans in the northeast to the brink of defeat. A general always had to keep their attention on the entire battlefield. If Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo couldn't even do that, then Wang Chong had overestimated them.


All that's left is to wait and see when the two of you react, Wang Chong thought.


Wang Chong didn't have to wait long. There was a peal of thunder, and the ground to the southeast suddenly began to quake, the thunderous stampede of horses even drowning out the rain. The neighing of the highland steeds managed to travel far despite the rain and thunder.


"Kiiiill!"


Almost deafening cries came from the distance. In the blink of an eye, an army of Tibetan cavalry came galloping over from the distance, their momentum astonishing, their aura and energy far surpassing those of ordinary Tibetan cavalry.


"General has ordered that those who kill Tang soldiers will live and those who retreat will be executed!"


A fierce messenger held aloft his scimitar, charging out of the rain like a white ray of light, his voice ruthless beyond compare.


"Royal Guardsmen, receive this order! Any who retreat are to be executed!"


Roar!


Responding to that messenger was a heaven-shaking roar of brutality. The muscular and imposing Tibetan Royal Guardsmen suddenly dismounted, unsheathed their bright scimitars, and stood in a row, all of their weapons aimed at the summit.


For all these Tibetans who outnumbered their foe to be in such chaos, all of them like aimless houseflies and desperately trying to retreat, was an utter disgrace to the strength-worshiping Tibetans.


While the Royal Guardsmen dismounted, the new wave of thousands of Tibetan reinforcements transformed into a flood that charged at maximum speed toward the summit.


"Not good! It's dangerous!"


On the summit, under the massive banner, Chen Shusun became nervous.


Although his understanding of the art of war was inferior to Wang Chong's, Chen Shusun was still a veteran officer. Although the Tang army held the initiative, this had been the result of the tactics and formations that Wang Chong had utilized.


But even the most powerful of tactics and formations had a limit. There was no doubt that the Tang Square Formations that had gone on the attack had reached their upper limits. If another wave of eight or nine thousand elites arrived, their lines might crumble from the pressure.


"There's no need to worry!"


Wang Chong waved his hand, unconcerned. "Let them charge."


"But, Milord, we won't be able to endure!" several of the Tang officers worriedly said. Wang Chong wasn't familiar with any of them, but he knew that they were his big brother's bodyguards.


"There's no need to worry! It will be fine as long as the lines don't immediately collapse," Wang Chong calmly said.


Wang Chong made no attempts to intercept this wave. As expected, the scene that the officers on the summit had worried the most about occurred.


Rumble! Like a flash flood, the grandiose wave of Tibetan reinforcements smashed into the Tang formation, causing a massive upheaval, screams ringing through the air.


Outside of the pocket that Wang Chong had formed, the two units of the Tang army that had gone on the offensive showed signs of breaking.


Ten!


Nine!


Eight!


……


Wang Chong calmly looked down the mountain as he mentally counted down. From the high ground, Wang Chong could clearly tell that as the battle progressed, the Tibetan reinforcements had completely shifted their focus to the two offensive Tang formations.


They were so focused on pressing forward that they no longer paid much attention to the troops on the summit. Moreover, as the battle grew more intense, this sort of trend only continued.


Four!


Three!


Two!


One!


……


When his count reached 'one', there was suddenly a ripple in the Tibetan reinforcements. This ripple was inconspicuous, akin to an eddy of foam in a stream, but for Wang Chong, this was enough.


"To the southeast! All cavalry, charge!"


After so long, Wang Chong finally dispatched his precious cavalry.


There was an earth-shaking rumble. The cavalry had waited on the summit for this order for far too long, and now that it had been given, all of them were vying to be first. Like a mighty waterfall, they galloped down the summit.


Neeeeigh!


The cries of the horses mixed with the clattering of metal. In a few short moments, the cavalry had reached a terrifying speed. As the cavalry charged, no one noticed Wang Chong take a step forward from under the flapping banner, his eyes flashing.


Boom!


The loud neigh of a horse emerged from the depths of space-time while the indistinct figure of a massive divine warhorse appeared behind Wang Chong. At the same time, a blazing halo expanded from under Wang Chong's feet and extended toward all the cavalry.


The cavalry of the Annan Protectorate had already reached a terrifying speed by charging down the mountain, and now with the sudden buff from the Halo of Dusk Stallion, they instantly became even faster.


Rumble!


Four thousand cavalry flooded down the mountain in a torrent that swept away everything before it.


"Not good!"


"There were Tang soldiers on the summit! Take formation, take formation!"


"It's cavalry; be careful of their charge!"


……


The quaking from the summit alarmed the reinforcements, and all of them looked up in shock at the soldiers furiously charging toward them. The boundless rain made it very difficult to see what was going on at the summit from the bottom of the mountain.


No one had expected that the Annan Protectorate army was still keeping soldiers in reserve at this stage in the battle. And it was cavalry, whose power was only amplified in this kind of geography.


Four thousand cavalry against the eight or nine thousand Tibetan reinforcements… this strength was already enough to alter the course of this battle!


"Take formation! Take formation!"


A Tibetan officer was frenziedly kicking and beating the surrounding soldiers so that he could get them back into formation, but it was all too late. These soldiers had focused all their attention on breaking through the Tang soldiers in front of them, hoping to shatter them as quickly as possible. This meant that they had already lost the ability to swiftly assume formation.


Boom!


Before anyone could react, the four thousand cavalry flowed through the gaps in the army like water through a sluice gate and thrust into the Tibetan reinforcements.


No one could resist such a terrifying collision. The Tang soldiers who had survived up to this point were the elite of the elite, and coupled with the strength of the cavalry charge, each Great Tang cavalryman was striking with the power of a True Martial Tier 7 expert.


This power was not something a normal Tibetan cavalryman could easily stop!


Cavalry were an important force on the battlefield because of the strength that came from combining man and horse. In Wang Chong's hands, the strength of this charge was further pushed to preposterous levels.


"Aaaaah!"


A scream tore through the air as a Tibetan and his horse were both sent flying several dozen zhang by the impact. His comrades fared no better. Bangbangbang! In a flash, hundreds of Tibetan cavalry were thrown into the air.


The sounds of muscles tearing, bones breaking, plaintive whinnies, clattering metal, halos resonating, and mighty impacts… all of it mixed into a single, clamorous din.


"Kiiiill!"


A resounding shout echoed into the clouds as all the Great Tang cavalry revealed a vicious killing intent. In this fierce melee, the newly-arrived Tibetan reinforcements fell into complete chaos.


"Aaaaah!"


"Stop them! Stop them!"


"We can't hold, we can't!"


"They have too many people!"


"Oh no, Milord's been killed!"


……


The counterattack that the Tibetans had barely managed to mount instantly dissolved. Even the Tang lines which had been on the verge of breaking had now completely recovered.


At this point, the Tibetans were mired in an unprecedented situation. The forces trapped in the pocket were cut off from reinforcements, and their lines had collapsed in three places. These soldiers had originally been pursuing the fleeing Tang soldiers, but before they had even come close to accomplishing their mission, they had lost almost ten thousand of their number and had ended up in a dire situation.


"Damn it, what's going on here? This person definitely isn't Wang Fu!"


Midway up the mountain, a Tibetan officer gazed at the fluttering banner on the summit, his eyes red with fury as he bellowed.


In the entire southwestern Tang army, including the Annan Protectorate army, the only person who presented any sort of threat to the Tibetans was the Wang Clan's Wang Fu. That person's talent was something that even Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan had praised.


Yet not even Wang Fu could have this sort of terrifying ability to command and lead!


It had taken only a few moments for the tides on the battlefield to be turned. So unprecedented was this feat that it could be called a miracle. At the very least, no one on the Tibetan side had ever thought this possible.


And when one considered the fact that the Tibetans had the numbers advantage, this fact was even harder to accept.


But whether the Tibetans wanted to accept it or not, the scenario playing out in the northeast and southeast was the complete collapse of the Tibetan line, and this collapse was slowly spreading to the other areas of the battlefield.


"Congratulations to user for killing 13961 Tibetans!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 16733 Tibetans!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 19927 Tibetans!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 21966 Tibetans!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 23459 Tibetans!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 26796 Tibetans!"


……


Wang Chong stood unmoving on the summit as a string of messages flooded through his mind. The power and range of Wang Chong's Bane of the Battlefield was incessantly increasing, and Wang Chong's already-powerful strength was continuing to rise as more Tibetans died.


The battlefield was the best forge and the best place to increase one's strength.


At least for Wang Chong, it was.


Bang! Bang! Bang!


The power of his halos seethed inside his body, beginning to show signs of fusion. Wang Chong began to get a strange feeling, like he was touching a mysterious and indescribable strength that came from the depths of space-time.


This feeling was both strange and familiar.


This was the strength of the Profound Martial realm!
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As wave after wave of energy surged through his body, Wang Chong felt an unprecedented pleasure. This was war. The Stone of Destiny might not have been able to immediately give him power, but it seemed like it had been made for war.


He was still the War Saint!


And only war could grant him that most powerful strength.


At this moment, Wang Chong's mind was crystal-clear.


"All forces, advance!"


Seeing the Tibetan army in chaos, Wang Chong put aside tactics and strategy, giving the order for a full assault. The Tibetans were already crumbling, and an army in turmoil could pose no threat to the Great Tang. Everything Wang Chong had done was to prepare for a full offense, to put the enemy army under an enormous pressure.


He wanted their army to be completely wiped out and beaten into the ground.


Rumble! Once Wang Chong issued his order, the two armies in the northeast and southeast transformed into an avalanche, relinquishing all defense and beginning an all-out assault. The shield soldiers, axemen, spearmen, and all the other soldiers charged forward.


"Aaaaah!"


Screams filled the air as horses thudded to the ground. In both the northeast and southeast, the Tibetans had truly fallen into a complete rout.


"Congratulations to user for killing 31977 Tibetans!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 33455 Tibetans!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 36703 Tibetans!"


……


"Congratulations to user for killing 39911 Tibetans!"


……


In a few short moments, a string of messages built up like a rolling snowball in Wang Chong's mind. Now that Wang Chong had committed the entire Annan Protectorate army and his Bane of the Battlefield, the Tibetan army was truly being routed in a landslide, their casualties rapidly rising.


Thin streams of energy, as numerous as the hairs on a bull, surged across space-time toward the summit.


"Success!"


Wang Chong clenched his fists as he spread his arms apart, his mind raging with emotions. The Tibetan army numbered from seventy to eighty thousand. With the amount of soldiers he had crushed in the northeast and southeast, their army could no longer pose a threat to him.


"Damn it!"


Suddenly, a furious bellow filled with a murderous intent exploded over the summit like a clap of thunder. This voice clearly came from afar, yet it also sounded like it was right next to his ear. Wang Chong cringed, but before he could react, he heard a massive boom from the mountain below.


"Aaaaah!"


There was a fierce explosion that sent waves of energy in every direction. Midway up the mountain, where the Annan Protectorate army's attack was most intense and also where the Tibetan casualties were greatest, a massive energy burst out. Several dozen charging Tang cavalry screamed as they were sent flying with their horses.


In a flash, a massive hole had been opened in the dense ranks of the Annan Protectorate army.


"This is…!!"


Wang Chong's eyes widened as he instantly saw a muscular figure standing in that gap, glaring at him from the distance. This stare was so cold and murderous that it chilled Wang Chong to the bones.


But it was only for an instant, as that figure vanished. It was so quick that it seemed like an illusion.


Roar!


The wind suddenly howled, and the heaven-shaking roar of a tiger resounded in everyone's ears. Space began to twist in that gap in the ranks as the image of a white tiger as large as a small mountain manifested. A primitive, ancient, ruthless, and ferocious energy surged out, traveling where it pleased.


No!


This was no mere image!


Bang! Four claws struck down as a massive white tiger appeared in the middle of the Annan Protectorate army, more than three zhang high and around seven zhang long. This white tiger's muscles were bursting with a destructive energy.


A massive Halo of Thorns, perfect and pristine, sparkled under the white tiger's feet, perfectly complementing the metallic totems and mysterious tattoos on its back. The tiger exuded an aura of mystery that harkened to a bygone era.


Roar!


Its cold gaze locked on the summit as the white tiger swept its claws, sending five or six Great Tang cavalry flying like they were mere pebbles. And with a casual sweep of its tail, the entire formation collapsed.


"Not good—it's the Swordfanged Beast, Jiaosiluo!" Chen Shusun said with a grave voice as he drew his saber and stepped in front of Wang Chong.


Clang! Clang! Clang!


At almost the same time, the bodyguards on the summit pulled out their own sabers and swords and formed ranks, standing with solemn expressions in front of Wang Chong.


The job of bodyguards was to protect the general, so they did not take part in the battle.


The safety of the commander-in-chief far outweighed the loss of a single soldier!


Roooaaar!


Roars like the ringing of bells resonated over the peak, scattering the misty rain. The entire mountain range trembled under the tiger's roars, countless pieces of gravel and stone rolling down the slopes.


"Kill!"


"Milord is here!"


"Follow General!"


"Kiiiill!"


……


Midway up the mountain, Jiaosiluo's presence immediately made an impact. The Tibetan morale had already been at its nadir, and the geography was extremely disadvantageous to them. But now, it seemed like they had been given a shot in the arm. All of them rallied, roared, and followed Jiaosiluo in a counterattack against the Tang army.


The strength of a Profound Martial realm expert was difficult to fathom, and the white tiger that was the transformed Jiaosiluo charged straight toward the summit, sweeping away everything before it. The Tibetan cavalry following close behind continued to amplify the results. A gap that was only four or five zhang wide had suddenly became a fatal gap in the formations of the northeast and southeast.


The situation had suddenly become grim for the Tang army.


"Milord, what should we do?"


"If this continues, our entire army will be routed, and victory will become defeat!"


"We should first consider Milord's safety! Jiaosiluo is moving too quickly!"


"He's coming for Milord. If something happens to Milord, morale will crumble and our defeat will be assured!"


……


The earth rumbled nonstop, the massive white tiger moving far too quickly to stop. In just a few moments, several hundred Tang soldiers had been sent flying, either dead or severely injured. Even the people on the summit who were only spectating were stunned.


Even worse was that Jiaosiluo's goal was clearly where they were, the summit!


Everyone felt danger, the smell of death.


Young Master?


Chen Shusun said nothing, but he looked at Wang Chong with a questioning gaze. From a general's standpoint, Wang Chong naturally couldn't retreat. If the commander-in-chief retreated, the army would immediately collapse without any need for Jiaosiluo to intervene. But if Wang Chong remained on the summit, he would be in great peril. Moreover, as a subordinate to two generations of the Wang Clan, Chen Shusun had a very deep affection for it and everything related to it, so he did not wish for anything to happen to Wang Chong.


"There's no need!"


Wang Chong's gaze flitted around, but he very quickly waved off these implorations.


"If the army is routed, the only thing awaiting us will be death. Moreover, even if we can't kill him, that doesn't mean we need to put everything on the line. This isn't what I'm worried about right now. Everyone, keep an eye on the surroundings. Since Jiaosiluo has appeared, Fengjiayi isn't far behind! This is the person that we need to be careful about."


These words immediately caused the expressions of the surrounding soldiers to change, and Chen Shusun felt his heart sinking.


One Jiaosiluo was already hard enough to deal with. If he worked with Fengjiayi, who would be a match for them? Chen Shusun had originally wanted to defend, but right now, he was beginning to lean toward retreat. This was no longer a question of defending, but of whether they wanted to wait for their deaths or not.


"Young Master, if this is the case, we might have to retreat!" Chen Shusun said with a grimace.


"Haha, that's not necessary right now. Don't forget, weren't Jiaosiluo and Fengjiayi originally in my father's area? There's no way Father wouldn't notice Jiaosiluo's sudden disappearance! Uncle Chen, have the drummers send the signal. In addition, send the ballistae over!" Wang Chong waved his hand and spoke with a confident tone.


Ballistae were essentially useless once the troops had clashed, but they might still be effective against a powerful foe like Jiaosiluo. Moreover, the white tiger was a massive target.


It took only a few moments!


As Wang Chong was speaking, the battle in the mountains below was reaching a critical juncture.


Boomboomboom!


The northeast lines had been thrown into chaos by Jiaosiluo, but everyone had also noticed what Jiaosiluo's goal was. After all, he was making no attempts to hide his goal, driving forward in a straight line, knocking away all the Tang soldiers who dared to stand in his way.


"Protect Milord!"


"Even if we have to die, we can't let him get close to the summit!"


"Everyone, listen to my order! Anyone who retreats will die!"


……


In the army, all the officers grew extremely nervous, their eyes becoming bloodshot. If the commander-in-chief were killed and the banner cut down, the army would completely collapse. This was no longer a problem of protecting Wang Chong alone. Given the current state of the Annan Protectorate army, if such a thing really did happen, there would be no chance of survival.


The land of the southwest would be their final grave!


"Sixth and Seventh Square Formations, retreat and assume Turtle Shell Formation! Passive defense!


"Master archers, free fire! After three volleys, all archers should withdraw to the southwest!" Wang Chong suddenly said.


Master archers were not very strong in close combat. If Jiaosiluo made it to the summit, the master archers would truly be just lambs waiting to be slaughtered.


Bangbangbang!


Dense volleys of arrows whistled down. Even in this chaotic battle, the master archers were unaffected, all of their arrows flying toward their targets. But to their surprise, when those arrows were still several zhang from that massive tiger, they were stopped in midair as if running into some invisible wall of air.


"Hahaha, I don't care if you're Wang Fu or somebody else, but you're too naive if you think such a method could work against me!"


The derisive laughter rumbled like thunder in the skies. Even at this distance, Wang Chong could still see that sneering look in the white tiger's eyes. In that moment, he had a very bad feeling.
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Buzz! Before anyone could react, the white tiger shook its body. Bengbengbeng! The thousands of arrows were suddenly jolted outward like the needles of a hedgehog.


"Not good!"


Wang Chong's heart jumped, but before he could react, he heard a boom and a chorus of screams. All the infantry within several dozen paces of Jiaosiluo had been sent flying by that dense rain of arrows. Although they had the protection of their armor, they were still left dead or wounded.


The dense volley of arrows had become the best tool for Jiaosiluo to display his strength.


"Scatter! Master archers, immediately withdraw!"


With a grave expression, Wang Chong waved his left palm and immediately ordered the master archers to retreat.


The master archers might have been useful against ordinary Tibetan soldiers, but they were lacking against a fierce Tibetan general like Jiaosiluo. And it was only through this sight that Wang Chong finally sensed that Jiaosiluo's Stellar Energy was even more vigorous than his fellow Tiger General, Bachicheng. It was much more vicious and formidable, and his energy was so thick that it could reflect a rain of arrows.


This was not something any ordinary Profound Martial realm expert could accomplish.


Jiaosiluo was the second of the Five Tiger Generals for good reason.


Roar!


With that savage sound, the massive white tiger locked its eyes on Wang Chong at the summit, a faint ridicule within. Bang! Its four paws hitting the ground, the tiger leaped forward.


Boom!


The soldiers around Wang Chong immediately grew frantic at this sight. No matter how slow they were, they could tell that the white tiger was looking to make trouble for Wang Chong.


"Protect Milord!"


While people were shouting all around him, Wang Chong remained the sole person to retain his calm.


"Hmph!"


Wang Chong waved his right hand, immediately ordering an attack on the leaping white tiger.


"Fire!"


Boomboomboom!


With Wang Chong's order, the ballistae immediately fired their bolts. By leaping into the air, Jiaosiluo had offered the best opportunity for the ballistae to fire. No matter how strong Jiaosiluo was, he would still find it difficult to dodge in these circumstances.


Wang Chong couldn't let such a chance slip by.


How foolish! Wang Chong mentally sneered. In this large-scale battle involving tens of thousands of soldiers, one could find a method to deal with even the most powerful of warriors. Jiaosiluo had overestimated himself.


Buzz!


The air exploded with sound waves as twenty to thirty ballista bolts flew toward Jiaosiluo. These well-trained survivors of the Annan Protectorate army had no problem with the angle or precision of their shots. Even Jiaosiluo had to slightly pale at the glimmering tips of the ballista bolts and the dreadful energy within them.


In a flash, a majestic barrier of Stellar Energy, seven or eight zhang thick, burst out of Jiaosiluo's body, shrouding the huge white tiger. Just barely after he completed this process, thirty-some ballista bolts almost simultaneously struck the white tiger.


Roar!


The white tiger's gigantic body dropped from the air, sending mud and dirt flying into the sky upon crashing into the ground.


"Brat, I've underestimated you!"


That resounding voice now had a tinge more solemnity and a tinge less contempt. There was no question that Jiaosiluo had come off poorly in that engagement. Swish! Massive claws raked through the earth, stirring a screen of mud and gravel to obscure its tracks, and then the tiger leaped once more.


This time, the white tiger did not choose to jump straight forward. Instead, it jumped left and right, choosing to attack with a zigzag pattern.


Swooshswooshswoosh!


The ballista bolts all flew past him. Although he had chosen a zigzag path, Jiaosiluo's speed did not drop. In a few moments, he was only thirty-some zhang from the summit. Given Jiaosiluo's speed, he could now jump straight to the peak.


Even Wang Chong had to slightly pale at this moment.


When a Profound Martial realm expert got serious, they would become very difficult to deal with. Moreover, Jiaosiluo was clearly using a secret technique from the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple.


"Uncle Chen, I'll be relying on you for this!" Wang Chong coldly said.


In the end, a battle between martial artists had nothing to do with tactics or strategy. In his present state, Wang Chong had no good methods of dealing with an expert like Jiaosiluo. The only person on the summit who could deal with him was Chen Shusun. As a veteran officer of the army, Chen Shusun had a strength that couldn't be doubted.


"Protect Milord!"


A saber hummed through the air, and though rain continued to trickle down his hair and forehead, Chen Shusun seemed unmoved. Boom! After pausing for a moment, Chen Shusun became one with his saber and transformed into a white ray of light that burst through the curtains of rain as he struck at the nearby Jiaosiluo.


"Protect Milord!"


At the same time, all the other bodyguards at the summit unsheathed their sabers and followed Chen Shusun.


It was their duty to protect the army's commander-in-chief, and this was precisely the moment they had been waiting for.


Boomboomboom!


Terrifying explosions came from the top of the mountain as Chen Shusun and Jiaosiluo began to fight. Both of them were Profound Martial realm experts who unleashed powerful energies with every movement. Such was their power that the torrential downpour could not get within seven or eight zhang of the pair, instead congealing into ripples that were repelled outward.


"Jiaosiluo is too strong!"


As Wang Chong observed from the summit, his brow furrowed. Although Chen Shusun had already been mobilized, this was only enough to barely stop Jiaosiluo. Not even assisted by Wang Fu's bodyguards was he a match for Jiaosiluo, and Jiaosiluo was clearly suppressing them.


At least, this was how Wang Chong saw it.


The martial arts of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple truly are powerful. Although Jiaosiluo's body has gotten larger, making him more susceptible to being attacked from all sides, that white tiger that he's transformed into is almost impervious to sabers and spears. His strength is enormous and seemingly unaffected by all his moving around. In the end Uncle Chen doesn't know about these martial arts, so it's not possible for him to stop Jiaosiluo!


Wang Chong's mind was currently in turmoil.


In the short time that had elapsed, Chen Shusun's body was already covered in several bleeding wounds, all of them scratched out by the tiger's claws. Wang Chong had never understood that much about the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple, so he didn't have many good ideas.


He suddenly heard a familiar voice at his ear. "Milord, why don't I and my brothers go down and help. Otherwise, he won't be able to last long alone!" Old Eagle was looking down from the summit, his voice tinged with worry.


Old Eagle had arrived at the summit somewhat later than Wang Chong. Unlike Wang Chong, Old Eagle had been helping to steady the defense lines and stave off the Tibetans, which had consumed no small amount of time. As for after he arrived at the summit… Old Eagle was well aware that he knew nothing of strategy and the art of war, so he had chosen to lead the Black Dragon Bandit elites and quietly stand guard on the side, saying absolutely nothing.


"There's no need!"


Wang Chong raised an arm and lightly said, "The threat this time is not restricted to Jiaosiluo. Jiaosiluo is easy to deal with. After all, all his abilities are out in the open. But that's not the case for the other person!"


"Milord is speaking of Fengjiayi?" Old Eagle said.


He had heard a little while standing guard, and back then, he had also heard a little about Fengjiayi in the capital, though he hadn't paid it much mind at the time.


"Hmph!"


Wang Chong gave a noncommitted nod.


"The art of war is the art of deception. Fengjiayi spent a very long time in the Great Tang, and he learned quite a lot about that principle, 'All warfare is based on deception'. The battle has gone on for so long, I don't believe he won't appear!"


"All warfare is based on deception?"


A surprised look appeared in Old Eagle's eyes. He truly didn't understand much about the art of war.


Wang Chong only smiled in reply.


Wang Chong had only heard of the Crown Prince of Mengshe Zhao's reputation, but he had never met him in person. He also knew nothing of what this person was actually like. However, Fengjiayi's continued lack of appearance had actually allowed Wang Chong to understand one thing about him: Fengjiayi was not someone who was easy to deal with.


This was a person of a calm and patient personality, and whenever he decided to strike, it would be a lethal blow. This truly made him difficult to deal with. Moreover, as the crown prince, he was able to mobilize a large number of resources, yet he also didn't put on the haughty airs of a crown prince.


Wang Chong could feel that this was one of those people who would use any methods to reach their goal.


When comparing Fengjiayi to this valiant and unstoppable Jiaosiluo plowing his way to the summit to take Wang Chong's life, Wang Chong actually felt that Fengjiayi was the more serious threat to the Great Tang.


"Milord, if he doesn't appear, will we just have to keep standing here? The current situation isn't to our advantage!" a swarthy Black Dragon Bandit elite said.


They had been ordered by Li Siye to stay at Wang Chong's side, and though they didn't respect Wang Chong as much as Li Siye, they still respected him a great deal. In their view, Wang Chong truly shouldn't have ordered Li Siye away. With Li Siye here, there would still be a chance to stop Jiaosiluo.


They would also have probably been better able to adapt to the changing situation.


"That's right, Milord. If Jiaosiluo manages to get here and Fengjiayi arrives to work with him, we'll be completely unable to stop them. After all, while we're out in the open, one of our enemies is hiding in the shadows!" another of the Black Dragon Bandit elites said, his voice fraught with worry.


Wang Chong turned his head in surprise and saw that the speaker was a thin Black Dragon Bandit elite. His eyes seemed much more intelligent than those of his compatriots.


So it was him.


A thought occurred to Wang Chong. He had some idea of who this man was. Li Siye had mentioned before that this person had been a part-time advisor in the Black Dragon Bandits. Although he was no proper military strategist, he was still rather intelligent.


"Relax; he won't get such a chance! I'll have him come out himself," Wang Chong indifferently said, a natural confidence in his voice.
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Although Fengjiayi had still not appeared, there was one thing that the Black Dragon Bandit elite was right about. Fengjiayi had still not appeared precisely because he was planning to attack with Jiaosiluo. Wang Chong could even guarantee that Fengjiayi was hiding in the Tibetan cavalry behind Jiaosiluo.


"Young Master, your meaning is?"


Old Eagle showed a hint of surprise in his eyes. This Fengjiayi was known as an incredible individual, even in a place like the capital. If he didn't want to come out, no one could force him out. Old Eagle really couldn't imagine how Wang Chong could possibly compel him to come out.


Wang Chong said nothing, using his actions to give his answer.


Crack!


Wood splintered as Wang Chong suddenly drew his sword and cut down the massive banner in front of everyone's flabbergasted gazes. No one had expected this, and even Old Eagle's body was trembling with astonishment. No matter how ignorant he was, how little he understood of the art of war, he still knew that this banner symbolized the morale of the army, supporting the army so long as it existed.


If the banner was cut down, it meant that the enemies had reached the center of the army. This was a destructive blow to the morale of an army!


Not in their wildest dreams would anyone have believed Wang Chong to do such a thing.


"Young Master?!!!"


Old Eagle stared at him, his heart an icy rock.


Too surprising!


Too sudden!


For a few moments, Old Eagle's mind was a complete blank.


Yet Wang Chong's actions were never so easy to fathom. Bang!A young arm tightly grasped the massive banner, not letting it fall.


"Everyone, hear my order! The summit can no longer hold. The banner is critical, so we will currently take this banner and retreat to another location!" Wang Chong loudly declared.


Before he had even finished speaking, Wang Chong was already beginning to move to the rear, splashing up mud as he brought the massive banner in retreat.


"Hmph! You've quite rosy dreams. If you want to take the banner away, first leave your life here!"


At that moment, just when Wang Chong was preparing to make a strategic retreat, an icy and clear voice, seeming to exude the aura of a crane standing haughtily over the other birds, emerged from the crowd. Before anyone could react, boom! A mist suddenly swept toward the summit, completely shrouding the vision of Wang Chong, Old Eagle, and the others.


Clang!


The almost inaudible hum of a sword could be heard in the mist, like a flood dragon crawling out of the abyss. In that moment, Wang Chong, Old Eagle, the Black Dragon Bandit elites, and all the other people on the summit felt like they were in terrible danger. It was like some sharp sword meant for reaping souls had locked onto them from a distance.


"Fengjiayi!"


With no evidence, not even having seen their assailant, everyone clearly felt that the person who had appeared to stop them was the Crown Prince of Mengshe Zhao, Fengjiayi.


Clang!


A fierce Sword Qi cut at Wang Chong's position, even cleaving the air in two. Yet this determined strike struck nothing but the air.


"Fengjiayi!!"


Around six zhang away, Wang Chong stared at that 'Great Tang soldier' who had suddenly appeared where he had been originally standing, a chilly light flashing in his eyes. The person before him was clearly dressed in the uniform of the Annan Protectorate, and his appearance and demeanor were also those of a person from the Central Plains. But Wang Chong was sure that this person was the Crown Prince of Mengshe Zhao, the Fengjiayi that he had waited a long time for.


I underestimated him!


This thought streaked through Wang Chong's mind.


Wang Chong had originally believed that Fengjiayi's late appearance meant that he was probably hiding in the Tibetans behind Jiaosiluo and that he would come together with Jiaosiluo. But Fengjiayi had been even more cunning than he had imagined. He had actually changed into the armor of the Annan Protectorate army and approached the summit unhindered.


Fengjiayi had spent a long period of time studying in the Great Tang, in its very capital. As such, his accent when speaking the language of the Central Plains was no different from the people of the Great Tang, as were his demeanor and aura. There was not the slightest trace of a person of Mengshe Zhao on his body.


If Wang Chong hadn't known that he might appear and pretended to take the banner and retreat, Fengjiayi might have never appeared.


This person is bound to be a big problem for the Great Tang. Even without the Zhang Qiantuo incident, Mengshe Zhao and the Great Tang would have inevitably gone to war!


A murderous intent suddenly bloomed in Wang Chong's heart.


Geluofeng and Fengjiayi were both ambitious sovereigns, neither of them willing to docilely accept a life of vassalage. Alas, a narrow bed did not permit more than one person to sleep on it, so this father and son would always have been at odds with the Great Tang.


Though these thoughts took a long time to express, they lasted for only a split second in Wang Chong's mind. Wang Chong soon heard a few familiar and furious roars.


"Protect Milord!"


"He's the Crown Prince of Mengshe Zhao, Fengjiayi! Everyone, be careful!"


"Young Master, quickly, get back!"


……


The situation was always unstable on the battlefield, and Old Eagle had been on guard this entire time. The moment Fengjiayi appeared, Old Eagle drew his sword and joined with the Black Dragon Bandit elites in encircling Fengjiayi and attacking him from all sides. But a bout of panicked shouts soon filled the air.


"Ah!"


A strange and terrifying sight was taking place before Wang Chong.


The moment the Black Dragon Bandit elites and Old Eagle within several zhang of Fengjiayi, their armor and boots suddenly began to twist as if coming alive. This metal quickly warped and fused together, transforming into man-shaped figures. And while these man-shaped figures were still forming, they were using their metallic arms to stab at Old Eagle and the Black Dragon Bandit elites.


This was the cause of those panicked shouts.


"Careful, there's something strange about this fellow!" one of the elites shouted. This situation had surpassed all their expectations.


Thumpthumpthump!


The twisted metal dropped to the ground, where it quickly transformed into black iron men that began to attack Old Eagle and the Black Dragon Bandit elites. The danger was so close at hand that even Old Eagle was caught off guard, Fengjiayi's sword leaving a wound on his waist.


"The Great Geng Metal Halo!"


At this time, the only person who had maintained their calm was Wang Chong. Fengjiayi had clearly reached the Profound Martial realm and had achieved a very high level. The large Halo of Thorns under his feet just so happened to be the most difficult of the Five Element Halos to cultivate, the Geng Metal1 Halo. By cultivating this halo, one could swiftly summon the surrounding metal and transform them into metal men.




With further progress, one could even transform one's entire body into a massive metal armor covered in sabers and swords!


It was extremely troublesome to fight people who had cultivated this kind of Halo of Thorns, because one couldn't fight them with metal weapons. When fighting barehanded, any warrior would find their strength greatly reduced.


Boom!


There was no time to think. Almost on instinct, Wang Chong used the Single Character Consecutive Slash to flip backward. At the same, Wang Chong cast away the banner, thrusting it into the ground ten-some zhang away. Barely after Wang Chong finished all this, there was a crash and a flash of light. Fengjiayi suddenly appeared where Wang Chong had been standing just moments ago, smashing a giant hole into the ground.


Seeing that he had missed yet again, Fengjiayi couldn't suppress the surprise in his eyes. Wang Chong was clearly inferior to him in cultivation, so his escape could only be explained by his martial intuition and perception. But how could a True Martial realm expert have better intuition and sense than one of the Profound Martial realm like him?


For the first time, Fengjiayi felt like he had miscalculated.


Boom!


But there was no slowness in his movements. His eyes going cold, Fengjiayi stomped down a foot and immediately vanished. No matter what, Wang Chong had to die. A Great Tang commander-in-chief who could allow the Tang army to display abnormal strength, who could use strategies and tactics to completely suppress the Tibetans, was someone who had to die!


This was why Fengjiayi had forsaken the battlefield and incited Jiaosiluo to engage in an all-out offensive.


"Ho! You think you can leave?"


There was a furious roar as a golden light flashed. Just as Fengjiayi began to move, he was intercepted by a black figure. The two quickly entered a fierce melee.


"The Six-Armed Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian?! This is Batunlu's supreme technique! You actually managed to kill him!"


Fengjiayi's enraged voice resonated through the skies.


The Six-Armed Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian was typical of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple's supreme techniques, capable of stimulating a person's inner potential to astounding levels. Old Eagle had only just broken into the Profound Martial realm and had originally not even been worth mentioning. But the supreme technique of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple had suddenly pushed him to a level that could contend against an expert of Fengjiayi's level.


"Good! I'll see how long you can delay me!"


Boomboomboom!


Sword Qi filled the air as they began to fight.


The situation isn't good!


Wang Chong watched as the pair battled over sky and earth, his mind in turmoil. Even though Old Eagle was using the Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian technique, he was still the one being beaten down in his fight with Fengjiayi. Perhaps he could have managed with the Meteoric Metal armor, but in order to enter the Tibetan ranks, Wang Chong, Old Eagle, and all the others had buried their equipment in the hills outside the mountain range, leading to the situation before him.


"Protect Milord!"


A chorus of shouts suddenly erupted out of the rain. The ruckus on the summit had alarmed the surrounding Tang soldiers, and several dozen elites of the Annan Protectorate army were quickly making their way up to the summit to attack Fengjiayi.


"Not good!"


Wang Chong's heart tightened, but he only had the time to say 'Careful' before the thing he had worried about the most occurred. Buzz! Before the Annan Protectorate army elites could get close, their armor broke free of them, transformed into metal men, and attacked their former wearers. In but an instant, thirty-some metal men had appeared on the summit.


And even the sabers, swords, and halberds of the soldiers had transformed into metal men. All of the soldiers were unarmed and unarmored, and could only be beaten down.


"Haha, since you want to try out human-wave tactics, I'll let all of you experience what real human-wave tactics are!"


Fengjiayi's icy and proud voice came out of the void. Even in battle, he still had the mind to observe his surroundings. Boom!A palm pushed away Old Eagle as Fengjiayi dropped down to the ground. Crash! The five fingers of his right hand descended like an eagle's claws to smash against the earth.


As if cut through by an invisible knife, the earth ruptured, shooting out dirt and gravel which began to congeal in the air and take shape. Boomboomboom! In the blink of an eye, several dozen more metal men had appeared on the summit.


The boundless rain plinged as it crashed against the bodies of the metal men. These figures had no eyes or ears, no mouth or nose, no signs of life whatsoever, nor any ripples of emotion. They gave an ice-cold feeling.


And at this moment, the atmosphere on the summit suddenly became bleak and frigid.

______________
1. Geng is the seventh of the Ten Heavenly Stems and belongs to the element of Metal, representing Yang. The Five Elements are Wood, Fire, Earth, Metal, and Water, and each element has two of the Ten Heavenly Stems associated with it.↩
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Wang Chong, Old Eagle, the Black Dragon Bandit elites, and the other Annan Protectorate soldiers… their opponent was clearly alone, yet it was him that had the complete initiative. Meanwhile, down the mountain, Jiaosiluo, transformed into that giant white tiger using the secret technique of the Great Snow Mountain, was charging up to the summit and slaughtering all in his path.


All the Tang soldiers around him were being swept aside.


Jiaosiluo and Fengjiayi together had managed to kill at least five hundred Tang soldiers in this brief period of time. This sort of fighting power bordered on the absurd.


And behind Jiaosiluo, even more Tibetans were widening the gap that he had made. In this battle, not only were the TIbetans about to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat, they were also beginning to show signs that they were going for the killing blow.


It's too late! No one can stop these two. And once these two join together, the lines on the northeast and southeast will completely crumble!


Wang Chong's mind was working rapidly.


He had already committed all the strength that he could on the summit, but even so, he was only barely able to fend off the enemy. Moreover, his forces were only serving as punching bags, unable to counter. Two distinguished foreign generals of the southwestern campaign were definitely not easy to deal with.


Since we can't beat them, I can only use that plan!


Quickly thinking, Wang Chong swiftly made a decision. Bang!His foot hit the ground as he jumped forward. Before Fengjiayi could react, Wang Chong had snatched up the banner that he had thrown aside moments ago.


"Don't fight with those metal men! They can't die. The Geng Metal Halo has no effect on Wootz Steel swords, so use those against him!" Wang Chong ordered as he ran off with the banner.


"In addition, pass on my order! The Twenty-seventh and Twenty-eighth Square Formations should intercept Jiaosiluo's personal guards. The front has already been broken, so ignore him!


"The Eighteenth Formation should advance sixteen steps to the left and engage in an all-out attack!


"Order the master archer square to aim east, sixteen hundred steps, in a circle with a diameter of thirty zhang, and then fire!


"Tell General Zhang Meng to have his axemen give up on the defense and charge! Don't give them a chance!"


……


A string of orders issued from Wang Chong's lips. The efficiency of the Annan Protectorate army couldn't be compared to reserve soldiers or other inferior armies. It only took a few short moments for Wang Chong's orders to be passed on. Buzz! The Tang lines had originally been falling apart, the chain reaction started by Jiaosiluo allowing the Tibetans to break through their lines elsewhere.


But it only took these orders from Wang Chong for the lines to stabilize and once more begin to pressure the Tibetans.


The Swordfanged Beast and Fengjiayi had created a chance for the Mengshe-Tibetan army, but it had taken only a few moments for Wang Chong to eliminate this opportunity.


"Damn it, this brat!"


Upon sensing the change in the battlefield, Jiaosiluo and Fengjiayi began to exude a powerful killing intent, their eyes chilling.


Boomboom!


Two of the metal men ignored the others on the summit and began to charge toward Wang Chong with fierce streams of Sword Qi. At the same time, the massive white tiger threw a large, inscribed shield and sent it whistling through the air, spinning as it flew toward Wang Chong.


Explosions shook the air as two large holes were blown out of the summit by the Sword Qi and large shield. Mud and gravel flew everywhere, but Wang Chong had managed to escape by the skin of his teeth. Boomboom! Several more fierce streams of Sword Qi, as well as axes, spears, pieces of armor, and even corpses began to fly toward Wang Chong, but he managed to dodge them all.


Wang Chong had been a little hard-pressed the first time, but he dodged the rest of the attacks with relative ease.


"Where did this brat come from?"


Even the Swordfanged Beast Jiaosiluo was astonished by this sight.


Wang Chong had dodged those attacks too easily for a True Martial realm expert. It had to be known that even a Profound Martial realm expert wouldn't have been able to move so freely.


"When did the Annan Protectorate army get such a formidable character? Why is it that he never appeared once throughout the long siege of Lion City!"


For a second, the massive white tiger exchanged looks with Fengjiayi, both of them sensing each other's intense killing intent. When the Annan Protectorate army lost the formidable Zhangchou Jianqiong, Xianyu Zhongtong and the officers left behind weren't even worth mentioning.


But when the Wang Clan father-son pair, Wang Yan and Wang Fu, arrived, Lion City suddenly became abnormally difficult to take. And now, someone even more formidable had showed up. Although they didn't know where he had come from, he was definitely an impediment to the cause of Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao.


Everything had started smoothly, with a great victory by the Erhai, but now, the battle had become abnormally difficult. Right now, even Fengjiayi felt an ill foreboding, and could no longer clearly see how the situation in the southwest would develop.


"Hmph, even if we can't finish off the Annan Protectorate army today, we have to kill this brat! Otherwise, given the talent for strategy he's shown, he'll definitely become a massive problem for Mengshe Zhao!"


Lightning flashed in the dark thunderclouds, and no one noticed that murderous glint flashing in the eyes of the Crown Prince of Mengshe Zhao!


Bang!


There was a glimmer in the air as a milky-white Sword Qi exploded out of Fengjiayi's body. Bang! Fengjiayi used a wall of Stellar Energy to knock away Old Eagle's Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian. He then used a wondrous movement technique to break out of the encirclement and charge toward Wang Chong.


Buzz! A powerful and all-encompassing Sword Qi preceded him, and countless particles of metal began to gather, some of it even drawn out from deep underground. This metal dust transformed into flying swords that accompanied Fengjiayi as he flew through the air. The aura exuded by Fengjiayi seemed ready to swallow the world. It was capable of even shattering a mountain into pieces, much less a body made of flesh and blood.


Wang Chong was certain that if he attempted to take this full-power blow from Fengjiayi, the only thing that awaited him was death.


"Brat, I don't know who you are, but just accept your fate!"


Fengjiayi's cold and proud voice sounded like the voice of a ghost in Wang Chong's ear. The air was thick with tension and the stench of death.


"Hahaha!"


To Fengjiayi's surprise. Wang Chong retreated two steps and suddenly stopped. He stared at the charging Fengjiayi with no intent to dodge.


"Fengjiayi, it's not that I don't want to accept my fate, but I'm afraid that you don't have the ability to kill me!"


"What did you say? To shamelessly boast at death's doorstep…"


Fengjiayi's eyes were like blocks of ice. Profound Martial realm experts possessed incredible speed, and Fengjiayi had even been acknowledged by Wang Zhongsi as someone who possessed the potential to be a Great General. It took only a moment for Fengjiayi to rapidly span the distance between him and Wang Chong.


Three zhang!


Two zhang!


One zhang!


Two feet!


……


At this distance, Wang Chong could clearly see the streams of air flowing around the tip of Fengjiayi's sword. He could even see the reflection of a lightning bolt on the surface of Fengjiayi's armor and a widening sneer on Fengjiayi's lips as he got closer and closer.


At Wang Chong's level of strength, taking this blow would be certain death, yet all Wang Chong did was coldly laugh.


"Ha, Fengjiayi, haven't you forgotten something?"


Wang Chong took a step back and to the side. Rumble! There was a flash of light, and before Fengjiayi could react, a black silhouette smashed into him.


"Wang Yan!!"


Fengjiayi bellowed as he was thrown through the rain and crashed into the ground, smashing out a massive pit on the summit.


"Fengjiayi, did you think that your 'Cicada Sheds Its Shell' ruse could work on me?"


An icy and dignified voice, tinged with a little stiffness, resounded over the world.


At almost the same moment, boomboomboom! The Swordfanged Beast Jiaosiluo was also sent flying. Powerful energies suddenly appeared out of nowhere and shrouded the summit.


"Jiaosiluo, even for you, this method is a little too shameless!"


The officers and generals of the Annan Protectorate army began to appear around the summit, all of them burly and brimming with energy as they surrounded Jiaosiluo.


"Damn it, these fellows truly are a hindrance!"


A fierce light shone in the white tiger's eyes. Pressing its four legs against the ground, it leaped, sundering the earth as it flew into the air. Covered in rain and mud, it lunged toward the Annan Protectorate soldiers. In a few moments, the two sides were engaged in a fierce battle.


At the same time, on the summit, the Crown Prince of Mengshe Zhao was engaged in a fight with Wang Chong's father.


This was Wang Chong's first time seeing his father fight.


His style was both unconventional and tyrannical. It didn't have so many nimble transformations, yet it carried the aura of the battlefield, of an earth-shattering energy that could cleave through armies. And his vigorous Stellar Energy seemed to sweep aside the rain, stirring up the mud on the ground with a momentum that seemed to want to swallow the world.


A heavy sword has no edge, the greatest skill in simplicity; Father has already reached the state of condensing the complex into the simple. His every move is simple and yet complex. Unless one is far more powerful than him, one shouldn't even dream of holding any advantage over him in terms of techniques, Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


His father didn't have the potential to be a Great General. Neither his grandfather nor the ministers of the court had ever believed him to have this potential. But as a military general, his father was definitely one of the best. He practiced martial arts the same way he commanded his troops: cautiously and meticulously, leaving his opponent no place to attack.


Fengjiayi might have been praised as a future Great General, but the weaknesses of his age and lack of experience were now clearly exposed. He was nothing more than a punching bag in front of Wang Yan, unable to counterattack. Even the metal men and storm of Sword Qi formed from the Geng Metal Halo were on the verge of collapse against Wang Yan.
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"Wang Yan, these are only the struggles of a trapped beast. The Great Tang is no longer the Great Tang of the past. The southwest is already the world of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang. You can struggle all you want today, but when the Great General arrives, the only thing that awaits you is death!" Fengjiayi's voice resounded through the heavens.


Even while facing the combined attacks of experts like Wang Yan and Old Eagle, Fengjiayi could still barely put up a resistance.


"There's no need for Crown Prince to waste your breath. Whether the Great Tang is not the Great Tang of the past is not something the Crown Prince of Mengshe Zhao can decide."


Wang Yan's voice was cold, hard, and indifferent. Even someone as capable as Fengjiayi found it difficult to use words to create any flaws in Wang Yan's defense.


"Hmph, still so stubborn even when death is at hand. Even if you manage to escape today's disaster, so what? We're just a meager vanguard, not even worth mentioning when compared to the main army behind us. The lands of the southwest are rather flat, and for a very long time, none of you will be able to see any high mountains and large rivers. Even if you escape for a moment, can you escape forever? I don't believe that your two legs can run faster than four legs!"


Fengjiayi's sword was moving like lightning and the storm of Sword Qi was still howling around him. Although the effects were not great, Fengjiayi had clearly not given up on mentally beating down the Annan Protectorate army.


"Since you're so confident, why did you pursue us so doggedly? When did the Crown Prince of Mengshe Zhao start fighting with his mouth instead of martial arts?" Wang Chong coldly sneered on the side.


Buzz!


Wang Chong's words immediately caused the atmosphere on the mountain to change. A pair of bone-chilling eyes pierced through the curtains of rain and locked onto Wang Chong. At some point, Fengjiayi had shed his disguise, allowing Wang Chong to get a good look at the true appearance of this renowned Crown Prince of Mengshe Zhao for the first time.


This crown prince was twenty-seven or twenty-eight years old. His face was exceedingly handsome and his skin was astonishingly white, even more than that of the nobles in the capital, and he exuded a princely aura from every pore of his body. However, unlike the princes of the imperial household, Fengjiayi was covered in an aggressive air.


Just glancing at the true appearance of Fengjiayi, unobscured by armor, would make someone feel extremely uncomfortable and unwilling to approach him, and this wasn't even considering the rest of his qualities.


If the son is like this, his father probably is much the same. The Six Zhao of Erhai in the southwest are definitely a massive problem for the Great Tang. By spoiling a child, the Imperial Court ended up nurturing a tiger! Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


Signs that the southwest would rebel had been evident for a long time, and while Wang Chong didn't understand how to read faces or feel bones, he could tell that Fengjiayi was not a good person.


"Brat, no matter who you are or where you learned the art of war, you won't be able to escape the southwest alive!"


Fengjiayi's icy voice rumbled like peals of thunder as he announced Wang Chong's fate.


Whoosh!


Sword Qi flew through the air. While speaking, Fengjiayi managed to make a tiny opening while matching blows with Wang Yan, through which he sent several streams of Sword Qi out of his fingers and toward Wang Chong. This was so fast that not even Wang Yan had expected it.


It was clear that Fengjiayi's murderous intent toward Wang Chong was not merely in his words.


Purely in terms of how much Fengjiayi wanted to kill them, Wang Chong ranked even higher than his own father, Wang Yan.


Thudthud!


To Fengjiayi's surprise, all his blows struck only the earth. Wang Chong had easily dodged these blows, not even using the Single Character Consecutive Slash or Phantom Steps.


To use Sword Qi in front of me is truly laughable. Even the Crown Prince of Mengshe Zhao can't do anything with that.


Wang Chong inwardly grinned.


At Wang Chong's current level of strength, in close-quarters combat, he wasn't even a match for Fengjiayi's fingers. But if Fengjiayi insisted on using Sword Qi and perception, Wang Chong's expertise, to fight against him… well, to speak frankly, as long as Fengjiayi didn't fight up close, Wang Chong really didn't think much of him.


In battles involving tens of thousands of soldiers, one person's martial arts had never been critical. No matter how powerful Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo were, if they thought that they could change anything with just their strength alone, then they were far too naive.


While Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo were playing heroes, Wang Chong was playing a game of strategy and tactics.


The two sides weren't on the same level.


"All generals, hear my order! Hold down Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo. Old Eagle, has our army arrived yet?"


Wang Chong slid down the mud of the summit, retreating ten-some zhang to make some distance between him and Fengjiayi. At the same time, he raised King Song's token in his right hand and spoke in a resounding voice.


"Milord, they're here!"


Old Eagle's voice buzzed with a metallic resonance. In transforming into the Six-Armed Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian, even his voice seemed to have been affected.


Boom!


"Kiiiill!"


Thunder rumbled overhead, and at the same time, an earth-shaking howl rose from below. Although they had been slow in coming, the ten thousand troops led by Commandants Xu Shiping and Xu Andun had still made a timely arrival. Although the rain blurred the view from the summit, one could clearly see a new force appear behind the Tibetan and Mengshe Zhao armies.


"Careful! Careful!"


"It's another Tang army!"


"Careful about the rear, ah!"


"It's not the Annan Protectorate army! Why is there another army? Wasn't the Great Tang supposed to be out of soldiers?"


"Form a defensive line, and pay attention to the rear!"


……


Panicked Tibetan voices mixed together with the clang of metal and the neighs of horses into a din that managed to even drown out the rain. It took only a few moments for the army led by Xu Shiping and Xu Andun to thrust into the Tibetan army.


Although there was no Wang Chong, Li Siye, or Old Eagle to help them hold the line, Xu Shiping and Xu Andun were still veteran officers who couldn't fail to notice the opportunity. The Tibetans were already facing the massive pressure from the Annan Protectorate army, and with the arrival of another Tang army of ten thousand from behind, they instantly fell into chaos.


"Congratulations to user for killing 41344 Tibetan cavalry!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 43517 Tibetan cavalry!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 44166 Tibetan cavalry!"


……


A string of messages cascaded through Wang Chong's mind in a downpour. A single clash had instantly inflicted four thousand losses on the Tibetans, and the situation was continuing to worsen. In the art of war, to be attacked from both the front and rear was one of an army's greatest fears.


The Tibetans were in a complete rout now. The battle was settled, and not even Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo at their most powerful would be capable of altering the result.


"Damn it, damn it!"


Fengjiayi listened to the screams behind, his eyes going red with madness.


This pursuit from the rain not only involved the vanguard of the Tibetan army, but several thousand of his personal soldiers. Those who had followed through this pouring rain were all the elite of Mengshe Zhao's elite. None of them had been easy to train, but even so, Fengjiayi could still hear their screams.


"This brat—I have to kill him!"


Fengjiayi clenched his teeth so hard that he seemed intent on crushing them to dust. The defeat of his side was already settled, and Wang Yan and the other generals of the Annan Protectorate army had already arrived. Not even killing Wang Chong and cutting down the banner would be able to change anything.


"Jiaosiluo, let's go! Quickly! The Great General and the Mengshe Zhao elites are still behind us. They won't be able to escape!"


Fengjiayi suddenly turned around and shouted, but he was surprisingly speaking in Tibetan.


As the Crown Prince of Mengshe Zhao, Fengjiayi was not only an accomplished warrior. By the time he had entered the capital of the Great Tang to become a hostage, he had already learned quite a few foreign languages. He hadn't only learned Tibetan, Turkic, Goguryeon, and the various languages of the Western Regions, he had also learned the language of the Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu. Fengjiayi was proficient in everything he attempted, a true genius of both the pen and the sword.


The white tiger opened its mouth and replied in Tibetan, "Don't rush. Wait for me to kill this brat first!" Jiaosiluo had boundless strength, charging left and right as he stared at Wang Chong on the summit. The mountain range was currently covered in the corpses of Tibetans and their highland steeds, and all of it was because of that brat on the summit.


Deaths were inevitable on the battlefield, and Jiaosiluo was never one to get sentimental. He wouldn't even feel much if all his subordinates died. But Jiaosiluo did have a deep desire for victory, and this brat on the summit had now become a stumbling block for the Tibetans, so Jiaosiluo wanted to kill him.


I should have killed him from the start. I truly underestimated him too much! Jiaosiluo mentally bellowed in fury.


His Ksitigarbha White Tiger Halo originated from the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple. It was one of the supreme martial arts that greatly boosted his power. As a result, he was actually much less hard-pressed than Fengjiayi. Although the Annan Protectorate army had many experts, as long as he was willing to pay a price, he was still capable of killing the brat.


"Jiaosiluo, don't act on emotion! The Great General will be here soon, and this is a flat land, so they have nowhere to run. We'll have plenty of chances to kill them! As long as we can endure and meet up with the main army, their deaths are assured!"


Fengjiayi was a perceptive person, so he knew what Jiaosiluo was thinking and immediately urged him to think otherwise.


Jiaosiluo was a typical fierce general, his mind only on battle with little care for anything else. But though he didn't care about the deaths of the Tibetan cavalry, Fengjiayi did. The alliance between Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang would have other places to show its power in the future. Fengjiayi's ambitions were not limited to the southwestern corner of the Great Tang!


……


"Don't let them escape; hold them down!


"Master archer square, hear my order. Forward and to the left, thirty-eight hundred steps, fire as one!


"Inform the cavalry to do all they can to pierce through the Tibetan ranks!"


Although Wang Chong had never once participated in the fierce battle taking place before him, he issued order after fatal order. The superior general broke the enemy's schemes, and victory in a battle was far more important than victory over an individual person.


"Congratulations to user for killing 45744 Tibetan cavalry!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 47915 Tibetan cavalry!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 48416 Tibetan cavalry!"


……


A string of messages echoed through Wang Chong's mind. Of the almost eighty thousand Tibetan cavalry, Wang Chong's forces had killed almost fifty thousand. The whinnies of the highland steeds and the screams of humans could be heard all over the battlefield. With enemies at both the front and rear, there was no more room for cavalry to charge.


Right now, the Tibetans were merely infantry.


And what they were facing was the world's most organized, disciplined, coordinated, and powerful infantry force, the infantry of the Great Tang. The result of this competition between infantry and 'infantry' was easily imaginable!


"We've lost! There are too many Tang soldiers!"


"Impossible—we clearly had more soldiers, so how did it become like this!"


"Retreat, retreat! We can't win… Why are there so many Tang soldiers!"


"Quickly find the Great General. We've lost too many soldiers. Only the Great General can deal with them now!"


……


The battle extended from the base of the mountains to the summit, and the morale of the Tibetans had reached an absolute low. None of them had ever expected this battle to turn out like this. They had clearly come with more soldiers than the Annan Protectorate army, but in the end, they felt like they were outnumbered by the Tang soldiers.


It was like having a body filled with strength but no way to use it.


Buzz!


Seeing that the situation was dangerous, Fengjiayi suddenly took out a thumb-sized pill from his bosom and swallowed it down. His strength instantly swelled, and he pushed Wang Yan away with his sword and retreated back the way he came.


"Stop fighting and leave! If we stay here, our forces will be completely wiped out!"


Fengjiayi sent out several harsh streams of Sword Qi and then pressed his right hand against the ground, summoning nine more of those fearless metal men. After warding off the Tang soldiers, he pulled at Jiaosiluo, who had regained his human form, and leaped away.


Boomboomboom!


With these two fierce generals doing their all to break out, it was impossible for the Tang soldiers to stop them. It took only a few moments for the pair to force open a gap and lead their army down the mountain.


"After them!"


Wang Chong's expression flickered. Thrusting the banner back into the ground, he leaped onto the White-hoofed Shadow and began charging down the summit in pursuit.


Wang Chong had never once participated in this battle, not even when Fengjiayi reached the summit. Now, however, he had immediately decided to charge down and enter the battlefield.


"Young Master Chong, careful—a desperate enemy is dangerous…"


In the army, Chen Shusun hastily shouted, worried for Wang Chong's safety.


"The proper general knows when to pursue the fleeing enemy! Uncle Chen, all officers, hear my order! Pursue the enemy! Don't let them escape!"


Wang Chong issued the order as he chased after the Tibetans.


The Tibetan morale was broken, their commanders had fled, and their army was in complete disorder. This was the best chance to widen their gains in this battle. The Tibetans wouldn't give them this chance again the next time they met on the battlefield.


On the summit, Wang Yan surveyed the battlefield with a profound and imposing gaze. He muttered to himself for only a few moments before immediately giving the exact same order as Wang Chong.


"After them!"


This time, the generals did not hesitate. The Annan Protectorate army rallied, their shouts to kill shaking the heavens as they followed the fleeing Tibetan army like an avalanche.


"Kiiiill!"


The heaven-shaking shouts were echoed on all sides!


For the first time in this calamity of the southwest, they had finally achieved victory!
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"After them!"


The Tang army closely pursued the fleeing Tibetans. Only after chasing them for ten-some li and killing several thousand more Tibetans did the Tang army finally give up the chase. Vision was limited in this downpour, and the Tibetans were running with all their might, so not even Wang Chong could completely wipe them out.


But the results of this battle had still completely surpassed everyone's expectations.


Forty-thousand-some soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army had fought against a force of seventy thousand primarily made of Tibetan cavalry, yet for the price of only five to six thousand soldiers, they had eliminated more than fifty thousand cavalry. This ten-to-one ratio in casualties was something that no one had expected to see.


The morale of the Annan Protectorate army was high, and they were all eager to fight.


"Young Master, what should we do next?"


In a place ten-some li from the mountain range, the generals stopped and began to looked through the pouring rain at Wang Chong, respect in their eyes.


Wang Chong was no noble or official, nor was he a soldier of the Annan Protectorate army.


For such a person to take command of an army was unthinkable. After all, Wang Chong was probably the youngest person in the entire army, with many of the generals even being old enough to be his father. And this wasn't even considering the fact that around ninety percent of the Annan Protectorate army's officer core had never seen him before.


But no one would quarrel about his command now.


These officers had been fighting Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo for quite some time, and they had always been on the losing side. Things only began to change when this youth ascended to the summit and took the reins of the army. One could say that without this youth, many of the people present would have died on that mountain behind them.


Heroism did not consider one's background. By now, nobody paid any attention to Wang Chong's age or his lack of rank or title.


This youth possessed a talent for command that far surpassed any of the other people present. If there was one person that could lead them all out of their current predicament, it would have to be this youth. This quality was far more important than the fact that he was Wang Yan's youngest son or that he carried King Song's token.


This was the consensus shared by all the soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army present.


"We don't need to worry about Jiaosiluo and Fengjiayi for the moment. The urgent task should be to find Lord Xianyu Zhongtong and join up with him as quickly as possible," Wang Chong firmly said.


He had come to this conclusion some time ago. The soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army led by his father and big brother were only forty thousand, only a part of the initial eighty thousand. If they did not find Xianyu Zhongtong as quickly as possible and combine with the army he commanded, they would be doomed if they ran into Huoshu Huicang.


"But we don't even know where they are!"


At this point, Chen Shusun rode over from the rear, his expression solemn. As the rain washed down his armor, it came away with a greenish-gray tinge.


"In addition, our initial objective was to break out and leave, doing the utmost to preserve everyone's lives. If we turn around, we'll be taking a large risk. Without the protection of this mountain range, we'll be at the geographic disadvantage, and the Tibetans will just run us down over the plains. Besides, Huoshu Huicang and the bulk of the Tibetan army are hurrying over to this area. If we go back to find Lord Xianyu, the delay might mean that we run into the Tibetan army, and I don't think any of us will be able to come away from that alive. And the entire army will be wiped out with us! This isn't Lion City anymore! From the moment we left Lion City, we stopped having any walls or natural barriers to rely on."


These words instantly caused the other generals to fall into deep thought.


Another Annan Protectorate army officer voiced his agreement. "That's right—from the moment we left Lion City, we no longer had a way to go back. Since Fengjiayi has already found us, Huoshu Huicang and Geluofeng probably already know where we are and their armies are probably headed for us right now. Each moment we tarry here increase the danger that we're in!"


"The Annan Protectorate army definitely can't be buried here. If the army is wiped, the Annan Protectorate will exist only in name!" another officer agreed.


Another commander rode his horse forward and said, "In truth, before we attempted the breakout, everyone already understood. The combined army of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang is sweeping away everything before it, and it's not something any of us can stop. It's wishful thinking to hope that everyone can retreat. There are some people who simply won't be able to escape, everything depending on one's own luck. That's how it is for us and everyone else. I'm sure Lord Xianyu understands this principle as well. Everyone will have to depend on themselves to see if they can escape."


What followed was a long silence.


The only sound was that of raindrops plinking against armor. Wang Chong said nothing, but as his gaze swept over the surrounding generals of the southwest, his brow slowly furrowed.


I didn't think that Xianyu Zhongtong would lose the confidence of the Annan Protectorate army so quickly, Wang Chong quietly said to himself. When Zhangchou Jianqiong entered the capital, Xianyu Zhongtong was hurriedly promoted. Perhaps it would have been fine if he had some merit to make up for his defeats, but after the defeat in the southwest and the loss of more than one hundred thousand elites on the Erhai plains, there are probably many people unhappy with him! They're just not saying it right now, that's all.


He had never clearly understood what had happened with the Annan Protectorate army's mobilization, but now that he thought about it, there had probably been many dissatisfied voices in the army, and perhaps quite a few who objected to Zhangchou Jianqiong's choice for promotion. The loss at Erhai had caused Xianyu Zhongtong to completely lose the hearts of his soldiers.


Many people were stepping up to oppose Wang Chong's decision now only because they wanted to vent their discontent.


The army hasn't even gotten out of desperate straits and the Annan Protectorate army's officers are already arguing with each other. This definitely isn't a good thing!


Wang Chong mentally sighed.


He finally understood why a part of the Annan Protectorate army had followed his big brother and father while another part had followed Xianyu Zhongtong. Objectively speaking, Xianyu Zhongtong definitely held a great deal of responsibility for the defeat on the Erhai plains, but one also had to frankly admit that this was because Xianyu Zhongtong didn't have the ability to be a protector-general.


And this was a result of Zhangchou Jianqiong's selfishness. But if one cast this aside, Xianyu Zhongtong was actually a rather decent commander. During this upheaval, he had never once thought about throwing in his lot with the enemy. This was the final result that could be expected when someone incapable was promoted to a high position.


Thus, Wang Chong actually didn't have that bad an impression of him.


Buzz!


As these thoughts flew through his mind, Wang Chong quickly reached a decision. His right hand reached into his bosom, to a place very close to his chest, and extracted an object. It was not King Song's dazzling token, but some pitch-black object.


"Ah! This is… the Protector-General's token!"


At first, the officers had viewed Wang Chong's actions with confusion, but as they began to clearly make out the black tigerhead token that Wang Chong wielded high in the air, all of them felt a shiver in their bodies and hurriedly bowed. The officers who had protested the most even dismounted their horses in fright and got down on one knee.


"I didn't think that Young Master would have Lord Protector-General's token. Does Milord have any order that he wished to pass on?"


The officers all had their heads lowered, their voices tinged with respect, panic, and unease.


This effect was not something that Wang Chong could produce using King Song's token.


Zhangchou Jianqiong had been Protector-General of the southwest for several decades, ruling with an iron fist and gaining the title of Tiger of the Empire. When he stood guard, Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang remained apprehensive, not daring to act rashly. Geluofeng and Dalun Ruozan had waited for Zhangchou Jianqiong to move to the capital before starting their war.


One could easily imagine Zhangchou Jianqiong's reputation in the southwest.


Zhangchou Jianqiong had made the southwest his territory, a fact evident from the scene taking place before Wang Chong. Though he had now been Minister of War for months, the officers of the southwest still respectfully referred to him as 'Protector-General' and not 'Minister'.


It seems that requesting Zhangchou Jianqiong's private token before leaving was the correct decision.


Wang Chong mentally sighed as he looked on.


Xianyu Zhongtong had already lost the confidence of his troops, and the grudges they held were too deep. In other words, the southwest was actually in a leaderless state. Not even King Song's token could do anything about this. But Zhangchou Jianqiong's token… this was currently the only method to mollify all the current conflicts and have all the officers of the southwest listen to his orders.


"To see the token is the same as seeing the person. I presume that Lord Zhangchou has told all of you this," Wang Chong calmly said, unaware that a faint coercive aura was slowly rising from his body.


"Before leaving for the southwest, I discussed the matter with Lord Zhangchou. Milord said that once I arrive here, all the matters of the southwest will fall under my authority, and that I will handle matters in his place. Thus, anyone who dares to defy my orders will be executed. All will be carried out with his full authority. Do you understand?"


Wang Chong's voice was composed and stern. At this moment, there was none of the childishness of youth. Not even the veteran officers of the army could compare to him right now.


"Yes!"


"Since Young Master has Lord Protector-General's token, we will naturally unflinchingly follow Young Master's orders! We will be at your beck and call!"


……


The officers lowered their heads, none of them even daring to breathe too loudly.


"Young Master…"


On the side, Chen Shusun watched on in amazement, his entire person stupefied.


King Song's token, Zhangchou Jianqiong's token…


These two extremely important symbols of authority were not something that ordinary people could even dream of holding, but Wang Chong had both of them. Chen Shusun had always believed that Wang Chong had run off on his own to the southwest. Now, however, not even he understood what was really happening. The Youngest Master of the clan seemed to be hiding more secrets than he had imagined.


"There's no need for you to follow my beck and call, but there is one thing that I must make clear. The geography of the southwest is relatively flat, with few mountains and many hills. Do any of you believe that we can really run faster than the Tibetan cavalry? From the start, escaping the southwest and safely retreating was an impossibility. We have no other choice but to fight.


"And if we want to survive this war, the only way is for everyone to remain united. If we band together, we can increase our chances of survival, but if we go our own ways, the combined army of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang can individually deal with us, and none of us will walk away alive!"
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Wang Chong's voice seemed to awaken the officers. The mood instantly became more oppressive.


It was simply impossible to escape from the southwest. All the officers here had vaguely understood this for some time, but none of them had ever directly said it. All of them had held onto that thin sliver of hope until Wang Chong had punctured their illusions. One could easily imagine the grim reality these people now had to bring themselves to accept.


There's nothing else that could be done. By ending their illusions early, they can all unite more quickly. Otherwise, if they were still dreaming about survival, everyone might just end up dead, Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


The army had just won a major victory, reviving its morale, so Wang Chong shouldn't have done something like this. But the internal conflicts in the Annan Protectorate army had made this campaign very dangerous. Only by shattering their unrealistic hopes could Wang Chong suppress these conflicts below the surface and unify the army.


And only this way could the Annan Protectorate army be effective.


Someone had to do this!


Since no one else had been willing, Wang Chong had to do it.


"But even if we remain, holding the mindset that death would be preferable to dishonor, we're still no match for the combined Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army. They have far too many people. One hundred thousand soldiers fighting against more than five hundred thousand, a quite large portion of it being elite cavalry? We'll be crushed," one of the commanders said, his expression gloomy.


"If you don't try, how can you know? In addition, our goal isn't to completely rout them, but to delay them until reinforcements from the Imperial Court arrive. Routing them and defending against their attacks are two completely different concepts," Wang Chong sternly said, his eyes shining.


"In addition, have you forgotten what the mission of the Annan Protectorate army is? If we escape, what will happen to the civilians of the southwest? The only reason no calamity has been visited on the southwest as of yet is because we're holding down the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army. If they don't deal with us, Geluofeng and Huoshu Huicang won't feel confident enough to attack other places. If we retreat, what will the civilians of the southwest think of us? What will the Imperial Court think of us? Do all of you really think that preserving the main force of the Annan Protectorate army will let you protect the Annan Protectorate?


"Can a protectorate army that can't protect the southwestern border still be considered a protectorate army? Does it still have a meaning to its existence? Moreover, if I'm correct, quite a few of you should be residents of the southwest, no?"


Wang Chong's words immediately stifled the hearts of the officers.


'Can a protectorate army that can't protect the southwestern border still be considered a protectorate army?' No one had ever asked them this question, nor had any of them ever considered it. But at this moment, even the most muddleheaded of them knew that Wang Chong was right.


An Annan Protectorate army that couldn't protect the southwestern border had no need to exist, even if it did manage to survive. Moreover, if they really did offer up the almost one million civilians of the southwest to be stomped under the hooves of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, then the Annan Protectorate army would become ridiculed and scorned by the entire world.


How great a shame was that!


In an instant, all the officers of the Annan Protectorate army broke out in a cold sweat.


"Young Master's reminder is correct. We were not thinking clearly. Given the state of this war, there's nowhere to retreat. If the enemy doesn't die, it will be us!"


All of the officers were extraordinarily grateful.


The Great Tang was famed for its celebration of the martial lifestyle. As soldiers, they each had their pride. This was particularly the case for the soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army, whose name had risen in the southwest through its many years of intimidating Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang. If they truly did end up being cursed at by the world, they might as well have died.


"But even if we're willing to remain, how do we address the problem of provisions? The firm walls of Lion City were originally the best fortification on the Erhai plains, and we would have never chosen to break out if we still had provisions. The amount of fodder and rations consumed by tens of thousands of soldiers is not small. How do we resolve this problem?


"The Emperor does not use hungry soldiers. Without sufficient provisions, the Tibetans won't even need to fight us, just surround us. If we end up dying like that, won't we have sacrificed our lives in vain?" a swarthy-faced and bearded commander said, a grave expression on his face.


Although he didn't want to say it, provisions truly were the Annan Protectorate army's greatest problem. The provisions in Lion City had been completely consumed, and if they didn't take care of this problem now, their hard-fought victory would be completely wasted.


"Hahaha, there's no need for you to worry about this problem. I have a way to take care of that."


Wang Chong laughed at this question.


'Before the troops and horses can be mobilized, the rations and fodder must be prepared'. If Wang Chong hadn't even done this homework, he would have never come to the southwest.


The officers looked at each other in surprise, even Chen Shusun appearing astonished. It was clear that he had also known nothing about Wang Chong's arrangements.


"Since this is the case, and since Young Master has the Lord Protector-General's token, we will naturally obey Milord's orders," the officers of the southwest said with subservient expressions.


Wang Chong had Zhangchou Jianqiong's token, which meant he represented Zhangchou Jianqiong, so there was naturally no one who would oppose him. They had only been worried about the provisions, but since that had been taken care of, everything else was fine.


Gallop!


While they were speaking, the heavy beat of horse hooves and a powerful aura rapidly approached them. Wang Yan was riding a massive black stallion, his cape flapping in the wind, a stern expression on his face.


Though the rain was pouring down, no water could get within three zhang of him.


"Milord!"


Seeing Wang Yan, everyone revealed respectful expressions.


"Father!"


Wang Chong's heart trembled as he hurriedly lowered his head.


Although he was no longer the good-for-nothing of the past, and though he had also made incredible contributions on the battlefield, Wang Chong was still instinctively afraid of his father.


"Your performance this time was rather good."


As Wang Yan's gaze passed over Wang Chong, he gave a slight nod and a rare comment of praise.


"Father!"


Wang Chong's mind trembled. Although it had been a single indifferent phrase, Wang Chong knew just how much recognition had been contained within it. This was not some minor trifle like obediently eating at the family table, nor was it some quarrel with Yao Feng in Vast Crane Pavilion.


'The art of war is of vital importance to the state, a matter of life and death, the road to safety or ruin. It is a matter that cannot be neglected1.' War had never been a place where one could play around or joke. Thus, the massive, cruel, and gruesome battlefield had always been forbidden to the descendants of the Wang Clan. This was a rule that Wang Chong's grandfather, big uncle, and father all harshly enforced.




Even someone as talented as his big brother Wang Fu had been harshly reprimanded by his father the first time he had entered the battlefield.


For Wang Yan to say 'rather good' was an expression of massive recognition of Wang Chong's abilities. It was obvious that his father no longer minded his running off to the southwest and interfering in this war.


"I heard all of your conversation just now."


Wang Yan didn't know what Wang Chong was thinking, and his gaze rested on Wang Chong for only a few moments before shifting to the southwest officers.


"Milord…"


The officers showed extremely respectful expressions as they prepared to listen to Wang Yan's words.


On this battlefield, the person second in status to Xianyu Zhongtong was Wang Chong's father, Wang Yan. And unlike Xianyu Zhongtong, Wang Yan, though coming from the Wang Clan, had climbed up the ladder by relying purely on his own strength. Everyone in the world knew of this.


Furthermore, the father-son pair of the Wang Clan had placed themselves in this risky situation for the sake of saving the Annan Protectorate army. For this reason, the officer core of the southwest regarded the Wang Clan with utmost respect and were willing to take their orders on the battlefield.


"There was one thing that Chong-er was right about: Lord Xianyu must be saved! And we have to save the rest of the Annan Protectorate army as well. Just do as he said!"


Wang Yan's tone was concise and decisive, his words seeming to settle this debate.


"Yes, Milord!"


The officers rumbled in agreement.


After a few moments of silence, one of the Annan Protectorate officers suddenly said hesitantly, "But Milord, the sky is dark and the rain is boundless. It's not possible to find out where Lord Xianyu is right now!"


"Haha, there's no need for you to worry about that."


With a hearty laugh, Wang Chong suddenly dismounted. The others might not know where Xianyu Zhongtong and his troops were, but how could he not know?


"Old Eagle!!"


Creee!


Following Wang Chong's order, a massive eagle took off from Old Eagle's shoulder. Under the flabbergasted gazes of the officers, it drew an arc in the air and began to fly toward the southeast.


……


At the same time, in another place within the massive downpour, the army led by Xianyu Zhongtong was in great peril.


Bongbongbong!


The war drums thundered at a rapid tempo. On a greenish-black mountain range, countless soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army were engaged in fierce combat with the Tibetan cavalry. Unlike the forces of Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo, these Tibetan cavalry were engaging in an orderly offensive, crashing in endless waves against the Tang soldiers.


The pressure being placed on the Annan Protectorate army at this moment was unimaginable.


"Damn it, damn it, damn it…!"


On the summit of a mountain, the black-bearded Xianyu Zhongtong's eyes were bloodshot while his fist continuously pounded at his knees. He held the most responsibility for the current state of the southwest war. The only reason he hadn't committed suicide to atone for his crimes was that the Annan Protectorate army hadn't been completely wiped out.


Though this was probably not far off.


Why did it turn out like this? Huoshu Huicang, Geluofeng, you've gotten too bold! Even if I, Xianyu Zhongtong, am no match for you, you'll have to pay a price one day!


Xianyu Zhongtong's mind was in turmoil, his heart filled with fury and hatred.


The one who had been most dumbstruck by this war was him. He had spent many years in the Annan Protectorate army, and there had never been any problems with Mengshe Zhao or Ü-Tsang. But Geluofeng's sudden attack and destruction of a city had caused that hard-won peace to shatter.


When he had first gotten the news, Xianyu Zhongtong had found it hard to believe, had thought there was some error in the message.


But the ruins of the city did not lie, nor did the corpses covering the ground.


Xianyu Zhongtong had treated this war as one of punishment, and he had believed that his opponent was only Mengshe Zhao. Thus, one could easily imagine Xianyu Zhongtong's shock when Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang came at the head of a Tibetan army.


He never would have expected Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang to grow so bold. Zhangchou Jianqiong had barely left the southwest and entered the capital, and they were already starting a war, a total war!


"Xianyu Zhongtong, surrender! You're simply no match for us!"


In the torrential rain, a voice suddenly rose from the base of the mountain. Although it spoke in the language of the Central Plains, it sounded extremely cold and hard.


"Bullshit!"


Xianyu Zhongtong suddenly stood, his eyes wide open in rage.


"Huoshu Huicang, don’t act too proud. The Annan Protectorate army will never bow to anyone, not in Lion City, and not now. If you want to defeat us, do it with your own ability!"


His rumbling voice was like a peal of thunder, spreading from the summit and rolling across the earth. Even the curtain of rain rippled at the rage in Xianyu Zhongtong's voice.


"Hmph! As you wish!"


At a place far across from the summit, Huoshu Huicang stood in his black and red armor, his expression cold, his appearance like a sword pointed to the heavens.


"Attack!"


The mournful horns blared over the vast earth.

______________
1. This quote is the first line from Sunzi's 'Art of War'.↩
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(TN: 'Besieging the Enemy to Defeat Reinforcements' was a military strategy that was a part of 'mobile warfare'. It involved besieging the enemy so as to compel enemy forces from elsewhere to come to the aid of the besieged forces. The goal of the strategy is not to take the city but to destroy the enemy reinforcements.)


Flapflap!


The boundless rain covered the earth, seeping into one's vision. Even though he had already prepared himself, Wang Chong still had to admit that matters had developed beyond his expectations.


"Reporting, Tibetan tracks have been discovered up ahead, a force of at least one hundred thousand!"


"Reporting, Lord Xianyu has been discovered! The rest of the Annan Protectorate army has been surrounded!"


"Reporting, the army is being led by the Tibetan Great General, Huoshu Huicang!"


……


Scout after scout arrived on their horses, delivering reports that none of the officers wanted to hear. But blessings did not come in pairs and disaster never came alone. The predicament facing them was far from just this.


"Reporting! Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo have been discovered to the southwest. Their forces are in a double-pronged formation and are quickly converging on this location!"


A few seconds later, another Annan Protectorate army scout came forward with this report.


The pinging of rain against the armor of the soldiers could be heard loud and clear as the army fell into silence, the mood heavy and oppressive.


Huoshu Huicang was a name that none of them had wanted to hear, and though their army had moved quickly, the scene that they had least wanted to see had still happened. Not only had the army led by Xianyu Zhongtong been caught up to by Huoshu Huicang, the recently defeated Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo had actually come back.


The situation was extremely disadvantageous to them!


"Young Master, what should we do now?"


Almost subconsciously, an officer of the Annan Protectorate army swallowed down his saliva and turned his neck to look at Wang Chong. The scouts of the Annan Protectorate army who had managed to survive to this point were the best of the best, and with the guidance of the massive eagle, they had been able to discover their enemy's tracks a little earlier than usual.


But the time they had gained from this wouldn't be too significant. Once Fengjiayi, Jiaosiluo, and the hundred thousand troops under Huoshu Huicang discovered the Tang army and the two forces attacked them from two sides, the only thing that would await all these officers was death.


Time was short, and a decision needed to be made as quickly as possible. But at this moment, this officer truly couldn't think of a way, so he entrusted his hopes to Wang Chong.


If there was one person who could lead them out of this situation, it was Wang Chong.


"Young Master!"


"Young Master!"


……


One, two, three… everyone began to look toward Wang Chong. Wang Chong held Zhangchou Jianqiong's token and now held the highest authority in the southwest. Only he was capable of ordering these people and inspiring conviction in the army.




"This…"


Wang Chong's brow furrowed. In the current situation, not even he could make a decision this quickly.


I thought I had already chased off Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo. I didn't think that they would so quickly turn around and come back. They must have received some news and come back to rejoin the rest of the army.


Wang Chong was quiet, but his mind was hard at work.


He was already surprised at the fact that Huoshu Huicang had managed to so quickly catch up to Xianyu Zhongtong, and he was even further surprised at the speed with which Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo had returned. Just a few hours ago, Wang Chong had clearly chased their army in the complete opposite direction. But they had somehow managed to make a giant loop and almost magically appear here.


The Tibetans were already numerous, and if they added fierce generals like Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo to their ranks, the Annan Protectorate army would have to engage the Tibetans in the final battle in this place.


The army was practically defenseless, so this was not the result that Wang Chong desired.


Moreover, if this really happened, Wang Chong wouldn't be able to use any of his plans and preparations.


In addition, the Annan Protectorate army's current objective was to delay the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, not engage in a final battle to the death with it. On a strategic level, this was completely out of step with Wang Chong's plans.


"Chong-er, just say whatever you're thinking! No matter what, I and the other generals will support you."


A familiar voice rang out at his ear. Wang Yan, stroking his beard, had suddenly spoken. Even though his voice was cold and indifferent, it felt like a wave of warmth in Wang Chong's ears.


"Let me think!"


Wang Chong raised his head toward the stormy skies, his mind whirring as countless thoughts flew through it. Time was short, and the situation facing the Annan Protectorate army was already a worst-case scenario. Wang Chong had to make a decision quickly.


"Besiege the enemy to defeat the reinforcements!"


After what seemed like both seconds and countless years, Wang Chong suddenly spoke a phrase that none of the officers had ever heard before.


"Lord Xianyu can still hold out for a while without a problem, but Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo are powerful foes that we have to deal with! No matter what, we can't let them join up with the main army. Moreover… whether we can save Lord Xianyu will depend on this battle!"


At the end of these words, an astonishing light shone in Wang Chong's eyes.


The situation in the southwest was at its worst possible state, but nothing in this world was absolute, and there was always a chance for survival. For Wang Chong, after experiencing the calamity of the foreign invaders, there was no such thing as certain death.


"…In addition, the Tibetan cavalry number around two hundred thousand, and if we subtract Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo's seventy thousand, they should have 160,000 or 170,000. But the forces fighting Lord Xianyu are around one hundred thousand, so there are sixty or seventy thousand soldiers missing. There's no doubt that quite a few of their soldiers got lost in this rainstorm, and they won't be able to return for at least a little while. And this is where our chance lies! As long as we can eliminate Fengjiayi's forces and then meet up with Lord Xianyu, our forces won't be much smaller than the Tibetan forces. It's only ninety thousand versus one hundred thousand! I'm sure all of you have experienced such battles before!"


At the start, the officers were still a little confused at Wang Chong's words, but as Wang Chong reached the head, all their eyes began to glow.


He was right. Purely in terms of strength, the Annan Protectorate army had never been lacking when compared to Mengshe Zhao and the Ngari Royal Lineage. On the contrary, they actually had the upper hand. It was true that the loss of 100,000 of the 180,000 elites had dealt the Annan Protectorate army a heavy blow.


But the soldiers that had survived were the elite of the elite. Not only had their strength not decreased, it had actually increased. This point alone made their situation not as bad as it seemed.


"Milord is correct. If we meet up with Lord Xianyu, our strength is absolutely enough to fight a battle with Huoshu Huicang!"


As the officers looked at Wang Chong, their eyes began to burn with the will to fight.


"Okay, move out!"


Wang Chong waved his hand and immediately took the lead.


Rumble! The army followed close behind.

______________
1.'Besieging the Enemy to Defeat Reinforcements' was a military strategy that was a part of 'mobile warfare'. It involved besieging the enemy so as to compel enemy forces from elsewhere to come to the aid of the besieged forces. The goal of the strategy is not to take the city but to destroy the enemy reinforcements.↩
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Rain was pouring down in buckets, and two figures were riding along the rolling hills through the rain.


As Fengjiayi led the remnants of his personal guard, he suddenly rode up to Jiaosiluo's side and broke the silence. "Jiaosiluo, the marshal is up ahead. Have you thought about how to explain this to the marshal?"


"I don't know."


Jiaosiluo's answer was concise. The battle was already over, and Jiaosiluo had dispersed his white tiger transformation. At this moment, one could see that Jiaosiluo was a burly man, 1.8 meters tall, his entire body bulging with muscle. He completely lacked the short and stocky stature of Tibetans.


The nine sons of the dragon all had different shapes, and even among the Tibetans, not all of them were short and stocky. Almost all their generals were tall and imposing figures, completely unlike the ordinary Tibetan.


"Right now, I also don't know what to do."


Many thick black hoops were dangling from Jiaosiluo's right ear, and as they clanged against each other, they seemed to make the atmosphere even gloomier.


In their pursuit of Wang Yan and his son, their almost eighty thousand soldiers had suffered losses of fifty thousand, while the total casualties numbered more than seventy thousand. Such a bitter defeat was unprecedented. Their forces had been in chaos on the battlefield, at least eighty percent of it incapable of reaching the front lines of the battle for more than two hours. However, when the army crumbled, it had suffered many casualties from the pursuit of the Annan Protectorate army.


Such a miserable defeat… To tell the truth, even now, Jiaosiluo still felt a deep shame.


The Tibetans were famed for their ferocity and courage, and had never feared a powerful enemy. But in this battle, from start to finish, they had been like headless flies, completely duped by the enemy strategies. As the commander-in-chief, Jiaosiluo had to bear the brunt of the blame.


"That brat… he definitely wasn't Wang Fu. Who was he?"


Jiaosiluo recalled that the brat had been wearing Wang Fu's armor, but he clearly hadn't been Wang Fu. He clenched his massive fists, as well as his teeth.


Though the battlefield had been a mess and though he had completely lost in terms of wits to his adversary, Jiaosiluo was sure of one thing. Everything had begun when that brat ascended to the summit and took command of the army from Wang Fu.


Although he and Fengjiayi were both hailed as fierce generals, they were tens of thousands of li from that brat in their knowledge of the art of war.


"Although I don't know his background, he's definitely no ordinary person. Given that brat's age, if he didn't have some sort of backing, he would have never been able to command the Annan Protectorate army."


Fengjiayi's eyes glimmered. He had his own doubts on the matter.


Fengjiayi had suffered few defeats in his career. He was the Crown Prince of Mengshe Zhao and had been praised by the Great Tang War God Wang Zhongsi, so he was actually a rather arrogant individual. As a result, even though the Great Tang was far more powerful than Mengshe Zhao, Fengjiayi had been a staunch proponent of this war.


And the battle by the Erhai had only caused Fengjiayi's confidence to swell.


The Great Tang's defeat was certain, as was the defeat of the Annan Protectorate army!


Mengshe Zhao could finally hold its head high and break free of the Great Tang's shadow. He could finally become a true crown prince!


But now, Fengjiayi had suffered a defeat.


And it had been a major defeat!


Fengjiayi had always felt like he could predict how this war would develop, but now, for the first time, a variable had appeared, one that couldn't be controlled and was completely unpredictable.


This war isn't over. We'll eventually clash with them again! Fengjiayi mentally said to himself.


The setback this time had been sudden, and strictly speaking, the Mengshe Zhao soldiers who had taken part in this battle had only been his personal guards. A battle on this level wasn't enough to conclude anything. And he hadn't been the one commanding the Tibetan army. Given Fengjiayi's proud personality, he would never have been willing to so easily concede defeat.


"However…"


Fengjiayi's eyebrows rose as a thought occurred to him.


"The Tang army that appeared at our rear was clearly not the Annan Protectorate army, nor was it the army led by the Wang Clan's father and son. I'm sure that those troops weren't from Lion City. Jiaosiluo, didn't the Great General defeat the Great Tang reinforcements?"


Jiaosiluo stared at him blankly before finally responding. "Yes, this is absolutely true. Do you think that the Great General would lie?"


"The entire force of sixty thousand was wiped out without a single survivor?" Fengjiayi continued his questions.


"This… How could that be? It's not like those were flatlands, so completely wiping out an army is more easily said than done," Jiaosiluo answered.


"So what you're saying is that he only killed a part of it, and the rest were fish that managed to escape through holes in the net? I understand. Jiaosiluo, the Great Tang's capital has sent us a formidable opponent this time."


Fengjiayi squinted as he attempted to peer through the pouring rain.


The stomping of horse hooves came from ahead as the scouts gave their report. "Milord, there's a report from up ahead. The Great General has already discovered Xianyu Zhongtong's Annan Protectorate army and wants us to hurry over with our troops."


"Let's go! Hurry!"


Fengjiayi's and Jiaosiluo's expressions flickered, and with the wave of a hand, their army began to advance. The rain was still coming down, and as the day grew late, their vision grew worse and worse. More than twenty thousand soldiers continued to advance, their minds distracted and inattentive.


Neither Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo noticed that the surrounding atmosphere had become a little strange. Of the scouts they had dispatched, eight in ten hadn't come back. But none of them had the mind to spare for this sort of thing.


"Kiiiill!"


While the army was traveling through a hilly region, shouts suddenly burst out of the rain. Before the soldiers could react, bangbangbang! Thick ballista bolts howled out of the void. Before the Tibetan cavalry could dodge, they were punched through and carried away along with their horses.


"Not good! All troops, stand ready; it's an enemy attack!"


The guard's warnings spoken in Tibetan resounded through the skies. This attack had been too sudden, and the soldiers were only now beginning to rise up in alarm.


But before they could react, they all heard a familiar voice.


"Hahaha, Fengjiayi, Jiaosiluo, I've been waiting for you for a long time. Did you really think you had escaped? Hand over your lives!"


Rumble! The moment this voice finished speaking, countless Tang soldiers charged out from their hiding places.


"Damn it, it's the brat!"


Upon hearing this voice, Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo paled.


Although they still didn't know who that mysterious youth was, it was impossible to forget that special voice of his.


"What's going on here? How did he know that we would be here!"


Jiaosiluo's alarm was not without reason.


They had been chased far away by Wang Chong's forces and had expended great effort to finally complete their retreat. Afterward, they had taken a long detour in the rain, almost making a complete circle. They had originally believed that they had escaped Wang Chong's grasp, but to their surprise, even after their large detour, they had still managed to run into him.


Of their almost eighty thousand forces, only twenty-thousand-some remained. This army was like an easily frightened bird, its morale at an absolute low.


Not even Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo were willing to meet Wang Chong at this time.


"Quickly, retreat!"


Panicked shouts filled the air, and both Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo, not a single shred of fighting intent in them, paled as they struck their horses and urged their armies to retreat. Their reaction couldn't be described as slow, but since Wang Chong had prepared for this ambush and chosen to strike when they were halfway through the hills, it was no easy task for them to retreat.


"You barbarians, give me your lives!"


Horses stampeded through the mud, four or five thousand cavalry charging out of the rain.


"Careful, it's the enemy!"


The Tibetan soldiers began to yell.


Boom!


Before many people could react, the Tang cavalry struck like lightning, stabbing into the Tibetan ranks.


"Damn it, stop them!"


"They don't have too many people. Don't be afraid!"


"Kill them! Four thousand cavalry dare to charge at us? Don't be afraid! Kill them all!"


……


The ferocity and courage of the Tibetans were rooted in their bones. All of them were enraged at the audacity of four or five thousand cavalry charging into more than twenty thousand Tibetan elites. Clangclangclang! In a flash, the Tibetan soldiers at the tail of the army who were beginning to flee turned around and began to fight with the Tang cavalry.


The two armies immediately fell into a melee. The neighing of horses, shouts and yells, and the clanging of metal formed a giant clamor. No one could stop this battle now.


"Damn it, retreat! Hurry! Everyone, hear my order—don't fight with them! The goal of these Tang soldiers is to slow us down!" Fengjiayi anxiously shouted. How could four or five thousand cavalry defeat more than twenty thousand heavily-armored Tibetan cavalry?


Thus, the goal of this cavalry had never been to kill, but to hold them down. Infantry were much slower than cavalry, so in normal circumstances, the Tibetan army would have been able to escape without casualties. But now, it was too late.


This brat is too cunning! Fengjiayi inwardly cursed.


"Kiiiill!"


The battle developed exactly as Fengjiayi had expected. While several thousand Tibetan cavalry couldn't keep themselves composed and began to fight with the Tang soldiers, the Tang infantry emerged from the hills on both sides and began to charge down. Before they had even arrived, various flying axes, spears, and arrows fired by master archers preceded them.


Thwishthwishthwish!


These projectiles whistled through the air, causing Tibetan after Tibetan to fall.


The Annan Protectorate army came in wave after wave. The four thousand cavalry were the first wave, the arrows of the master archers were the second wave, and the third wave was the axemen, spearmen, and shieldmen… The entire attack was like a flowing river, with no delay between waves. Under Wang Chong's command, the forty-thousand-some soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army were now at a completely different level of strength.


Before those Tibetan cavalry who had turned around to fight the Tang cavalry could react very much, they were surrounded by the Tang soldiers. Crushcrushcrush! As bones splintered, Tibetan after Tibetan was dismounted, and the casualties began to climb at an unimaginable speed.
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"Damn it!"


Jiaosiluo's eyes went red at the sight of this battle. If nothing unexpected occurred, any of his soldiers who had turned around to fight the Tang cavalry were doomed.


"Fengjiayi, lead the rest of the army in retreat. I'll hold the rear! Go!"


Roar!


With this mighty roar, Jiaosiluo's entire body began to shine with a milky-white light. His body began to rapidly expand, and in just a few moments, he had become a massive white tiger that plunged back into the fray.


"Don't worry about Jiaosiluo. If he dares to attack us, just deal with the Tibetan cavalry behind him!"


In the rain, Wang Chong sat on the White-hoofed Shadow, his fiery eyes locked onto the distant Jiaosiluo.


The current Jiaosiluo and Fengjiayi were no longer as great of a threat, and their twenty-thousand-some soldiers were also not much of a danger.


"If this fellow is willing to stay here, then let him die here."


Wang Chong's eyes reflected the figure of the distant Jiaosiluo as a hint of killing intent flashed across his face. At this time and place, if Jiaosiluo dared to act rashly, then the strength of his father, Chen Shusun, Old Eagle, Xu Shiping, Xu Andun, and the other southwest generals would be enough to make this place Jiaosiluo's grave.


Wang Chong actually hoped that Jiaosiluo would stay and engage in a reckless slaughter, charging straight into the army and toward him so as to cut off the head of the army. Alas, Jiaosiluo still held on to a shred of rationality. After pushing back the pursuit of ten-some Tang soldiers and making some distance between the two armies, Jiaosiluo immediately ran off without the slightest delay.


"Hmph, he runs fast enough!"


Wang Chong sneered, but he didn't pursue.


At Jiaosiluo's level, as long as he didn't make a mistake and resolved himself to flee, not even Wang Chong could do anything about it.


"All soldiers, hear my order! Ignore the fleeing soldiers and quickly exterminate the remaining Tibetans! We don't have much time!" Wang Chong sternly said.


This battle could be considered the easiest battle these soldiers had ever fought. Forty to fifty thousand soldiers dealing with only a few thousand Tibetan cavalry was like the autumn wind sweeping up fallen leaves. It took only a few moments for those Tibetan soldiers who had failed to listen to orders and turned around in rage to be cut down.


As for the fleeing Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo, they were unimportant. Wang Chong had already achieved his goal, so they no longer mattered.


"Our time is running out. Clean up and let's set off. We need to head to the next location.," Wang Chong ordered while seated on his horse.


Whoosh!


A unit of Great Tang cavalry immediately dismounted and began to clean up the battlefield, moving with extreme proficiency.


Everyone had their own duties, and under Wang Chong's arrangements, everything was done in a neat and orderly fashion.


It took only a short time for the battlefield to be swept clean. Wang Chong's forces left the battlefield, departing so quickly that they seemed to have never taken part in this battle.


……


"Reporting! A forward scout has discovered the tracks of Tang soldiers. He suspects that a large Tang force is approaching!"


"Reporting! Generals Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo have requested reinforcements. They were attacked by Tang soldiers!"


……


In a few short moments, two scouts came from different directions to report to Huoshu Huicang.


"What?!"


Despite Huoshu Huicang wielding the cultivation of a Great General, even he had to knit his brow in astonishment upon receiving these two conflicting reports.


"Attacked by the Tang army? What's going on here? Didn't they have almost eighty thousand soldiers? And they were all cavalry, so how could they be attacked? What sort of force still exists in the southwestern territory that can attack almost eighty thousand cavalry on flat land?"


"Milord, forgive me, but this subordinate does not know. However, Generals Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo truly have been attacked."


The Tibetan messenger immediately grew nervous and kneeled on the ground as he spoke.


A rough and wild voice, yet one that was also quite entrancing, came from Huoshu Huicang's side. "Milord, why don't we send someone to take a look or send out some reinforcements? Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo had said that they were pursuing the Annan Protectorate soldiers, but now they've appeared in the northwest, in the complete opposite direction from the one they had set off in. Unless something happened, they shouldn't be coming from that direction."


A muscular man wearing a horned helmet, his appearance like that of a giant python, was the one who had spoken. His eyes were bright and his forehead was pronounced. He exuded a majestic energy that was even more powerful than Jiaosiluo's.


The only person who could stand so close to Huoshu Huicang's side was the leader of the Five Tiger Generals, Longqinba.


It was rumored that Longqinba was an orphan of the plateau, born from a response to draconic energy. However, his innate strangeness meant that, unlike other infants, he was abandoned in the Great Snow Mountain Holy Land. Later on, he was raised by the high priest of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple until he reached adulthood. This meant that Longqinba had learned all sorts of profound martial arts from the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple.


Of the Five Tiger Generals, Longqinba knew the most techniques from the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple and had the deepest understanding of them.


Boom!


Splitting up the army was a taboo, and while Huoshu Huicang was pondering his decision, a massive explosion came from the southeast. He could hear the sounds of fighting and shouting at the base of the mountains, the clash of sabers and swords.


This was so unexpected that both Huoshu Huicang and Longqinba turned their heads to look.


That area wasn't even close to the Annan Protectorate army. Logically speaking, nothing should have occurred there.


"Reporting!"


The report from the lines on the southeast came faster than expected. A slightly plump Tibetan quickly arrived and dismounted.


"Milord, there's news from the front that they've been attacked by a large Tang force!"


"What?!"


Huoshu Huicang's expression darkened as his face twisted into a nasty grimace. A Tang army had appeared, Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo had been attacked, and now his own army of one hundred thousand was under attack. In this torrential downpour and with his forces scattered, not even Huoshu Huicang would be able to know how many enemies there actually were for a while.


"There are so many soldiers there; how could they be attacked by the Tang? Longqinba, immediately go and see what's going on!"


"Yes, Milord!" Longqinba forcefully replied, and leaped onto his giant horse, galloping off.


……


In the southeast, a few moments ago…


Rumble!


Thunder rumbled overhead as a searing bolt of lightning arced across the clouds. The silvery lightning bolt allowed one to clearly see the dense ranks of the Tibetan cavalry lined up along the base of the mountain, suffused with a somber air as they prepared to charge to the summit.


The earth quaked as these soldiers suddenly heard a rumbling in the distance. Through the rain and the dim light, one could faintly see countless figures riding toward them on large horses.


"Who goes there!"


The commander of these forces immediately turned his head and shouted warily at those approaching figures.


"Your own! General Jiaosiluo and Crown Prince Fengjiayi sent us!"


After a while, he heard a soft and vaguely indistinct Tibetan voice from the distance. This familiar language caused that officer to lower his guard. The Great Tang regarded Tibetans with extreme contempt and very few of them knew how to speak Tibetan. This he was sure of.


"Crown Prince Fengjiayi? Didn't they receive Great General's orders to go ahead and chase down the other part of the Annan Protectorate army?" the commanding officer said, inwardly somewhat surprised.


"Those people were too formidable… We've come on behalf of the two generals to request reinforcements."


That person spoke softly, his response coming in bits and pieces.


Gallop!


The officer still seemed to want to say something, but those people had already made their way through the rain. The Tibetan armor they wore was obvious, even in the rain.


"They really are on our side. It looks like I was thinking too much, too wary."


The officer gave a long sigh of relief and completely let down his guard.


But right when he put down his guard, when he was most defenseless, a cold glimmer of light, the tip of a spear, quickly expanded before his eyes. Ploosh! The spear stabbed into his neck and burst out the other side, covered in blood.


Such… such a fast spear!


With this final thought, everything went dark and he knew nothing else.


"Striiike!"


A roar reverberated through the dark clouds as Wang Chong cast the corpse of the Tibetan commander from his spear and gave the order to attack.


"Kiiiill!"


The four-thousand-some 'Tibetans' instantly roared and leaped upon the surrounding Tibetan soldiers. Squelchsquelchsquelch!Sharp edges plunged into flesh. Many soldiers were run through by spears and flung from their horses before they could react.


"Damn it, it's the Tang!"


"They weren't our people at all!"


"Careful! Kill them all!"


……


The Tibetan soldiers were both astonished and furious, bellowing as they attacked these 'Tibetan soldiers'. But for most of the soldiers, who had missed the moment when Wang Chong had struck, they simply couldn't distinguish their side from the enemy.


"What in the world happened? Why have our forces started fighting amongst themselves?"


"What in the world happened?"


"They aren't our people but the Tang?"


"Which one of them is Tang!"


……


Shouting in alarm, the army quickly fell into chaos. The focus of the main army had been on Xianyu Zhongtong and the Annan generals on the mountain, and very few people besides the soldiers involved had realized what had happened. Perhaps such a mistake would not have been made in normal circumstances, but the downpour covering the battlefield had hindered their vision.


Other than the soldiers nearby, the majority of the Tibetan soldiers only saw their own side killing their own side.


"Don't stop! Scatter them!" Wang Chong once more ordered.


The surrounding Tibetans vastly outnumbered the Tang soldiers, but as long as they didn't stop, the Tibetans wouldn't be able to distinguish Tibetans from people of the Central Plains. The current result was exactly what Wang Chong had hoped to create.


Clangclangclang!


Sparks flew everywhere as the Tang army charged through the Tibetans. The Tibetans in the southeast had been focused on the mountain, so none of them had expected an attack to come from behind. The impact of the four thousand soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army had created an expanding region of turmoil in the Tibetan army.
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The people of the Central Plains normally had a very distinct height difference when compared to the Tibetans, making it difficult to confuse the two. But Wang Chong had long ago ordered all of his soldiers to press their bodies to the backs of their horses. This way, Tibetans would not be able to distinguish at first glance the Tibetans from the people of the Central Plains.


"Damn it! Damn it! Where is the enemy… Ah!"


Before he could finish speaking, the Tibetan was run through. His body twitched twice before dropping from his horse.


The four-thousand-some cavalry had killed two-thousand-some Tibetans by this point and had successfully mixed into the army of twenty-thousand-some soldiers! And if not for the fact that Wang Chong's goal wasn't pure slaughter, this number could have been even higher.


"Go!"


Wang Chong didn't continue the fight. The four thousand cavalry ran through the southeast Tibetan lines and then reined in their horses and took off.


"Don't fight! Everyone, follow me!"


Mud splashed into the air as the warhorses galloped off. Before the Tibetans even had time to react, the Tang soldiers had left.


"After them!"


The Tibetans were furious at this sight.


Four thousand Tang soldiers had run through an army of more than a hundred thousand Tibetans like it was nothing! When had it been possible to humiliate the fierce and courageous Tibetans like this!


"Follow me! Kill them all!"


In the pouring rain, a Tibetan officer's eyes went red from bloodlust. With a fierce wave of his scimitar, he pulled on the reins of his horse and charged through the rain like a lightning bolt. Rumble! Behind him, a wave of enraged Tibetans howled and followed behind.


Two large forces, one in front and one behind, quickly vanished into the rain.


……


"Hurry!"


In the curtain of rain, Wang Chong urged his horse forward as he urged his army to hasten their speed. The curses behind him traveled far, and Wang Chong could sense that several thousand Tibetans were charging up from behind him.


"Milord, they've taken the bait!"


Old Eagle's familiar voice came from behind him. He was riding a highland steed, urging it forward in a gallop.


Old Eagle's body was clearly not suited for Tibetan armor, and Wang Chong had to kill a tall Tibetan officer to get one that barely fit him.


"Can you determine how many people?" Wang Chong asked.


Old Eagle said nothing, only looked up in the sky. As the bean-sized raindrops slapped on his face, Old Eagle's gaze continued to flit about the skies, watching as the massive eagle made circles.


"Six to seven thousand!" Old Eagle replied after muttering to himself.


Birds weren't so intelligent that they could count people one by one, but Old Eagle had used various methods to train his eagles to determine the number of people by levels and to express them by drawing images in the sky.


"Hmph, it looks like the Tibetans aren't looking down on us too much!" Wang Chong said with a grim smile.


Although their charge had killed around half their number in Tibetans, the Tibetans clearly thought that this was not a problem with their own strength, but because it had been a surprise attack.


"Ah, Milord!"


Old Eagle's eyes were still fixed on the sky, though he was no longer watching the eagle he had raised. He had noticed that a gyrfalcon had appeared in the thunderclouds. Gyrfalcons were a bird of prey originating from Ü-Tsang that were used to control the skies. The ones Old Eagle had captured and tamed, however, were for another purpose.


In terms of training birds, the Tibetans were still beginners, a far cry from Old Eagle's mastery.


Although time had been short and Old Eagle had not been able to train the Tibetan birds to the level of his giant eagles, it had been no problem to teach them some simple lessons.


"Huoshu Huicang has begun to move! Although I can't tell if it's Huoshu Huicang himself that's begun to move, there's definitely activity in that region." Old Eagle's voice was extremely stern.


The advantage to using these hastily trained gyrfalcons was the ability to deceive the Tibetans and make them let down their guard. They could not tell which were their birds and which belonged to the enemy—though these birds had originally all been theirs.


"It would be stranger if Huoshu Huicang didn't react to such a ruckus. However, the army is currently in battle with Xianyu Zhongtong and his Annan Protectorate army. He won't be able to free up the time to deal with us, so there's an eighty to ninety percent chance that he's sending one of his Five Tiger Generals. We won't need to go over to that area for the time being!"


Wang Chong's eyes glowed. Although he couldn't see it, he was mostly confident in his judgment of the Tibetan army in that area.


"Ignore them. Let's go and bring those fellows behind us to the target area!"


With these words, Wang Chong urged his horse onward.


Rumble!


"Don't let them escape!"


……


Warhorses thundered forward, the thousands of furious Tibetans charging forward in a black flood of steel, all of them charging at maximum speed.


One thousand zhang!


Five hundred zhang!


Three hundred zhang!


One hundred zhang!


……


The Tibetans were getting closer and closer, and their eyes were fixed through the gloom on the Tang soldiers ahead of them. None of them noticed that the hills around them were growing more numerous or that they were getting farther and farther from the main army.


Boom!


When they were less than sixty zhang from their target, the situation suddenly changed. Roar! Nearby, in a pitch-black spot that they had taken to be mud, a bellowing axeman leaped out of the water. Clang! In a flash of cold light, an axehead had cut off a horse's head at the neck.


Neigh!


Horses neighed in alarm, this sneak attack throwing the Tibetans into chaos. The slain warhorse continued to move forward through inertia, throwing its rider smashing into the mud. Splooshsplooshsploosh! One, two, three, four… in the gloomy hills, one soldier after another began to pop out, using their spears to stab, axes to hack, shields to beat. More and more soldiers were coming out to attack the horses.


At such close distances, not even the Tibetans could dodge.


One Tibetan after another was thrown from his horse. Cold glints could be seen in the gloom as thousands of Tang infantry closed in from both sides.


"Aaaaah!"


"Careful! It's an ambush!"


"Tang soldiers, Tang soldiers!"


"We've been fooled! Retreat!"


……


Shrill Tibetan screams filled the air, the faces grimacing in fear within the gloom. They had been so focused on exterminating the four thousand Tang cavalry that they had never imagined so many Tang infantry to be waiting in ambush nearby.


"The Annan Protectorate army! It's another part of the Annan Protectorate army!"


Panicked and fearful voices echoed through the skies as the Tibetans finally realized what was happening. It had been no secret that the Annan Protectorate army had split into two in the rain. And the messengers had sent word that Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo had been sent to chase them some time ago.


Logically speaking, that part of the Annan Protectorate army should have been far away from this area, but they had inexplicably appeared here.


"Run!"


The morale of the Tibetan soldiers had crumbled. Many of them wanted to flee, but it was too late. The earth quaked and warhorses neighed. Wang Chong had turned around with his four thousand cavalry and returned for the counterattack.


Swish!


Wherever the spear passed, a rider would be unhorsed. In this battle, Wang Chong was no longer observing from the sidelines, but personally participating. With each fallen Tibetan, a stream of pure energy would flow into Wang Chong's body. In this torrent of rain and blood, Wang Chong's Stellar Energy not only did not decrease, it grew even more plentiful.


"Leaping Dragon Spear!"


A flood dragon seemed to soar into the dark skies, creating a splash in the rain. Then it crashed back down, as fast as a lightning bolt, a spear stabbing into a Tibetan officer twenty zhang away. With Wang Chong's True Martial Tier 9 cultivation and the power of the Leaping Dragon Spear, warriors below the Profound Martial realm were no match for him.


This Tibetan officer's body swayed, his eyes wide as he toppled from his horse. In a serious competition, he wouldn't have been so easy to defeat. But on the packed and intense field of battle, one person's strength was greatly reduced. With just a single spear, Wang Chong had managed to bring him down.


"Congratulations to user! For killing five foreign officers, user has unlocked the Martial General Halo, 【Bane of Generals】!


"Note: 【Bane of Generals】 makes you the enemy of all generals. Whether of the Central Plains or a foreign kingdom, as long as you regard them as your enemy, they are your enemy and will be weakened by the halo!


"Functional range: All generals! As the halo is an advanced version of the 【Bane of the Battlefield】 Halo, the Bane of the Battlefield's limit to only soldiers below the general level has now been broken!


"Notice! User has only unlocked the Martial General Halo. If user wishes to officially activate the 【Bane of Generals】 Halo, user must complete an additional mission!"


……


A string of messages suddenly appeared in Wang Chong's mind. Rumble! It was like a peal of thunder. Right when Wang Chong was preparing to take care of another Tibetan cavalryman, he was dumbfounded by this sudden transformation.


The Martial General Halo? What's that about? Does the Bane of the Battlefield not count as a Martial General Halo?


Wang Chong was frozen in a stabbing motion, his hands still gripping his spear.


The might of the Bane of the Battlefield Halo on the battlefield could reverse the tides, so Wang Chong had always believed that this was a strength that only a general could possess. But this was clearly not the case.


"Stone of Destiny, what do you mean by the strength of a Martial General Halo?"


Wang Chong used the Single Character Consecutive Slash to immediately depart the noisy battlefield while his mind reached out to the Stone of Destiny. Although the Stone of Destiny couldn't respond like a person, it would always reply as long as the answer didn't involve anything too critical.
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"The Martial General Halo, as seen from its name, is targeted against elite experts at the General level. It can be overlapped with the Bane of the Battlefield Halo."


The Stone of Destiny's voice resounded in his mind.


Wang Chong frowned and asked, "Does the Martial General Halo have any other halo effects besides the Bane of Generals? Or is the Martial General Halo only the Bane of Generals Halo?"


"The Martial General Halo is not limited to the Bane of Generals Halo. It can also target other categories, such as the Arabian Halo and the Charax Spasinu Halo, but user must first obtain these!" the voice once more replied.


"The Arabian Halo…"


Wang Chong's heart pounded at the mention of this name, and thousands of thoughts ran through his mind for a second. Wang Chong had vaguely grasped something, but after thinking about it carefully, he felt like he had grasped nothing at all.


"How do I officially activate the Bane of Generals Halo?" Wang Chong sternly asked.


The Bane of the Battlefield Halo was extremely powerful, its existence on the battlefield almost heaven-defying. But this halo's flaw was also very obvious: it had absolutely no effect on general-class individuals. Thus, whether it was Bachicheng, Batunlu, or Fengjiayi and the other elite experts, Wang Chong's halo was completely useless against them.


But if he had the Bane of Generals Halo, everything would be different.


Although the 'Trial of Destiny' had temporarily stopped Wang Chong from gaining any Destiny Energy and thus any avenues of gaining strength through the use of Destiny Energy, the other avenues remained unaffected. If he could activate the Martial General Halo, it would be a great boon to him on the battlefield.


"The Bane of Generals Halo requires: 1. Killing ten foreign commanders; 2: Killing one Profound Martial realm expert on the battlefield; 3: Reaching level three in the Bane of the Battlefield Halo! Only once all three conditions are fulfilled can user officially activate the Bane of Generals Halo!"


Buzz!


Wang Chong's heart immediately sank. The first condition was bearable, but the other two conditions were very difficult. The requirements to improve the Bane of the Battlefield rose exponentially with each level. In the last battle, Wang Chong had led the Annan Protectorate army in killing more than fifty thousand of Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo's soldiers.


But Wang Chong's Bane of the Battlefield Halo still had not reached level three.


Wang Chong could only feel that he wasn't far off from reaching level three, but as for exactly how far? Wang Chong had no idea.


And even so, he still needed to defeat a Profound Martial realm expert, and the Stone of Destiny had also specified that it had to be on the battlefield. In other words, this condition required Wang Chong to rely on his own strength to defeat a Profound Martial realm expert. It wasn't like Wang Chong hadn't killed such experts before, but he had killed the majority of them when they couldn't resist, stabbing them with the Little Yinyang Sword to absorb the last bit of Stellar Energy in their bodies.



This was clearly different from the condition that the Stone of Destiny had specified.


There's plenty of time. As long as this war goes well, I can definitely fulfill the conditions to activate the Bane of Generals Halo!


With this thought, Wang Chong calmed down.


In normal circumstances, the Stone of Destiny's conditions would have been impossible to fulfill, but in this large-scale war involving three countries, everything was possible. And if he could succeed, the Bane of Generals could play a pivotal role in altering the course of this war.


Wang Chong returned to his senses and ordered with a wave of his hand, "Get ready and prepare to depart! The Tibetans could realize at any moment that something has gone wrong. We have to start the next phase as quickly as possible!"


Around him, the battle in the rain was already dying down. For this ambush, Wang Chong had prepared twenty thousand soldiers. Twenty thousand elites of the Annan Protectorate army and four to five thousand cavalry was a force completely capable of dealing with six or seven thousand Tibetan cavalry. It had been far too easy.


The battle concluded much faster than he had imagined.


Under Wang Chong's command, the warriors of the Annan Protectorate army stripped the deceased Tibetan cavalrymen of their armor. The highland steeds were excellent mounts, and the surviving horses were given to the infantry to ride. With these Tibetan suits of armor and highland steeds, Wang Chong's four thousand 'Tibetan cavalry' swelled to eight thousand.


"That's enough!"


Wang Chong gazed at these energetic 'Tibetans' who clearly did not have faces belonging to the people of the plateau, and nodded his head. The art of war emphasized the need for the proper time, geography, and the unity of the people. In normal circumstances, Wang Chong's tactic would have been very difficult to utilize, but this downpour had allowed for the possibility of success.


As long as his soldiers kept their bodies pressed to their horses, they could achieve the 'perfect disguise'.


The greatest flaw was the language. The inability to speak Tibetan would easily expose the scheme, but Wang Chong himself could resolve this problem.


It was impossible to proficiently learn Tibetan in a short time, but it was a simple matter to pick out a few of the more intelligent soldiers and teach them a few simple phrases to reply with when being questioned.


"Time is short. Let's go!"


After picking out a few leaders and splitting the army in two, Wang Chong quickly led the army forward once more.


Rumble! The Annan Protectorate army split into two, one group of cavalry riding south and the other riding north. In a few short moments, they had vanished into the rain. The entire process was as smooth as flowing water, and it felt like they had never appeared.


……


Gallop!


Warhorses could be heard in the distance as black silhouettes approached through the rain.


"Who goes there?"


At the base of a mountain, a five-man Tibetan commander emerged from the army and led his horse out to meet this approaching group, his voice harsh.


"It's us! We didn't manage to catch those Tang. They were too fast, damn it!" the leader of the 'Tibetans' yelled back, his fist clenched in the air, a look of rage and helplessness on his face.


"They escaped?"


The five-man commander frowned, apparently a little unwilling to accept the result.


"But wasn't your position over there? Why did you come over to our side?"


"Eh! The wrong place?"


The Tibetan commander seemed shocked, only now realizing that he had gotten 'lost'. He lowered his head and began to mutter to himself.


"What did you say?" the five-man commander asked, approaching closer.


"I said 'gula'…"


The Tibetan commander's voice was a little garbled.


"What did you say?"


"I said that we…"


The storm was truly too loud, and that Tibetan commander's voice became harder and harder to catch. The five-man commander's brow furrowed, so he stopped asking and rode his horse forward.


"Hmph!"


At this moment, no one noticed a scornful look flash through the Tibetan commander's eyes as he inwardly sneered.


His Tibetan had its limits, as he only knew what Wang Chong had taught him. The rest had been random muttering. However, this distance was enough.


"Brothers, charge!"


With a shout, the Tibetan commander shed his disguise, his right hand suddenly raised over his head as he gave the order to attack. Rumble! As if receiving a great shock, the dejected 'Tibetan cavalry' suddenly raised their heads and began to explode with an astonishing aura.


"Kiiiill!"


The horse flew forward, sending rain splashing everywhere. The several thousand Annan Protectorate soldiers instantly smashed into the unprepared Tibetan army.


……


At the same time, in another place…


"Who?"


"On the Great General's orders, we have come to reinforce the northwest!"


Under the thunder clouds, a Tibetan rode his stalwart horse forward, a banner held high as he led thousands of cavalry through the rain.


Boom!


And then, under countless stupefied gazes, those thousands of soldiers charged into the army…


To the southeast, southwest, northeast… several places were suddenly attacked by their 'own side'.


These people were as unpredictable as ghosts, all of them dressed in Tibetan armor, making it impossible to distinguish between Tang and Tibetan. Moreover, they appeared with all kinds of reasons, leading the Tibetans to be completely defenseless. Their way of fighting was also fast and decisive.


Before soldiers could arrive from elsewhere, they had already retreated.


In this chaos, there were even cases where actual Tibetans attacked actual Tibetans. This continuous turmoil caused the soldiers to panic like easily startled birds. The chain of command began to fall apart, as nobody knew if the ones giving the orders were their officers or the Tang officers.


"Damn it! Just how many Tang are there?"


"How can we defend against it? They're even wearing our armor!"


"It's impossible to see anything clearly in this rain! And it's getting darker and darker, making the task even more difficult!"


……


The Tibetan commanders clenched their fists in irritation.


At any other time, this tactic would be suicidal. But right now, the army was attempting to exterminate Xianyu Zhongtong's army on the summit. There were no troops available to hunt down the enemy at their rear. Moreover, there was also an inescapable and objective fact: although the army had set out at dawn, with all the chasing, fighting, and getting lost, it was now approaching dusk. Even if the thunder clouds dispersed, it was no longer the right period to do any searching.


More importantly, despite all the times the Tang army had attacked, the Tibetans still didn't know how many soldiers they had.


At the start, the Tibetans had believed that there was only one group. Even though multiples place were being attacked, their opponents were just using the rain to deceive the Tibetans. But this wasn't the case later on, because there were times when three places were under simultaneous and large-scale assaults.


Coupled with the fact that these people left as quickly as they came, not even the valorous generals of the Ngari Royal Lineage could determine how many people were hidden in this dark night, much less the ordinary soldier.


……


"What are these Tibetans doing?"


At the same time, on the peak of a high mountain, a fully-armored general of the Annan Protectorate looked down the mountain, his brows furrowed in thought. He had a scar on his left brow and gave off an aura as thick and heavy as a mountain.


"Or are they playing a ruse so as to bait us out?" proposed another general, tall and thin. His armor was spattered with blood and covered in scars left behind by scimitars. It was obvious that he had experienced many fierce battles. In the southwest, veterans like these were fierce and courageous generals.


"They're not!"


The general with the scar on his left brow shook his head and said profoundly, "Although I also thought that the Tibetans were trying to bait us out or make us put down our guard, it's clearly not the case! Huoshu Huicang has a very high opinion of himself, and given his personality, he would never lower himself to use such tactics while he holds the upper hand. It would be like drawing legs on a snake. And besides… this certainly doesn't look like any play!"
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"But right now, who in the southwestern territory can help us? Could it be the Wang Clan father and son? But shouldn't they be far away by now? Did they come back to help us?"


The tall and thin general grew increasingly doubtful. Subconsciously, he turned to look at his Protector-General, Xianyu Zhongtong.


Xianyu Zhongtong had been appointed by the previous protector-general, Zhangchou Jianqiong. If it wasn't for this incident, even though he lacked the qualifications to completely command the obedience of these soldiers, even though the soldiers still held some objections, all of them would have accepted this result for the sake of Zhangchou Jianqiong. But right now…


Everyone knew that the Annan Protectorate army was only united on the surface while internally a complete mess. Otherwise, a large portion of its soldiers wouldn't have left with the Wang Clan father and son.


However, despite this, there were still many people in the protectorate army who were willing to follow Xianyu Zhongtong, the successor appointed by Zhangchou Jianqiong.


Victory and defeat were both commonplace for a soldier, and a defeat in battle was not necessarily the fault of a soldier. In the view of a general, the mobilization of both Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang, a total of over five hundred thousand soldiers, was not something the Annan Protectorate army could ever have dealt with.


Mengshe Zhao had never before worked with Ü-Tsang. Even if Protector-General Zhangchou Jianqiong were here, he would probably be similarly helpless.


"I don't know…"


Xianyu Zhongtong looked down the mountain in silence. To tell the truth, he had rather complicated feelings about the Wang Clan father and son, but these feelings were far from anything that could be described as hatred. On the contrary, he felt some gratitude. If the youngest son of the Wang Clan hadn't built Lion City, and if the Wang Clan father and son hadn't brought soldiers and rallied the morale of his own troops, the southwest army would have probably already been wiped out.


Xianyu Zhongtong had always understood that while his talent and understanding of the art of war was more than enough to be a general, it was also far from enough to be an influential Imperial Protector-General whose words could shake the world.


But everything had been decided by Lord Zhangchou Jianqiong, and even Xianyu Zhongtong could only accept it.


However, no matter what, he was solely responsible for the current plight of the Annan Protectorate army.


"Although I don't know what's going on, there's one thing that I can be sure of. The one commanding the troops below isn't Wang Yan or his son!"


Xianyu Zhongtong took in a deep breath as he broke free of his stupor. Even if these generals might only be loyal to him on the surface, as the commander-in-chief, Xianyu Zhongtong still had the duty of leading his soldiers out of this predicament.


"…Wang Yan's style is clean and excessively cautious. Given his temperament, he would never use this sort of surprise-attack strategy. As for Wang Fu, his intelligence and flexibility surpass his father's, as well as mine, but… he still wouldn't be able to pull off such a feat!"


Xianyu Zhongtong had followed the Lord Protector-General for many years, and though his strength hadn't reached that level, his insight had.


"But if it isn't the Wang Clan father and son, who else could it be?" the southwest general with the scar on his left brow asked in surprise.


Of all the generals of the southwest at present, those who could match or exceed Xianyu Zhongtong's level in strategy and tactics were only the Wang Clan father and son. But if not even they could pull off this sort of strategy, just who was it that was leading these attacks against the Tibetans?


The general with the scar on his left brow was stupefied, this answer completely catching him by surprise.


"Could it be that another formidable figure has appeared in the southwest? Could it be Li Zhengyi? But didn't he die in battle?"


This general's mind was in turmoil.


"There's no need to overthink it. No matter where he comes from, there's one thing we can be sure of: he's a friend, not an enemy! Pass on my order! All soldiers should do their utmost to hold the Tibetans down."


Xianyu Zhongtong's eyes flashed as he raised his right arm and gave the order.


And with Xianyu Zhongtong's order, the entire army rumbled to life.


Although he was no master of reckless offensives and proactive assaults, he was a mighty general when it came to infantry defense. Thus, even though Huoshu Huicang had double Xianyu Zhongtong's number of troops, he was still unable to break down Xianyu Zhongtong's forces.


"Kiiiill!"


War drums thundered as cries of battle filled the sky. The army once more plunged into an intense battle.


……


"Milord, we've been attacked in the southwest!"


"The enemy disguised as our own forces and we've been dealt heavy casualties!"


"If this continues, the army will collapse!"


"Milord, the southeast has been attacked again!"


……


At the base of the mountain, Huoshu Huicang was seated on a highland steed that was taller than a man. Around him, messenger after messenger was riding forward. At the start, Huoshu Huicang had not really cared about these irritating attacks. If battles could be won through these troublemaking methods, battles wouldn't need to be fought. Everyone would just use these strategies.


As the personal commander of one hundred thousand soldiers and the commander-in-chief of the more than two hundred thousand elites of the Ngari Royal Lineage, Huoshu Huicang thought of these methods as childish tricks, or to describe it more accurately, self-destruction.


But what happened next was completely beyond his expectations.


The southeast, the southwest, the northwest… his army was being attacked from every angle, and the order of attack had been completely disrupted.


The army in four places was in absolute turmoil, and there was no way to order them to attack.


Through these harassing attacks, a mere few thousand cavalry had managed to throw an army of one hundred thousand into utter mayhem. Even someone with Huoshu Huicang's insight could have never conceived this sort of plan.


"When did such a formidable figure appear in the Annan Protectorate army?!"


Huoshu Huicang's eyes shone with almost physical rays of chilling light.


After all these harassing attacks, Huoshu Huicang finally began to realize that he had made a mistake. His enemy's abilities in the art of war were stupendous and not something any normal general could possess. To put it more accurately, before this, Huoshu Huicang had never believed that anyone could make harassing attacks produce this much of an effect.


"Milord, what should we do? What if your subordinate takes some soldiers and focuses on dealing with them?"


Longqinba's familiar voice rang out by his ear. This Tiger General was already furious at the chaos caused by these raids, but he didn’t feel that there was anything to be afraid of. If he could catch them once, he could immediately slay them all.


But for some reason, he had not managed to catch them even once.


It was like he was snatching at air. He had laid down many ambushes, but none of them had managed to seize the enemy. Longqinba had begun to wonder if his own luck was absolutely awful or if there was some other reason behind his failures.


"There's no need!"


Huoshu Huicang waved his hands.


"A large-scale mobilization can't be hidden from the enemy's eyes and ears. Moreover, this will result in a scattering of our forces. Most importantly… someone is already keeping a watch on you. It doesn't matter where you go; you won't be able to do anything!"


With these final words, Huoshu Huicang looked at this trusted general with a profound gaze.


"!!!"


The dissatisfied Longqinba was instantly dumbfounded.


Huoshu Huicang coldly snorted and indifferently said, "Hmph, did you really think that you still haven't been able to encounter the enemy once just because your luck was bad?"


He had never believed in coincidence, only in his own eyes. Longqinba was definitely being watched.


"But how could that be possible?" Longqinba said, his face covered in shock. There were a hundred thousand Tibetan warriors here, the base of the mountain range dense with their ranks. How could the enemy pin down his position? In truth, if he were in the enemy's position, even Longqinba would have found it difficult to keep track of where he was.


In truth, this was simply impossible.


This answer was too shocking, and it was far more important than the fact that Longqinba wasn't able to catch the raiders and give them a harsh lesson.


"There is nothing in this world that is impossible," Huoshu Huicang lightly said. Ignoring Longqinba, he slowly raised his chin, seeming to unintentionally look up to the sky. Longqinba was left alone with his thoughts.


"No! It's not impossible!"


Longqinba had a flash of insight, and his entire body trembled in shock. He suddenly raised his head, following Huoshu Huicang's to look up at the sky. Above him, the dark clouds hung low, lightning snaking through them and the pouring rain pounding against his face.


But there was nothing else in those dark clouds.


"No, there must be something!"


Longqinba clenched his fists, an indescribable feeling in his heart. Although he couldn't see anything, he felt certain that there was something behind those clouds.


"It seems like your reaction isn't that slow!" Huoshu Huicang indifferently said, his voice much calmer now. Although Longqinba had been a little slow, he had finally responded. In this rainy weather and the vast number of Tibetans around them, accurately keeping an eye on one person's movements was almost impossible. But 'almost impossible' was not the same as 'impossible'.


At the very least, if one looked down from the skies, Longqinba's movements were no secret.


"The enemy has most likely concluded that as commander-in-chief, I have to remain in the middle of the army to oversee the troops, and there are only a few people that I can send. Bachicheng is guarding the passes, and Jiaosiluo is with the Mengshe Zhao Crown Prince, so only you few are left. Of the Five Tiger Generals, you are the strongest, so they only need to keep an eye on you."


Huoshu Huicang's eyes glowed like torches, seeming to see the truth. If Wang Chong were here and heard these words, he would definitely be stunned, because this really was the truth. Huoshu Huicang was praised in the southwest as someone who could stand shoulder to shoulder with Zhangchou Jianqiong. It now seemed that this really was the case and that he could not be underestimated.


"Longqinba, go to the southeast and lure them over. As for me… this farce has gone on long enough. It's time for me to step out as well!"


Huoshu Huicang waved his hand and pressed on the flanks of his horse, galloping to the southwest with several dozen of his personal guards.


"No matter who you are, as long as you continue this game, you'll definitely come over… I will be waiting!"


Huoshu Huicang closed his eyes. His face was cold and emotionless, but his mind was a hive of activity.


Although he had remained in the middle of the army this entire time, he had not come away empty-handed. The Tang attacks seemed random and disorderly, but Huoshu Huicang had already caught on to their pattern. If everything went as expected, their next assault would be on the southwest.


And no matter who his enemy was, this time… he would wipe them all out!


As this thought flashed through his mind, Huoshu Huicang drew back his aura, becoming like a ghost as he swiftly vanished into the storm.
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"Young Master, where should we attack next?"


Under the cover of the dark rainstorm, Wang Chong and Old Eagle gathered up their soaked soldiers. Wang Chong's strategy had already shown its effectiveness. The Tibetan army surrounding the mountain range was in chaos and could no longer wholeheartedly attack the Annan Protectorate army.


In all of his career, Old Eagle had never fought in such a carefree and contented manner.


It had felt like dancing on the edge of a blade. They had been fighting more than one hundred thousand Tibetan cavalry, and the slightest mistake would have resulted in instant death. But under Wang Chong's arrangements, each strike was more frightening than risky. It had felt like they had the Tibetans in the palms of their hands, stirring them into complete turmoil.


This was completely different from what Old Eagle had imagined, the cold-blooded and cruel battlefield where one could die at any moment!


For a moment, Old Eagle even had to admit that he had become intoxicated by this feeling.


"We can no longer attack!"


To Old Eagle's surprise, Wang Chong completely rejected the notion.


"Don't forget that the Tibetans have Huoshu Huicang. Our success was partially because we had the right plan, but another part was that Huoshu Huicang underestimated us. He might have ignored us earlier, but now that things have reached this point, if Huoshu Huicang doesn't come out, he'll truly be letting down his title of Great General!"


"Ah!"


Old Eagle was dumbfounded.


That feeling of playing around with the one hundred thousand Tibetan soldiers, of having a powerful opponent in the palm of one's hand, had been so intoxicating that they had momentarily forgotten that the Tibetan army had still not moved. Huoshu Huicang, as the Great General presiding over the center of the Tibetan army, had never budged from his position.


As if a bucket of water had been poured over his head, Old Eagle shivered and came back to his senses.


Individuals on the level of Imperial Great General were all influential people. Though their strength couldn't completely reverse the tides of a battle, they could still decide between victory and defeat. In their current status, they were fine if they didn't run into Huoshu Huicang, but if they did, their four or five thousand cavalry were truly useless against someone of his level.


At the very least, it was an easy task for him to deal them a heavy blow.


They could get lucky for a moment, but they couldn't be lucky forever!


"After playing so long, it's about time to put away the toys!"


Wang Chong glanced at Old Eagle and paused.


"Moreover, did you forget what our goal was?"


"Young Master's lesson is correct. I was being careless."


Bzzt! Old Eagle shivered, his body breaking out into a cold sweat. Indeed, from the very start, Wang Chong had clearly stated that the goal of these constant harassing attacks was not pure slaughter. With their army alone, it was simply impossible to rout Huoshu Huicang's army.


Their goal had only been to hold them down!


But this was not their ultimate goal.


"Milord, what should we do next?" Old Eagle sternly said.


"Hmph! After harassing them for so long, it's time for us to move to the next step! Pass on my order and tell them to begin to move! In addition, send a message to Protector-General Xianyu on the summit. Without their cooperation, we won't be able to do this."


Wang Chong's gaze crossed through the vast distances to rest on the summit of that mountain.


The Great Tang would engage in a decisive battle with Ü-Tsang, but that day was not today, not now. The task at hand was to lead Xianyu Zhongtong and the tens of thousands of troops under him safely out of this area. This was the true goal of this undertaking!


"Yes, Young Master!" Old Eagle firmly replied, his attitude one of absolute respect. He paused and then remembered something.


"Then, Young Master, I'll also call back the others."


"No!"


Wang Chong shook his head, a profound look in his eyes. As he looked up at the thick thunder clouds overhead, an astonishing light flashed through his eyes.


"They have to continue. If they don't continue, how can we succeed?"


Old Eagle was flabbergasted, looking in confusion at Wang Chong, clueless as to what he was thinking. Wang Chong had just rejected his suggestion, but now he was saying that the attacks had to continue.


These were two completely different decisions, leaving Old Eagle utterly perplexed as to what Wang Chong was thinking.


“Hah!”


Wang Chong knew what Old Eagle was thinking, but he only chuckled, giving no further explanation. Slowly turning his head, Wang Chong peered into the gloom, looking toward the southwestern region of the mountain range.


Huoshu Huicang, if everything goes as planned, you should be there, right? With your intelligence, you've definitely noticed! But unfortunately…


Wang Chong's eyes shone with a fiery light as he ended this line of thought.


In this world, Huoshu Huicang was definitely one of the most elite existences. Individuals on the level of Imperial Great Generals were on a completely different from ordinary renowned and valorous generals, both in intelligence and in martial arts.


A normal general would truly be no match for Huoshu Huicang. Alas, Huoshu Huicang was facing Wang Chong. Not even this Great General of the Ü-Tsang Empire could have imagined that his opponent had been praised by the entire world as 'War Saint' in his last life!


I didn't think that we would finally contend against each other, even if it's only through this method for now… Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


In his last life, one of Wang Chong's greatest regrets was that he had missed out on that generation of greats, lost out on the chance to match wits with those dazzling Imperial Great Generals and Marshals whose reputations had been known throughout the world.


This was the generation where the stars of generals shone brilliantly in the night sky, but in his last life, when he had become the most renowned War Saint, there were no more brilliant generals to contend with.


This had always been one of Wang Chong's profound regrets.


And now, his wish had been fulfilled.


…Despite the fact that this confrontation between generals would decide the fate of the Great Tang and Ü-Tsang for the next several decades and the almost one million civilians of the southwest!


This war was one that Wang Chong couldn't lose.


"Old Eagle, come over. In a little while, I'll have an order for you to carry out!"


Wang Chong came back to his senses, his eyes regaining their focus.


"Yes, Young Master!"


Old Eagle's eyes brightened as Wang Chong whispered into his ear. In the end, he gave a deferential 'yes' and swiftly left to carry out the order.


……


The darkness at the base of the mountains seemed still, especially when compared to that earth-shaking battle taking place around the mountains, where thundering war drums resounded through the heavens.


Those Tang soldiers wearing Tibetan armor and riding highland steeds had affected the disposition of the Tibetan army, drawing away a large number of their soldiers. At the base of the mountain, all the soldiers were standing on guard, their primary mission not to deal with Xianyu Zhongtong and the Annan Protectorate army, but to deal with the phantom-like Tang army.


The skies continued to darken as the day grew late.


To the southwest, a group of people were warily peering through the gloomy storm.


Rumble!


Thunder pealed as the sound of horse hooves could be heard in the distance. It had been almost inaudible first, but the sound was gradually growing louder. The Tibetans instantly grew tense.


"Who goes there? Halt! No one is permitted to approach!"


A Tibetan officer placed his hands on his scimitar as he shouted in Tibetan into the rain.


"Take off your helmet and state your name and rank!"


Behind the officer, more and more Tibetans rode forward, their eyes fixed on the distance as they pulled out their scimitars. However, this was all they did. None of them acted recklessly, as they had made the mistake several times of attacking their own people.


Their minds were in panic at the moment. On one hand, they had to doubt the identity of these visitors, but on the other hand, they had to worry about mistakenly killing their own people. Until they had determined the identity of these visitors, all the Tibetans were stuck in a dilemma.


Gallop!


The horses continued to gallop closer, and finally, black and malevolent figures emerged out of the rain as if emerging from the netherworld.


"Don't do anything. We're on your side!"


A Tibetan voice emerged out of the dark night. As those people spoke, they quickly approached.


Bzzt!


Not only did the atmosphere not lighten up, it grew even tenser. Fifty Tibetan cavalrymen pressed their hands against their scimitars, the veins bulging on their arms.


"Take off your helmets!"


"Stop! Don't get any closer!"


"Just who in the world are you?"


"Bastard, didn't we say to not get any closer?"


……


Everyone began to get nervous, because as they were speaking, those horsemen continued to approach, not stopping at all.


"We're not enemies!"


That voice came out from the darkness as it continued to get closer.


"Everyone, be careful. There's something off about these fellows!"


Even the slowest among them could tell how tense the atmosphere was now. After all that they had experienced, everyone was extremely careful.


But none of them dared to strike, as they still could not be sure who the horsemen were.


The rain continued to pour down, drowning out all noise. No one could be sure that these horsemen had heard them. After all, such things had happened before.


“Hmph!”


Someone coldly snorted. No one noticed that one of the people in the crowd had clenched their fists as they watched those black silhouettes slowly approach, and begun to laugh the grim laugh of death.


When everyone else was worried about the oncoming horsemen, that person looked at them like they were ants walking to their deaths.


"Come!"


Huoshu Huicang looked at the approaching horsemen like they were corpses.


At this moment, Huoshu Huicang was dressed in the armor of an ordinary soldier and had withdrawn his aura. He had concealed any sign that he was an Imperial Great General.


Even Longqinba probably wouldn't be able to recognize him, not even if he was standing right next to him. However, this ordinary soldier still contained that strength that could annihilate an entire unit of soldiers.


Six hundred zhang!


Five hundred zhang!


Four hundred zhang!


As the horsemen got closer and closer, Huoshu Huicang remained hidden and unmoved, but the killing intent in his eyes thickened.


Three hundred zhang!


This distance was already quite dangerous. If they continued… if they went forward just a little more, these people would enter his range. And as long as they were less than one hundred zhang from him, not a single one of them would be able to escape.


The strength of a single Imperial Great General could easily annihilate them.


Bzzt!


The horse hooves suddenly stopped. Without any warning, this unit of horsemen had suddenly stopped moving.


Twangtwangtwang!


Before anyone could react, bows twanged, and a sky-covering volley of arrows landed on the Tibetan army.


"Aaaaah!"


Screams filled the air as this sudden assault stupefied everyone. Even Huoshu Huicang was left astonished. Not even he had expected these people to change their plans and use arrows to attack.


And even more shocking was what happened after that!


Rumble! Warhorses neighed as these strange black silhouettes immediately turned around and fled as soon as they fired their volley of arrows.


Before anyone else could react, this army was already at a distance of five hundred zhang!


Astonishment! Surprise! Shock!


Countless complicated expressions appeared on the faces of the Tibetans, all of them stunned by this sight.


"Kill them!"


Rumble! While everyone was still stunned by this sudden turn of events, a person leaped out, pursuing the fleeing horsemen like a lightning bolt.


"Do you think you can escape?"


Huoshu Huicang's cruel and callous voice resounded like a giant gong. His attacks preceded him, red lotuses dropping from the sky like meteors onto the soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army and fiercely exploding!
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"Aaaaah!"


Warhorses neighed as countless figures were thrown into the air by a tyrannical Stellar Energy, screaming as they were torn into countless pieces while the horses were smashed into pulp. Fierce red flames filled the sky as a flood of energy, almost like the sun itself, expanded to fill every inch of space with scorching fire.


Huoshu Huicang's Stellar Energy was so fierce and domineering that it felt like a blazing sun rose in any place that he covered with his Stellar Energy. These flames were so thick that even the sky seemed to blaze. Before the rain pouring down from the skies could hit the ground, it evaporated into white trails of steam.


As flecks of flesh and ash drifted down from the skies, they spread an aura of fear.


Huoshu Huicang's power had already surpassed everyone's expectations. Before him, everyone felt like insignificant ants.


Huoshu Huicang's vast energy inspired endless fear in all who felt it.


"Run!"


"It's Huoshu Huicang! Only he has a Stellar Energy that can unleash this sort of fiery light!"


"We're no match for him! Run!"


"Only General and the others can deal with him!"


………


The warhorses galloped off as an intense fear gripped everyone's hearts, a Sword of Damocles hanging over their heads that spurred them to flee. Their faces were all ghastly pale without a single trace of blood. The Great Tang and Ü-Tsang were mortal enemies in the southwest, so all of these soldiers knew of Huoshu Huicang's reputation. And in this southwest war, the Annan Protectorate army had battled the Tibetans for more than a month now.


All of them were extremely familiar with Huoshu Huicang's energy.


Those blazing red lotuses and that sea of flame that burned everything to cinders were nightmares that haunted the sleep of everyone in Lion City.


And even more shocking was that Wang Chong had spent a great deal of time refining this plan. Three hundred zhang should have been a safe distance.


But no one had expected Huoshu Huicang's powers to be at this stage.


A distance that would have limited other experts didn't even exist to someone like him. In just a few moments, their forces had been dealt a heavy blow. Their horses, halos, armor, weapons, and cultivation were all meaningless before Huoshu Huicang.


With a single move, Huoshu Huicang had shattered the vigorous fighting force of the Tang army.


"Hmph, don't you think it's a little too late to run away now?"


Huoshu Huicang looked at the Annan Protectorate soldiers fleeing like startled birds and inwardly sneered, a powerful killing aura exploding from his body. As the commander-in-chief, he could not lightly make a move, but since he had already decided to act, he would not let a single person escape.


And it was about time for this farce that had stirred up so much trouble to end!


In these circumstances, if he let these raiding Tang soldiers escape, he would truly be letting down his title of Ü-Tsang Great General.


"All soldiers, hear my order! Kill all of these Tang! Don't leave a single one alive!"


As he charged forward, Huoshu Huicang ordered his soldiers to attack.


Awoooo!


"Kill them!"


Excited roars filled the skies, sounding like the rumbling of an avalanche. The momentum was so astonishing that even Huoshu Huicang couldn't help but arch a brow.


"Kill them!"


"Damn it, we've finally caught them!"


"It really was them, and they still dared to come when the Great General was here! They were truly seeking their own deaths!"


"Bastards! These Tang men… are dead for sure!"


The collective rage and discontent of the Tibetans were instantly unleashed.


They had fought for so long but had not managed to catch a single Tang soldier. On the contrary, they had been playing in the palm of the Great Tang's hand, been thrown into disarray and even ended up killing their own soldiers.


This was an absolute disgrace!


Finally, they had a chance to vent these vile emotions.


Rumble!


Like a river breaking through a dam, the Tibetan cavalry crazily howled, charging with unprecedented speed as they followed Huoshu Huicang.


Five hundred zhang!


Four hundred zhang!


Three hundred zhang!


………


The Tibetans in their frenzied chase were swiftly closing the distance.


And the Tang soldiers in front of them, perhaps because they had never expected Huoshu Huicang to show up here, seemed to be in a great panic, their entire formation in chaos.


An excellent chance!


Chaos for the Tang was a superb opportunity for the Tibetans!


Rumble! Like a lightning bolt searing through the void, the dense ranks of the Tibetan cavalry thrust into the Tang army. Bangbangbang! As scimitars sliced, figures were cut down off their horses like stalks of wheat.


Yet right when they were most excited and most expectant, all their cries suddenly came to a halt.


It was like some invisible hand had clasped around their necks and seized their throats! All their faces were stupefied, and even Huoshu Huicang was dumbfounded.


"How, how can this be?"


The army quickly began to slow, and a young general dismounted and looked in complete stupefaction at the 'Tang soldiers' that they had killed.


The 'Tang soldiers' were certainly dead, but they looked completely different from what the Tibetans had imagined.


The dead 'Tang soldiers' were completely different from the Tang soldiers these soldiers remembered. Their faces were all flushed with the sort of plateau red that one would only see if one spent long periods at high altitudes, battered by the winds. In fact, this was actually the red flush characteristic of the plateau!


"Damn it! They aren't even Tang! They're Tibetans! These Tang used our Tibetan dead to disguise themselves!" a Tibetan officer roared in anger.


Those 'Tang soldiers' pressed against the backs of the horses weren't Tang at all, but Tibetans who had been killed when chasing Wang Chong's initial force, or been killed in battle. This sneak attack seemed to be quite the large one, but other than a few Tang soldiers at the start, it was completely made up of slain Tibetans.


"We've been tricked…"


At the head of the army, Huoshu Huicang sat on his massive horse, his eyebrow raised.


He had only predicted the opening, but he had failed to predict the end.


His opponent was far craftier than he had imagined. This sneak attack plan had so thoroughly jumbled the true and false, the real and illusion, that even he had been fooled by this assault. At this moment, Huoshu Huicang suddenly had a very bad feeling.


Boom!


At this moment, a burst of heaven-shaking shouts came from the northeast, resounding through the curtains of rain. The originally quiet northeast suddenly turned into a din of fighting, roaring, and clanging of weapons. Countless people were charging out of the rain and into the Tibetan defensive line.


"Not good!"


Huoshu Huicang's eyes widened as he realized what had happened.


I've fallen for the Tang's scheme to lure the tiger from the mountain!


“Hyah!”


Huoshu Huicang immediately turned his horse around and took off for the battlefield.


At this stage, the situation was already completely out of his control. Even Huoshu Huicang at his slowest would have figured out by now that this sneak attack strategy had been a feint, with the true target now obvious. All the previous sneak attacks had been for the sake of this single moment.


The geography of the southwest was very flat, dotted by a few hills. In these circumstances, it was extremely difficult to hide an army.


Yet Huoshu Huicang had been completely unaware that an army had been so close. Someone who could conceal an army so well had an almost perfect grasp of the proper time and distance. This was not something any ordinary renowned general could have.


For the southwest to still have this sort of character, Huoshu Huicang had to admit that he had truly underestimated them.


"Retreat, hurry! Do everything you can to stop them!"


In a great hurry, Huoshu Huicang loudly ordered his troops to pull back. However, even this Ü-Tsang Great General whose name was known throughout the southwest had still miscalculated.


From the very start of this plan to lure the tiger away from the mountain, Wang Chong had never planned to give him a chance to come back!


"Hurry! Twelfth Unit, loose spears!"


High up on the mountain, Wang Chong had mixed into the army, where he was issuing order after order.
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The infantry, axemen, spearmen, cavalry, shieldmen, and master archers all worked together under Wang Chong's order, steadily advancing up the mountain, piece by piece.


Unlike the previous sneak attacks, Wang Chong's method of attack was completely unexpected: a frontal assault.


He made no attempts to hide it.


To the complete surprise of the Tibetans, the Tang army of forty to fifty thousand chose to engage in a frontal assault, and the northeast corner just so happened to be where their defenses were weakest.


Through the constant sneak attacks, Wang Chong had already gained an understanding of the Tibetans' order of battle and the disposition of their forces.


The Tibetans had no secrets that they could hide from Wang Chong.


"Hurry! Time is short! We've already distracted Huoshu Huicang, so we have to pierce through the Tibetan formations as quickly as possible and bring the Annan Protectorate army out of here," Wang Chong said.


Wang Yan, Old Eagle, Chen Shusun, and Commandants Xu Shiping and Xu Andun were gathered around Wang Chong, carrying out Wang Chong's will and pushing the army forward like an inexorable tide.


Clangclangclang!


The cry of metal against metal was ceaseless as whistling arrows, flying spears, and the clash of scimitar against sword mixed into a single clamor. To the southeast, the Tibetans were caught between two armies and had completely crumbled.


Wang Chong's attack was extremely incisive, and the place he had chosen to start his attack was where the Tibetans were weakest. His soldiers worked in perfect harmony, leaving no gaps in their defense and completely taking the Tibetans by surprise.


On the summit, Xianyu Zhongtong had already received Wang Chong's letter via pigeon, so his entire army was cooperating by attacking the northeast.


With armies pressing in from both sides, one could easily imagine the situation in the northeast.


"Flee!"


"How could there be so many?"


"It's the Wang Clan father and son! They've come back!"


"We can't stop them! Where's the Great General? Only the Great General can deal with them; only the Great General will have a plan!"


……


The Tibetans were never easy to subdue, but the situation was stronger than a man. Simultaneously confronting the attacks from both Wang Chong and Xianyu Zhongtong and the effects of the Halo of Dusk Stallion and Bane of the Battlefield had made the Tibetans easy to subdue.


The northeast lines collapsed far faster than anyone could have imagined. Wang Chong had given no time for Huoshu Huicang to return before piercing through the Tibetan lines.


"Lord Wang, it really was you!"


On the summit, everyone had been drenched by the rain. Xianyu Zhongtong was standing on the summit, and as he saw Wang Yan approach, he was at first shocked and then elated.


Xianyu Zhongtong had long known who had come to rescue him.


But he was still surprised to see Wang Yan appear at this time, even though he should have retreated a long time ago. Xianyu Zhongtong felt greatly moved that the troops led by Wang Yan had chosen to not give up on him.


"Lord Protector-General, you've misunderstood. I was not the commander of this army. It was my son, Wang Chong," Wang Yan sternly said in response to Xianyu Zhongtong's words. Without any other words, he took a step to the side to yield the path to Wang Chong.


"Lord Xianyu, long time no see!"


Wang Chong didn't stand on ceremony. With a brush of his sleeve, he stepped forward, passing his father and appearing before Xianyu Zhongtong.


"Young Master Chong?!"


Xianyu Zhongtong's eyes went wide upon seeing Wang Chong, and an incredulous expression came over his face.


Xianyu Zhongtong had met Wang Chong before, during Zhangchou Jianqiong's banquet in the capital. Zhangchou Jianqiong had seemed to treat Wang Chong favorably and with great interest, and for this reason, Xianyu Zhongtong had a very deep impression of Wang Chong.


Moreover, Xianyu Zhongtong had some understanding of Wang Chong's deeds. What he had done in the capital, including the storm he had stirred in the court, were not things that any ordinary person could do.


And this youth seemed to have the regard of the Sage Emperor as well.


It wasn't possible for Xianyu Zhongtong to not know who he was.


Besides, the eighty thousand soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army had been saved by the Lion City that Wang Chong had constructed.


Xianyu Zhongtong was actually filled with gratitude for that Young Master Chong in the far-away capital, even though Wang Chong was still a teenager with no official rank or title of nobility.


"Young Master Chong, so it was you!"


Xianyu Zhongtong hurriedly stepped forward and clasped Wang Chong's hands, his expression extremely moved. For Wang Chong to suddenly descend from the heavens and appear was nothing less than a miracle.


Xianyu Zhongtong would have never expected this.


Wang Chong was also shocked. He had never expected Xianyu Zhongtong to have this sort of attitude. After all, he was a Protector-General of the empire, someone who stood on the same level as Geshu Han and Zhang Shougui.


Though his reputation might not be up to par.


"Lord Protector-General, this isn't the time to talk about such things. I've already lured the tiger, Huoshu Huicang, from the mountain. However, he could come back at any time. Time is short, and we have to leave immediately!"


Wang Chong didn't mince words. He opened his palm to reveal the private token that Zhangchou Jianqiong had given him. The battlefield was changing all the time, and anything could happen. The smallest moment of negligence could lead the army to its destruction.


Wang Chong didn't dare to make this sort of mistake.


Because no one could bear the consequences.


"This is the token that Lord Zhangchou gave to me, and seeing the token is the same as seeing the person. Lord Protector-General, before I came here, Lord Zhangchou asked me to tell you that the past is the past. The urgent task at hand is to preserve strength and maintain the structure of the Annan Protectorate army. As for the matter of the southwest, all will be done according to my orders, and I request Lord Protector-General's full protections. This is Lord Zhangchou's order!"


As he spoke, Wang Chong took out a white envelope.


Xianyu Zhongtong was an Imperial Protector-General. No matter what status he had held before, he was currently the commander-in-chief of the southwest, and one single token couldn't change this. Zhangchou Jianqiong's personal token and his handwritten letter were both needed to gain Xianyu Zhongtong's trust.


This had also been the reason for Wang Chong's visit to Zhangchou Jianqiong.


"Chong-er!!"


Upon seeing the letter and token in Wang Chong's hands, Wang Yan, Chen Shusun, Xu Shiping and the others were all flabbergasted. The token was one thing, but the letter was something that none of them had known about.


Not even Wang Yan had expected Wang Chong to come with the purpose of taking the reins of command from Xianyu Zhongtong.


Wang Yan's face hardened as he sternly rebuked, "Chong-er, what are you doing? Messing around! Take a step back for me!"


But Wang Chong acted like he didn't hear. His eyes remained fixed on Xianyu Zhongtong.


The rain continued to pour down, but Wang Chong was using Stellar Energy to prevent any of it from falling on the letter. He didn't have much time, and the sounds of fighting filled the air.


Before coming, he had hypothesized that Xianyu Zhongtong wouldn't refuse the order, but if Xianyu Zhongtong did refuse, Wang Chong really wouldn't be able to do anything.


Hiss!


Xianyu Zhongtong couldn't hear anything, his gaze moving between the black token in one of Wang Chong's hands and the letter in the other. With a deep breath, he instantly calmed down.


He didn't even need to open Wang Chong's letter to recognize it as being personally written by Lord Zhangchou Jianqiong.


Wang Chong held both Zhangchou Jianqiong's token and his handwritten letter, putting Wang Chong's credibility beyond question.


Xianyu Zhongtong had never imagined that the Lord Protector-General would hand over command of the southwestern army to a mere teenager!


And this was someone who had no relationship with the Annan Protectorate army.


For a moment, a whole host of thoughts surged through Xianyu Zhongtong's mind. As he looked at the extremely familiar token and letter, and thought about the strange movements taking place around the base of the mountain, Xianyu Zhongtong suddenly understood.


"There's no need!"


Xianyu Zhongtong pushed away the letter proffered by Wang Chong. There was no need for him to see it anymore. Since Lord Zhangchou had already given his own token to this youth, the meaning was loud and clear.


The letter was redundant.


"As Lord Zhangchou has already given the order, then everything will be as Young Master says. Everyone, hear my order! Gather the army and break the encirclement!"


Xianyu Zhongtong gave his last order for this battle.


Boom!


The army on the mountain range responded, their spirits rallying.


For Xianyu Zhongtong to so happily hand over the reins of command left even Wang Chong surprised, much less Wang Yan, Chen Shusun, and the others.


"Everyone, hear my order! Break out of the encirclement!"


Inwardly rejoicing, Wang Chong pressed the flanks of his horse and immediately charged down the mountain, at the same time giving the order for the army to break out.


Rumble! A breakout attempt that would decide the fate of the empire and the course of the southwest began.


"I didn't think that it would actually be him!"


In the darkness, Wang Chong had no idea that a pair of eyes was silently watching him from the back. Though he had speculations at the start, Wang Chong's order now made everything clear.


The sneak attacks conducted on the army that had made the Tibetans exhausted from running around had been commanded by nobody else but that youth currently charging down the mountain.


"No wonder the Lord Protector-General gave him command over the army!"


Xianyu Zhongtong had long ago heard of Wang Chong's ability, but not even he had imagined that he wasn't just skilled in court politics. He was actually a talented general as well.


Although he was a little surprised, after carefully thinking about it, Xianyu Zhongtong also felt relieved.


A teenager was actually a far better commander than a renowned general of the empire. This sounded absurd and anyone else would find the fact almost impossible to accept, but if it was referring to Wang Chong… When Xianyu Zhongtong thought about the Regional Commanders incident, and about that Lion City that seemed to have miraculously appeared to save the lives of his soldiers, he felt relieved.


It's unexpected, but it still is the Wang Clan father and son!


Xianyu Zhongtong bitterly laughed in his heart as he mounted his horse and urged it through the rain.


At the start, Xianyu Zhongtong had determined that the commander of the sneak attacks down below hadn't been Wang Yan or his son, Wang Fu. In the end, however, facts had still proved that it was still the 'Wang Clan father and son'.


Wang Chong was also a son of the Wang Clan!
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"Cavalry in front, shieldmen on the perimeter, spearmen inside! All soldiers, advance!


"Master archers, prepare to receive my orders at any time!


"Twenty steps forward and to the left, cavalry, charge and scatter them!


"To the right, two hundred and ten steps, archers, concentrated fire!"


……


The two armies merged into an avalanche whose momentum and sharpness swept away everything before it. In terms of numbers, the Annan Protectorate army was now not that inferior to the Tibetan army. In the northeast region, in fact, the Great Tang already completely outnumbered the Tibetans.


Wang Chong's orders were always preempting his enemies, and before the Tibetans had even begun to form a resistance, they were assaulted and intercepted by Wang Chong.


Xianyu Zhongtong and his forces encountered barely any resistance, sweeping down like a flood and reaching the base of the mountain.


Under the charge of almost one hundred thousand soldiers, the Tibetans in the northeast were completely routed, the disorder spreading like a wave all the way down to the base of the mountain.


"Bastard!"


In the distance, Longqinba was furious, his eyes red with rage. The moment he had sensed the turmoil, he had immediately begun riding over, but even after all this time, he had still been unable to reach the site of battle. All along the way, he had been obstructed by panicked and fleeing Tibetan cavalry.


One or two people fleeing was nothing much, but when thousands of people were fleeing, trying to fight against it was like trying to swim against the course of a flood. Even a renowned general like Longqinba could do nothing about it.


By consecutively executing six or seven runaways, he had only barely managed to stop the retreat, but he was still incapable of halting the chaos in the army, much less getting closer to the site of battle.


Longqinba was so furious that his entire body was shaking.


In this journey down south from the Tibetan Plateau, Longqinba had done as he pleased, but now, his divine strength was incapable of being exerted, serving no purpose.


"The damned Tang! Flee, then, run! I'd like to see if your one hundred thousand forces can grow wings and outrun highland steeds!"


The fires of rage seethed in Longqinba's heart, his eyes spitting fire as he stared at the distant Tang army.


……


"Everyone, hear my order! All soldiers should break out to the north! Do not stop!"


At almost the same time, Wang Chong was hurriedly ordering the army to move north.


"Young Master, in truth, we don't need to be in this much of a rush!"


A voice suddenly came from Wang Chong's side. A forty-some-year-old general of the Annan Protectorate army with dark skin had ridden up, his gaze occasionally looking around at the broken Tibetan forces with deep emotion.


"With our armies now united, our numbers are now comparable to the Tibetans. While the Tibetans are fleeing and the situation is in our favor, perhaps… we could turn around and attack them, dealing the Tibetans a heavy blow!"


He had not originally had this sort of plan.


But when he saw how Wang Chong had routed the Tibetan army, leaving all of them milling around in disorder, he couldn't help but consider the idea. Defeating these Tibetans and defeating Huoshu Huicang would be a massive victory for the Great Tang and would raise the morale of the army.


"You're one of the generals under Lord Xianyu?"


Wang Chong was very familiar with the Annan Protectorate army generals who had followed his father, knowing their faces even if he hadn't spoken to them. But this general… Wang Chong had never seen him before.


"This… Yes!"


The dark-skinned general stared blankly for a moment before nodding, confused as to why Wang Chong had asked this question.


"Ah, then I can't blame you. Let me ask you, the Tibetans have arrayed their soldiers into four regions. The northeast Tibetans have been routed, but what of the Tibetans in the southwest or the northwest? And have you seen any of the Tibetan generals like Huoshu Huicang or Longqinba in this battle?" Wang Chong lightly said.


"No, I can't say that I have!" the general said in shame.


"Since we've only routed one of four sides, Longqinba hasn't appeared, and Huoshu Huicang hasn't appeared, we shouldn't even talk about defeating them. Moreover, have you forgotten that the more than three hundred thousand soldiers of Mengshe Zhao are still waiting in the wings? If we get into a battle with the Tibetans and both of us come away with severe losses, and then Mengshe Zhao appears, what will we do? What will happen to the civilians of the southwest? Have you forgotten what the true duty of the Annan Protectorate is?"


Wang Chong's voice grew harsher and harsher as he went on.


Annan! Protect the south!


A protectorate had never existed purely for the sake of war, because wars would never end. The ultimate goal of these wars was to protect a single direction. This was the purpose of Annan, Anbei, Andong, and Anxi. But when a warrior spent too long engaged in battle, they would forget the duty that had been placed on their shoulders.


The dark-skinned Annan Protectorate army general instantly paled, unable to speak for a few moments.


"Let's go! The Great Tang will have to fight with Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao one day, but it's not now! And they will pay the price for their actions! And it won't be this small!"


With these words, Wang Chong urged his horse forward. He had many more tasks to handle.


"Young Master, what should we do about Longqinba?"


Chen Shusun only glanced at the dark-skinned general before immediately following. He had been slightly too far away to hear exactly what Wang Chong had been talking about with the general. He had other concerns.


"We might have lured away Huoshu Huicang, but Longqinba and the other generals aren't easy to deal with. Although Longqinba isn't as powerful as Huoshu Huicang, the discrepancy isn't that large. He or the other Tibetan generals could show up at any moment."


"There's no need to worry. He won't be able to get here!"


Wang Chong grinned and leisurely waved his hand.


"Ah?"


Chen Shusun was left speechless, looking in shock and confusion at Wang Chong.


"You still haven't realized it? I'm already controlling the Tibetans to our left and right. As long as these two sides remain in turmoil, Longqinba won't be able to come no matter how much of a rush he's in. Moreover, with Huoshu Huicang heading to the southwest, someone had to replace him in presiding over the center of the army, and that person can only be Longqinba. Given his distance from us… I've already arranged a 'shield' for him. As long as I wish it, this shield will continue to hold him back," Wang Chong indifferently said.


Buzz!


Chen Shusun's shocked gaze moved back and forth between Wang Chong and the disordered Tibetan ranks, his jaw agape.


I didn't think… that he's even able to do this sort of thing!


Chen Shusun had long ago noticed that Wang Chong's orders were specifically targeted and timed, but he hadn't expected Wang Chong to be using these orders to control the movements of the Tibetan army. Huoshu Huicang was a Great General of Ü-Tsang who had made his name through his astounding strength. He was one of the great authorities of the southwest, and Longqinba, as one of the Five Tiger Generals under Huoshu Huicang, was also a most terrifying existence.


Yet Wang Chong had succeeded in rendering both of them powerless.


In this battle, this pair was too late in coming and incapable of approaching. Strategy and tactics at this level could be described as an art.


This made Chen Shusun take a whole new look at his impression of the battlefield as a cold-blooded, cruel, and ruthless place.


Chen Shusun had never imagined that one person's ability to command could reach this stage.


"Let's go. We don't have that much time," Wang Chong said.


With this order, all the infantry began to charge through the rain, with those who could seize any horse doing their utmost to seize one. Meanwhile, the mobile cavalry remained behind to cover the rear.


"Move out!"


Once the last wave had left, Wang Chong and his officers quickly departed while the Tibetans were still in too much chaos to form any sort of effective counterattack. Wang Chong had expanded the Halo of Dusk Stallion to its greatest extent, and this war halo was playing a critical role, allowing Wang Chong's forces to vanish into the night before the Tibetans from the other areas could arrive.


Boom!


It wasn't long after Wang Chong left that a massive explosion of blazing Stellar Energy burst through the rain, sending more than twenty Tibetan cavalry flying. Longqinba charged out of the rear, his face livid.


"Out of my way!"


Longqinba's furious roar resounded through the skies. Woosh! As he looked in the direction that Wang Chong's forces had fled, Longqinba immediately jumped forward and seized a horse from a nearby Tibetan, easily pushing its former rider ten-some zhang away.


"Everyone, follow me! Anyone who dares to defy my order will be handled according to military law! Let's see how far these damn Tang can run!"


With this order, Longqinba charged out with a killing intent that surged to the heavens, mud and dirt flying in his wake.


Several thousand Tibetan cavalry followed closely behind, the pounding of their hooves resounding through the dark night.


"After them! I want all those bastards dead!"


Longqinba reached his right hand to his back and grabbed a massive scimitar, its hilt as wide as an average human palm. This was no ordinary Tibetan scimitar, but seemed in certain aspects rather similar to the horse-slaying sabers of the Central Plains.


"Follow General!"


"Anyone who dares to fall behind will be handled according to military law!"


"Charge! Ü-Tsang needs no cowards! Everyone, follow me!"


……


The officers under Longqinba's command hollered their orders, their faces drenched by the rain. Under their command, Longqinba quickly gathered seven to eight thousand men, and even more were gathering behind him. The air was filled with tension.


The warhorses continued to rumble forward, the Tibetans gathering to Longqinba's summons. The Annan Protectorate army had still not escaped its predicament.


"General, we've come to help you!"


An army of four to five thousand fully-equipped soldiers galloped out from the rear, its commander shouting. They seemed to be from the southeast region.


Longqinba clenched his teeth and bellowed, "Bastards, faster! Don't let them escape!"


"Yes, Milord."


The commander's whispered voice came out of the darkness.


The moment this person spoke, Longqinba felt the hairs on his body stand on end as an ill foreboding took root in his heart. The first words had been fine, but the tone of the second set of words had been mumbled and strange. Tibetans did not speak like this or use this sort of tone.


But before Longqinba could continue on this line of thought, that group of soldiers had already come up from the rear and was now rapidly approaching him. He felt like there was a sharpness in his back, as if some object had locked onto him from afar.


Longqinba's mind trembled as he realized.


Damn it, it's the Tang!


As if struck by a lightning bolt, Longqinba suddenly understood what was happening.


The Tang!


This 'Tibetan' with the strange tone of voice was a Tang man!


The Tang had been disguising themselves as Tibetans to launch surprise attacks not too long ago, but Longqinba hadn't expected them to be so cunning and daring as to leave a disguised army as they left. And this army was rapidly getting closer.


"This lot of bastards!"


Longqinba's face was twisted into a savage expression, his teeth clenched so hard that they seemed on the verge of breaking. His opponents' cunning and arrogance had already surpassed his imagination, and they seemed intent on resorting to any possible method.


However, if they thought that these methods could work against him, they were being far too naive, only fooling themselves.


"You things that don't even know your own strength, die for me!"


Longqinba gave a furious roar and immediately slashed out with his massive scimitar. Rumble! The world quaked as a massive dragon of black and gold manifested behind Longqinba. With a flick of its tail, it transformed into a majestic stream of saber energy.


Boom!


As the saber energy descended, the horses did not rear up as Longqinba expected. Instead, there was a boom as the saber energy was blocked.


"An excellent saber energy from General Long. Come, take my fist!"


A vortex began to form in the air, expanding like a storm as it swept toward Longqinba.


"Wang Yan?!!"


Longqinba paled upon hearing this voice. But before he could react, another vigorous voice came from another direction.


"General Long, I am here as well!"


This voice was… Xianyu Zhongtong's!


It was an ambush!


In an instant, Longqinba's face became as white as a sheet of paper.


He had clearly seen Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong leave, so he had never expected that they would remain behind to ambush him!


Boom!


There was an earth-shaking boom. Longqinba barely managed to bring up his saber energy in defense before he was sent flying by Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong!


And Longqinba's saber energy was not weak!


As one of the Five Tiger Generals, Longqinba had absolute confidence in his strength. If it were only Wang Yan or Xianyu Zhongtong, Longqinba would have remained fearless. But two of these veteran Tang generals completely dominated him.


Bang!


Ten-some zhang away, Longqinba crashed into a rocky outcrop, smashing it into pieces.
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"Milord!"


The sudden attack from this unexpected angle had left all the Tibetans dumbfounded. At this juncture, no one had expected the Great Tang to leave behind an army of disguised soldiers to ambush them in the rear. And the leaders of this ambush were Xianyu Zhongtong and Wang Yan!


These two were both experts inferior only to Great General Huoshu Huicang. Just by fighting alone, they would have been able to last a long time, but now they were working together to ambush Longqinba.


With this one strike, Longqinba was heavily injured.


"Protect Milord!"


"Damn it, the Tang are too despicable!"


"Stop them!"


"Kill them!"


……


All the Tibetans instantly reacted, all of them shocked and enraged as they heedlessly charged at Xianyu Zhongtong and Wang Yan. But before they could charge over, the several thousand cavalry of the Annan Protectorate army stabbed into them like a sharp knife, cutting the Tibetan formation into two.


"Kiiiill!"


The stomping of hooves filled the air. The attack from the Annan Protectorate army had come from a completely unexpected direction. Even Longqinba had been caught by surprise, so how could the ordinary soldiers not be?


Rumble!


Warhorse crashing into warhorse and scimitar clashing against sword created a massive din. Unwillingly, the Tibetans began to slowly give ground. The army of six or seven thousand had been thrown into chaos by the Tang charge.


"Kill him!"


Both Xianyu Zhongtong and Wang Yan stared with cold eyes at the fallen figure of Longqinba. This fierce general of Ü-Tsang was the head of the Five Tiger Generals. If they could kill him, they could definitely deal a massive blow to the morale of the Tibetan army.


As mud and water went flying, these two commanders of the Great Tang's southwest launched a fatal strike at the head of the Five Tiger Generals.


"Protect Milord!"


"We can't let the Tang harm Milord!"


In an instant, all the Tibetan officers became extremely worried and led the surrounding soldiers in a mad and reckless charge against Xianyu Zhongtong and Wang Yan. Mooo! In the air, the images of yaks began to appear, mixed with the images of the strange beasts from the legends of the plateau.


Stellar Energy covered the heavens, rumbling toward Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong like countless dragons.


Boom! Boom!


In an instant, two majestic barriers of Stellar Energy rapidly expanded in the depths of the crowd. So domineering were these energies that they instantly shattered all the oncoming streams of Stellar Energy into pieces.


Not only that, these two powerful Stellar Energies joined together and swept away everything. These madly charging Tibetan officers and the soldiers they led were sent flying like ragdolls.


"Aaaaah!"


Screams rang out through the air. Even the brave and fierce Tibetans were no match for the two highest-ranked commanders of the Great Tang's southwest. With their obstructions blown away, these two generals plowed forward unhindered toward Longqinba.


"Huoshu Huicang isn't here, making this the best chance to kill Longqinba. Brother Gengzhi, attack with all you have. Don't give him a chance!"


Xianyu Zhongtong's furious roar resounded through the skies.


In Lion City, Longqinba had been a monstrous threat. This Tiger General raised by the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple was incredibly powerful and possessed all kinds of techniques. In terms of one-on-one combat, no one in the Tang army except for Xianyu Zhongtong or Wang Yan was a match for him, and the Tang army had never been able to do anything about him.


But now, Longqinba was alone, giving the Tang the best chance to kill him.


Despite his astonishing strength, he would still die if he tried to fight the combined assault of Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong.


"Milord, move!"


As Xianyu Zhongtong and Wang Yan struck with their lethal blows, a figure suddenly jumped out. Bang! Before anyone could see what was happening, Longqinba was pushed away.


In that split second, a Tibetan officer had charged forward and pushed Longqinba aside.


Longqinba reacted quickly, his palm quickly grabbing hold of a highland steed. With a flip of his body, he had mounted the horse.


“Hyah!”


Without even looking behind him, Longqinba urged the horse through the crowd and was instantly far away.


If it were only one of Xianyu Zhongtong and Wang Yan, he would dare to exchange a few blows. But he was injured, and his death was certain if he tarried. Only Great General Huoshu Huicang could block the simultaneous strikes of that pair.


"Xianyu Zhongtong, Wang Yan! You won't be able to escape the southwest! I'll definitely tear both of you into pieces!"


Longqinba's enraged bellow traveled across the distance, but he continued to retreat at full speed. Meanwhile, the other Tibetan cavalry cast away any thoughts of survival and began to charge at the pair.


"Protect Milord!"


"Stop them!"


Wang Yan ordered his own forces to respond. Compared to one-on-one combat, he was more skilled in army-on-army.


"Damn it!"


As Xianyu Zhongtong watched Longqinba escape and use the Tibetans to cover his retreat, his face twisted into a terrible grimace. His hand stabbed like steel chisels into the body of that Tibetan officer and smashed it against the rocky outcrop. Boundless Stellar Energy flowed into the body of the officer, shattering his meridians and organs, snuffing out his life.


"An excellent chance, completely wasted!" Xianyu Zhongtong moaned with great reluctance.


An influential general of Ü-Tsang like Longqinba was normally together with other fierce generals like Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan. If he hadn't been in such a rush to pursue the Annan Protectorate army, the Tang would have never had this sort of opportunity.


With this chance missed, a future one would be even harder to create.


"No! I have to kill him!"


Xianyu Zhongtong hardened his heart, but just when he was preparing to pursue and deal with Longqinba once and for all, the situation suddenly changed.


"Raaaaaah!"


The roar of a dragon soared up from the distance. This sound contained an endless might, creating a pillar of air that extended to the heavens through the rainstorm. With the pillar as the center, massive ripples began to spread out over the air.


All the rain began to glisten and ripple, constantly being jolted outward.


"Huoshu Huicang!"


Xianyu Zhongtong's expression sank as his heart quavered. In all of the southwest, only Huoshu Huicang could possess such vigorous energy and have a voice that could move the air and open a path between heaven and earth.


"He's coming! Just like Chong-er anticipated, he's very fast!"


Wang Yan had been commanding the troops to scatter the Tibetans, but had at some point walked over.


"Huoshu Huicang is currently making his way here, as is the rest of the army! It's inadvisable for us to stay here much longer. Once we scatter these soldiers a little more and use them to hinder our pursuers, our mission will basically be complete!"


Wang Yan glanced up at the sky as he spoke.


The originally gloomy sky was now completely dark. This breakout from Lion City had consumed a great deal of time, and now that this fierce battle had done the same, it was very late at night. But though it was nighttime, the rain had still not lessened.


The dark night and the pouring rain had given the Tang the best circumstances for their breakout.


The Tibetans had already lost them a few times when they were pursuing them during the day, and now that the darkness greatly hindered their vision, it would be even more difficult for the Tibetans to find the tracks of the Annan Protectorate army. It didn't even matter that all of them were mounted. This breakout attempt had been a complete success.


This was the analysis that Wang Chong had given to Wang Yan.


"There's nothing that can be done! Although I also want to have a life-or-death fight with Huoshu Huicang, Young Master Chong is correct. Now is not the time for our decisive battle!" Xianyu Zhongtong said as he looked fiercely into the distance, his eyes bloodshot. Although he was unwilling, he still turned his horse around and left with Wang Yan.


"Everyone, hear my order! Quickly retreat!"


Although Xianyu Zhongtong wanted to kill Longqinba, he actually wanted to kill Huoshu Huicang even more. In the Great Tang's southwest, this Ü-Tsang Great General had always been the Annan Protectorate army's greatest foe.


With Xianyu Zhongtong and Wang Yan holding the rear, the Tang forces quickly disappeared into the stormy night.


"Where are they?"


Right after Xianyu Zhongtong's forces left, another stalwart figure, his aura as mighty as a mountain, appeared on the battlefield. Clang! A scimitar of refined iron dropped from the figure's right hand and into the ground, sending mud flying.


A Tibetan officer bowed and replied, "Reporting to Milord, they have already gone!" His entire body trembled in fear.


"Who injured you?"


Huoshu Huicang turned his head to Longqinba. His face was dark and emotionless, but the thick streams of Stellar Energy flowing around his body had manifested into seething flames. Of the Five Elements, Huoshu Huicang was a supreme expert of the most tyrannical and fierce fire element.


The flames on his body allowed one to see very far through the darkness.


"Reporting to General, it was Xianyu Zhongtong and Wang Yan!" Longqinba replied fearfully, lowering his head. Although the Tibetans were renowned for their valor and Longqinba could remain fearless even before powerful foreign enemies like Xianyu Zhongtong or Wang Yan, he felt a most profound dread before Great General Huoshu Huicang, or perhaps one could call it respect.


Huoshu Huicang had made his name far earlier than Longqinba!


Many years ago, his reputation had already been known throughout the upper reaches of the Ngari Royal Lineage. He was a true military general, born through battle!


"Xianyu Zhongtong and Wang Yan? Hmph, it seems that we've truly met an opponent this time! Even those two are listening to his orders!"


A frigid light gleamed in Huoshu Huicang's eyes as he looked in the direction in which Xianyu Zhongtong's forces had left.


"Ah!"


Longqinba was stupefied, looking in confusion at Huoshu Huicang with no idea of what the Great General was saying.


"Hmph, planning to lure the tiger from the mountain, bringing me away from the center of the army and then using an ambush to stop your pursuit and kill you in a single stroke… You don't think that Xianyu Zhongtong or Wang Yan could have come up with this idea, did you?" Huoshu Huicang sneered.


He was forced to admit that he had made an error in judgment. His opponent was far smarter than he had imagined, even managing to take into account his own movements.


Moreover, the breakout of an army was no easy task, especially when it involved almost one hundred thousand soldiers. Huoshu Huicang had originally believed that he would make it in time regardless of what happened, but the enemy army had been extremely organized. The breakout, the defense, the counterattack… everything had gone smoothly, and there had been not a single sign of disorder throughout that massive undertaking.


And that army of tens of thousands had descended the mountain and left with such speed.


Not even Huoshu Huicang could have accomplished this feat in such a short amount of time and left with such speed. Such a thing existed only in theory.


His opponent's ability to command an army was almost miraculous, inconceivable!


Huoshu Huicang had lived on this world for many years, but this was his first time seeing a commander of this caliber! However, the more outstanding his opponent was in strategy and tactics, the more brilliant and transcendent, the greater and more vigorous Huoshu Huicang's killing intent was.
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"This!!"


Longqinba was dumbfounded for a few moments. He had only been focused on killing the enemy, so his mind had truly not thought in this direction.


It was true. The Ü-Tsang Empire had fought for so long against the Great Tang in the southwest that both sides were exceptionally familiar with the generals on the opposite side. Although Xianyu Zhongtong couldn't be described as mediocre or incompetent, he was also no adaptable schemer. Rather, he was the model of a general who could defend cities.


As for Wang Yan, Longqinba had heard of his name before and personally experienced his style in Lion City.


Although this general was skilled in both attack and defense, he was still a Great Tang general who was better on the defense than the offense!


Neither of this pair could have thought of this plan to swing back around and ambush the enemy.


"Then, Milord, what should we do now? They definitely haven't gone far. Why don't we chase after them?" Longqinba asked, a fierce killing intent in his heart.


A momentary lack of vigilance had almost ended with him dead at the hands of Xianyu Zhongtong and Wang Yan. No matter who the conductor behind the curtains was, that they were able to come up with such a plan filled Longqinba with the ardent desire to tear them to pieces.


"There's no need!"


But before Longqinba could think about how to find that hidden Tang commander, he was dumbstruck by the reply.


"Given how things are, just let them go!"


"But, Milord, how can we just let them go?"


Longqinba's eyes flew open as he looked with surprise at Great General Huoshu Huicang. The Great General had always been hailed for his courage, so for him to let the Tang go despite them having not run very far away had truly surpassed Longqinba's expectations. This was not the Great General's usual style.


More importantly, Longqinba was extremely unwilling to accept this!


"It's late and raining hard. Where would you go and find them? In addition, in this weather, the might of cavalry is completely nullified. If my guess is correct, that Tang commander loves this sort of plan, so if we pursue, he'll definitely have laid even more traps for us. It's so dark that we won't be able to see them, and if there are any ambushes, we'll only be adding to our losses.


"Furthermore, they've already launched surprise attacks against us by disguising themselves as our troops. In this dark night, they could attack at any time… Do you know how to defend against that?"


With these final words, Huoshu Huicang brought up the most important point.


The Tang commander opposing them was skilled in schemes, a superb strategist and tactician. They were far above Xianyu Zhongtong, Wang Yan, and the other southwestern generals, with even himself falling prey to their schemes. More importantly, even Huoshu Huicang had to admit that this method of disguising as the other side and constantly launching sneak attacks was incredibly difficult to defend against. Even he was hard-pressed to think of any good ideas.


This was an army of one hundred thousand, not ten or twenty thousand. His opponents disguised were simply impossible to distinguish from his own troops.


This was truly a most vexing strategy.


"This, but…" Longqinba stammered out. He had originally thought that one large-scale offensive would settle things, so this conclusion had caught him by surprise. But Longqinba had to admit that he had almost died back there, and in the darkness of the night, it would probably be even easier to ambush him.


Moreover, the opponent actually knew how to speak a little Tibetan!


Wasn't it supposed to be that the people of the Great Tang didn't know how to speak Tibetan?


"Aye!"


Flinging out his right hand, Longqinba sent out a tyrannical stream of Stellar Energy smashing into the ground, blowing a pit around a zhang deep in the ground!


It was clear that Longqinba could only helplessly accept Huoshu Huicang's order.


"Be at ease. I never said anything about letting them go!"


Huoshu Huicang's eyes stared into the darkness, exuding a cold light.


"The storm will end and the night will pass. Once the day returns and the rain ceases, not even that Tang commander's wondrous abilities will be able to do anything. A strategy he can use now might not be a strategy he can use later. Don't forget, we have the three hundred thousand soldiers of our ally, Mengshe Zhao. We'll have plenty of time to link up with the Mengshe Zhao army and deal with the Tang. And besides, this was originally a war between the Great Tang and Mengshe Zhao, so it should be their turn to put forth a little strength… This is also the Great Minister's intention!"


The Great Minister that Huoshu Huicang spoke of was naturally Dalun Ruozan.


In all of the Ngari Royal Lineage, the only one who could order around Huoshu Huicang, who could keep this valorous general on a tight leash, was the Ngari Great Minister. Longqinba hadn't expected this to be on the Great Minister's orders.


"Don't be so reluctant. If we can pay the smallest price for the greatest harvest, why shouldn't we? Don't forget, the goal of we warriors of Ü-Tsang is not merely the southwest, not merely the Annan Protectorate. An even greater war waits for us! We cannot lose too much on a single battlefield," Huoshu Huicang indifferently said.


"Yes, Milord!"


Longqinba still felt a little unwilling, but when he heard those last words, he immediately bowed, a deep veneration in his heart. The southwest was only a corner of the Great Tang, and the great war that Huoshu Huicang spoke of naturally wasn't this place, but the war between Ü-Tsang and the Great Tang.


This was no secret between the high-ranking officers of the Tibetan Plateau.


A centipede could die, but it would never fall over.


From the moment the Tsenpo decided to attack the Great Tang, the war between Ü-Tsang and the Great Tang had begun. This war in the southwest was merely the prologue to an even greater war. Although the Great Tang was on the decline and was no longer what it once was, it still possessed a massive, resplendent, and intimidating army.


The Annan Protectorate was only one of the Great Tang's protectorates.


Even though the Ü-Tsang Empire had already made its decision, all of its officers were still treating the war with extreme caution.


"A day early or a day late, we'll still end up killing them! Let them struggle on death's door for a little longer!"


With these final words, Huoshu Huicang turned his horse around and immediately returned.


This undertaking could be described as a massive failure. The results achieved by an army of one hundred thousand had been completely different from expected. And this was not because the Tibetans were incompetent or Xianyu Zhongtong and the Annan generals were too strong, but because of the strategies and tactics utilized by the Tang.


No one had expected this outcome.


And the casualties were also rather large!


Moreover, Huoshu Huicang had vaguely noticed something from this battle that only he could handle. In comparison, chasing down Xianyu Zhongtong and the rest wasn't that urgent.


After all, it was only a single day. They couldn't flee the southwest in such a short time.


Huoshu Huicang quickly vanished into the darkness. Behind him, the Tibetan army slowly began to move in the exact opposite direction of the one in which Wang Chong's forces had vanished.


The battle through the rain had come to an unexpected end.


Yet the air over the southwest remained fraught with tension, and even managed to grow even tenser.


……


In the pouring rain, several large trees spread out their twisted roots into the muddy earth.


This rare rainstorm meeting the dirt had made almost all of the southwest into a swamp. And in a place that no one could see, the air was tinged with killing intent.


Time slowly passed, and all remained quiet. There was no sound except the falling of the rain.


After some time…


"Mm?"


Suddenly, the ground loosened as its surface bulged. Soon after, a muscular man came out of the ground like a fish leaping out of water.


"What's going on here? The Tibetans actually left?"


Xu Shiping gazed in the direction of the mountain range, confusion on his face.


The war between Ü-Tsang and the Great Tang was past the point of reconciliation. Given the standpoint of Ü-Tsang and Huoshu Huicang's temper, it was truly out of character for the Tibetans to not give chase.


"It's hard to say. Don't get careless. The Tibetans might just be pretending to be slow to make us let down our guard. The Tibetans are renowned for their courage, so they would never so easily give up the chase."


Xu Andun also stood up out of the muddy water.


This sort of camouflage was difficult to endure, as it required painting one's body with filthy mud, even the chinks in the armor. Although this sort of disguise truly was difficult to detect, it drenched one's body, and smearing a layer of mud over oneself was truly an unbearable task.


"There's no need to think about it. They've already left!"


A figure slid down from a nearby tree trunk. The tips of Wang Chong's feet lightly pressed against the ground as he descended. He wore heavy armor and an extremely vigilant expression.


"The Tibetans can make feint attacks and assume holding positions, but no matter how much they stand guard, they can't hide the sounds of horse hooves. Even if they could manage to muffle the hooves of their horses in such a short time, they can't stop their horses from neighing. It's not possible to do this with the number of horses they have, and it's not the Tibetan style."


As Wang Chong spoke, his brow furrowed.


"I originally thought that the Tibetans would pursue, but it looks like I underestimated him. Huoshu Huicang has probably predicted that I laid an ambush and halted any pursuit. Moreover, cavalry aren't good at fighting in the darkness, much less in the rain. Huoshu Huicang must have known that the circumstances did not favor him and that we had prepared, so he decided to just give up! …I thought that Huoshu Huicang was just a courageous and fierce general, but it seems I thought too little of him. Purely from this decision, I can confirm that Huoshu Huicang is one of our greatest foes in the southwest!"


Although the enemy's retreat was to the Tang's advantage, the enemy retreating after being defeated and retreating of their own volition were two completely different things.


No matter what, the result before him was not a good one for him or for the Great Tang.


It's an even thornier problem than I imagined! Wang Chong said to himself as he looked toward the southwest


In the past, he had only known that Great General Huoshu Huicang was the mortal foe of Zhangchou Jianqiong, but he had never known specifically why this was the case. Now, however, Wang Chong had begun to understand.



                                                                        Chapter 550: The Capital! The Unfathomable Mind of the Emperor! 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




"Let's go!"


Wang Chong, standing beside two large trees, waved his hand. Splash! This single action caused a massive transformation. In this deserted area in which only Wang Chong, Xu Shiping, and Xu Andun seemed to be standing, countless figures began to emerge from the ground. In just a few moments, thousands of soldiers had crawled out from the ground, either holding weapons or wiping the mud from their bodies.


And farther in the distance, even more of the Annan Protectorate army emerged from the scattered hills.


Huoshu Huicang's judgment had been correct. Wang Chong really had prepared a large trap for him to charge into, a trap that involved forty to fifty thousand soldiers. These forces, coupled with the returning cavalry and the reserve troops, were truly enough to have Huoshu Huicang drink his fill.


But now, none of it could be used.


"Pass on my order. There's no need to worry about the Tibetans behind us. All troops should march at full speed. We only have one day. After today, Huoshu Huicang will rejoin with the Mengshe Zhao army, and their combined forces will definitely march at full speed to catch up with us. This period of time is our only chance. No matter what, we have to reach that place within this time.


"If we can't reach it, then the only thing awaiting all of us will be death. That place is our only chance to live!"


Wang Chong surveyed the officers gradually gathering around him, his voice grave.


The pursuit of Huoshu Huicang and the Tibetan army had temporarily come to an end, but for Wang Chong, this battle was far from over. This time, however, his opponent was no longer Huoshu Huicang's armored cavalry, but the Annan Protectorate army itself.


Escaping from Lion City and successfully breaking out only meant gaining a chance to struggle on death's door. Under the resplendent success of the two parts of the Annan Protectorate army rejoining were far too many dangers. Without the protection of Lion City, without the protection of the dark night, with no once-in-a-decade storm, no natural barriers, the Great Tang army was no match for the Mengshe-Ü-Tsang army.


More importantly, there were no more provisions in the southwest!


Neigh!


Warhorses neighed as the Tang army, under the cover of the rain, swiftly traveled to the northeast…


For the first time in this war, the southwest finally welcomed a peaceful night, the last peaceful night!


……


Rumble!


A dazzling bolt of lightning wriggled across the dark clouds hanging over the capital like a snake. Unlike the storm shrouding the southwest, the clouds over the capital only had lightning and thunder, with no rain. This sort of storm was known amongst the common people as 'empty lightning'.


This sort of weather had persisted over the capital for several days now.


The dangers in the southwest, the imminent fall of the front lines, and the intense battles taking place in Longxi, Anbei, Andong, and Anxi had made the atmosphere tense and nervous. Not since the founding of the dynasty had such a situation ever occurred.


"Eunuch Gao, I was wondering if you could assist me in passing on a message to His Majesty. Just say that this lowly minister has a request!"


Deep within the Imperial Palace, in the forbidden grounds, a man with a square face and large ears, dressed in the silk robes of an imperial eunuch, stood in front of a set of jade steps. His complexion was smooth and amiable, his body plump, making him appear much like the Sakyamuni Buddha descended to earth. In front of him, a civil minister and a leader of the Imperial Army were kneeling on the ground.


"Eunuch Gao, I would trouble you to pass a message to the Sage Emperor. The southwest is in critical danger! Our two hundred thousand soldiers of the Imperial Army are willing to go to the southwest!


"Danger besets us from every side, and there are no troops that we can use for the moment. Mobilizing the Imperial Army is the best method. Sir Eunuch, an appropriate method exists for everything!"


One of the kneeling figures struck his head to the floor: the Commander of the Imperial Army, Zhao Fengchen.


The war in the southwest had persisted for some time now. The several thousand clan experts and hired warriors that Wang Chong had led to the south had vanished like foam on the waves, leaving not a single ripple behind. In the view of many people, his end was obvious. To the war in the southwest, several thousand soldiers was like a cup of water to a burning cart.


Without a sufficiently large army, trying to deal with the five hundred thousand soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army was like trying to beat a rock with an egg. Thus, many people had known how Wang Chong's forces would end up from the very beginning. Although they admired his courage, this was not a wise decision. In the end, one could only rely on the Imperial Court's army.


The silk-robed eunuch smiled and replied, "Hahaha, Commander Zhao, please, do not speak such confused words. If the two hundred thousand soldiers of the Imperial Army go south, who will protect the capital? What if the foreign cavalry launch a surprise attack? Do you want the Sage Emperor to be surrounded by enemies? Although the Sage Emperor possesses wondrous abilities and is not worried about such things, will we, as ministers, still have the face to continue living?"


In the inner grounds of the Imperial Court, the only person who had the surname Gao and was treated with such respect by a civil minister and the commander of the Imperial Army could only be the Sage Emperor's trusted aide, the Director of the Inner Court, Gao Lishi—Eunuch Gao. In the inner court, whether young or old, eunuch or maid, if they had the surname Gao, they would have to change their surname.


Thus, only one person in the inner grounds of the palace could be respectfully addressed as 'Eunuch Gao'.


The Gao lineage had served three generations of Emperors, and they had been hailed as 'loyal ministers'. In the Great Tang and within the palace, they had a transcendent status, far above any normal minister.


"Eunuch Gao is correct—we are confused. But, Sir Eunuch, time does not wait! If the Annan Protectorate army is wiped out, the nearly one million civilians of the southwest will be plunged into disaster, and the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army will easily make their way northward. In the end, they will still be directly threatening the capital! As ministers, we naturally have to beat back the enemy outside the gates of the empire. If we let foreign soldiers threaten the people, what right do we have to still live on this world! …Two of Ü-Tsang's Royal Lineages have fully mobilized this time!"


Next to Zhao Fengchen, the more-than-seventy-year-old imperial censor Duan Cao sighed.


Enemies surrounded the Great Tang, and the Bureau of Military Personnel, the Bureau of Personnel, and the Bureau of Revenue were doing all they could to recruit more soldiers, but no matter how much energy they consumed, the amount of provisions, weapons, and warhorses needed to fight against the five hundred thousand soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army was no small number. It was not something that could be gathered in a short time.


War had always been a system, not a simple question of moving troops around.


But time would not wait. Every day, more bad news would arrive from the south, and the situation of the empire had worried everyone from the highest minister to the lowest commoner. The Great Tang was facing an unprecedented upheaval. All Tang people had a heartfelt love for their country, so they couldn't help but worry about these problems.


The Imperial Court currently spent every day discussing countermeasures, and the debates were endless. There was an endless stream of ministers who wanted to enter the inner court and see the Sage Emperor, but all of them were refused.


Despite this crisis that involved all the Great Tang, the supreme and most esteemed existence of the Great Tang, the Sage Emperor, had still not given his stance. No one knew what the Sage Emperor was thinking. He had stated no opinion and made no decision.


"Imperial Censor Duan!"


Hearing this old imperial censor's words, Eunuch Gao couldn't help but give a long sigh.


"I know that you are sincere, but His Majesty is currently resting and long ago ordered that no one was able to disturb him. I can also do nothing about it."


The officials instantly looked at each other in dismay. This excuse had already been used to stave off quite a few people.


"Eunuch Gao, just what is His Majesty's stance? What is going on here? His Majesty was not like this before!"


The old imperial censor suddenly raised his head, his gaze as sharp as a knife.


The Sage Emperor was hailed as the most enterprising and ambitious sovereign of the Central Plains. His talent for strategy, incredible resolve, and piercing gaze had allowed the Great Tang to sweep over the world and achieve an unprecedented golden age.


In the past, the talented Sage Emperor would also seem to have foresight on what was going on, no matter the concern. Without any need for the court to debate, he would already know what to do. Everyone had happily accepted his decisions. But now, the southwest was engulfed in the flames of war, the Annan Protectorate army had been defeated, Li Zhengyi had been ambushed and killed in battle, and all the protectorates in every direction were under attack. And yet the Sage Emperor continued to show no sign of movement. Such a thing had never happened before!


As an old imperial censor who had served two generations of sovereigns, Duan Cao truly did not want to see this.


"Aah, Imperial Censor Duan, don't you already know about that matter?"


"Ah!"


At these words, the old censor's body trembled as he remembered. His mouth opened as if wanting to say something, but Eunuch Gao raised his hand to remind him to remain silent.


"The past is the past. As long as both you and I know what's going on, it's fine. As for the southwest… you don't need to worry. His Majesty has his ideas. Just because His Majesty has not made his stance clear does not mean that he is not paying attention to the situation in the southwest. Old censor, you've also served His Majesty for many years, so you should understand this, right?"


Duan Cao's body shivered as he gave a long sigh. As long as His Majesty had made a judgment, then he could ask for nothing more. This was his greatest harvest from this trip.


"I understand. Many thanks, Sir Eunuch! General Zhao, let us leave!"


Duan Cao helped up the confused Zhao Fengchen and quickly left the palace.


A gentle breeze blew through the halls, causing little chimes to sway.


Eunuch Gao kept his hands enclosed in his sleeves and a smile on his lips, his eyes watching Duan Cao's group leave. After a while, once everyone had left, the smile on Eunuch Gao's lips slowly faded, and a long sigh escaped them. Worries clouded his brow as Eunuch Gao quickly entered the sacred hall.


The golden dragons depicted on the layers of curtains were so lifelike that they seemed about to jump from the curtains.


And that most esteemed figure towered deep within those curtains. Although he did nothing but sit there, he exuded an energy that placed him above all living beings, making him seem like a god revered by all people.


But for some reason, that massive and powerful energy that seemed to transcend all experts of the world seemed a tiny bit weak in Eunuch Gao's eyes. However, Eunuch Gao quickly flung this thought aside. Whether His Majesty was the aloof Sage Emperor or the prince from back then, in his heart, he would always be Eunuch Gao's most revered, admired, and beloved existence in the world.


"Your Majesty, is it truly okay for us to do nothing about the southwest?"


In that empty hall, Eunuch Gao suddenly kneeled, the sound of his knee striking the floor echoing throughout the silent palace.
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After what seemed like a mere second and yet like countless epochs, right when Eunuch Gao believed that he would not be able to hear an answer, the great hall resounded with that revered and dignified voice.


"The southwest… It's not the right time yet!"


"Your Majesty!"


Hearing the Sage Emperor's voice, Eunuch Gao mentally shivered. He couldn't help but give a long sigh.


"Is it still because of that child…"


These words were earth-shattering, and if any of the ministers of the court were present, they would definitely have been stupefied. The southwest was on the brink of crisis, yet the Sage Emperor continued to express no stance. The heavens were unfathomable and the Imperial Court's conjectures were fruitless, yet no one would have expected everything to be related to a single youth.


The great hall was quiet, without a single noise. Beneath the many golden curtains, that figure remained unmoving, as towering as the mountains, as distant as the stars. No one knew what the supreme Sage Emperor of the Great Tang was thinking, not even Gao Lishi.


Although he knew many things, he did not know everything.


"Everything has its allotted destiny! Whether it is or it is not, we will quickly find out…"


Behind the curtains, the Sage Emperor did not directly reply to the questions, but these words were enough of an admission.


"But Your Majesty, can five thousand soldiers really change the fate of the southwest? Geluofeng is working together with Dalun Ruozan! The Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army numbers more than five hundred thousand!"


Eunuch Gao pressed his forehead against the ground as he kneeled, the distress evident in his voice.


After serving His Majesty for decades, Gao Lishi had never imagined that he would doubt the Sage Emperor. But the matter of the southwest involved tens of thousands of soldiers and nearly one million civilians! If all their hope was being placed on a single youth, to place their hopes on a hotheaded force that didn't know its own strength, wouldn't they be treating the southwest as a mere game?


The hall was quiet, with no response.


Gao Lishi felt panicked, cold sweat seeping from his forehead, and even his palms were getting sweaty. This was the first time he had ever questioned the Sage Emperor, but as the eunuch who directed the affairs of the Inner Court and one of the Emperor's retainers, there were some words that he had to say.


"In this world, there is nothing that is impossible. Did you forget how We ascended to the throne?"


"Ah!"


As if given a jolt, Gao Lishi suddenly raised his head.


He naturally knew how the Sage Emperor had ascended to the seat of the Supreme Sovereign of the Nine and Five. No one had viewed the Sage Emperor optimistically back then, and none of the other princes had ever paid him any mind. In the end, however, the Sage Emperor had relied on his great talent in strategy to forge a resplendent and flourishing Great Tang, becoming the Emperor beloved by all.


Gao Lishi had also not expected the Sage Emperor to think so highly of that child that he would compare him to himself.


"We have not misjudged him. When the results from the southwest are made clear, all will naturally be understood. Everything has its destiny. Yuanyi, all you need to know is that it is destined that We have favored him. This is enough. Now, withdraw!"


With his last words, that supreme existence behind the curtains had spoken Gao Lishi's layman name.


Everyone knew of Eunuch Gao, Gao Lishi, yet few people knew that before Eunuch Gao entered the palace, he had the surname 'Feng'. 'Yuanyi' was his actual birth name.


His Majesty rarely spoke his layman name, but once he did, it meant that the conversation was over.


"Yes, Your Majesty! Your lowly servant withdraws!"


Gao Lishi didn't dare to further argue, and obediently took his leave.


After leaving the hall, Gao Lishi stood on the jade steps, gazing at the dazzling golden walls of the Inner Court, his mind in turmoil. Even though he had already seen His Majesty and received an answer, Gao Lishi's doubts had only increased, not decreased.


The southwest, the southwest… Ah, His Majesty's mind has grown even more unfathomable. Wang Yan, I hope that your youngest son won't disappoint His Majesty!


With this thought, Gao Lishi quickly descended the jade steps and left the Taiji Palace.


He had an even more important task to carry out.


……


While Gao Lishi was leaving the Taiji Palace, no one knew that an even more important event had taken place.


Flapflap!


In the last light of the setting sun, a flight of carrier pigeons flew in from the southwest. No one noticed that two of these carrier pigeons flew over the southwest walls, over the many buildings and roofs to enter the Imperial Palace.


"What?! Lion City has been broken!"


In the office of the Bureau of Military Personnel, a steely palm with veins bulging from it smashed against a metal table, almost breaking it in two. This was undoubtedly the most shocking news that had been received in this more than a month of war.


Lion City had been the final and greatest source of comfort for the people of the capital.


Although the Annan Protectorate army had been defeated, the steel fortress that was Lion City had saved almost one hundred thousand soldiers. This was the final barrier for the entire southwest. As long as those soldiers remained, the situation in the southwest would not develop into the worst-case scenario.


Everyone could still cling onto the last sliver of hope.


No one had expected that the Lion City that served as the last bastion of hope for countless people had fallen.


"You're sure that this is accurate? Could it be a mistaken report? Lion City was an almost impenetrable fortress. Wasn't it said to have been constructed with inscribed refined iron? The walls were more than thirty zhang high; how could they be easily broken? Moreover, weren't there almost one hundred thousand soldiers from the Annan Protectorate army there?" that voice harshly asked, tinged with a deep shock. It was clear that the owner of the voice had found this news impossible to accept.


"Milord, this matter has already been confirmed beyond doubt.


"Our people infiltrated the southwest more than a month ago, and this news was a result of their personal investigations and was confirmed three times. In addition, they managed to find a soldier from the Annan Protectorate army who got lost in the rain. This soldier personally confirmed these reports.


"Apparently, the provisions in Lion City were already completely consumed. In order to prevent the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army from starving them out, Protector-General Xianyu and General Wang Yan decided to give up the city and attempt a breakout. Everyone has already left that place, but without the protection of Lion City and with the pursuit of the Tibetan cavalry commanded by Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang, the current status of the Annan Protectorate army is unknown. Everything is up to fate!


"Understanding the seriousness of this news, we endeavored to send it as urgently as possible, without the slightest delay. We've run to death more than twenty top-notch horses! Exhausted to the breaking point more than ten elite scouts! We've also lost ten-some pigeons and eagles. I request Milord to make a decision!"


……


The reporting scout himself seemed very pale.


The Annan Protectorate army was the focus of the Great Tang, and its fate affected the greatest number of people. Although the other protectorates were under attack, the Annan Protectorate was far more important. All the Tang people would pale at the thought of all the soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army being run down by the Tibetan cavalry as they fled.


The number of soldiers in the Annan Protectorate army was simply not enough to defeat the five hundred thousand soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army. This was something that everyone knew. No one had expected the Annan Protectorate army to meet a good fate, but once everything was on the verge of becoming reality, no one was willing to accept it.


The moment everyone received this news, their hearts sank, and they felt like a massive rock had been placed on their chests, making it incredibly difficult to breathe.


The Bureau of Military Personnel was eerily silent.


All the important officials of the Bureau of Military Personnel were looking at each other with ashen complexions.


Smash!


The sudden sound of porcelain shattering caused all of them to turn to the source of the noise. They saw that Zhangchou Jianqiong had just crossed the threshold into the room, and the tea cup in his hand had just been shattered to pieces.


At that moment, Zhangchou Jianqiong's face was a sickly green.


"It's over! The southwest is about to be lost!"


"The complete loss of 180,000 elites! How could this be?"


"Reinforcements! Reinforcements! Reinforcements! While we still have a chance, we need to send reinforcements!"


"It's too late! Even if we send troops, they'll be too slow. Moreover, where will get the troops?"


"Does it really have to be like this?"


"A disaster for the Great Tang!"


"This is the worst catastrophe the Central Plains has ever faced!"


……


The Bureau of Military Personnel, the Bureau of Personnel, the Bureau of Works… the news from the southwest seemed to grow wings, spreading within and without the palace, traveling to the offices of each of the Six Bureaus. Like a tsunami, the news of Lion City's fall shook the entire Imperial Court, flooding the entire capital in fear, unease, concern, and all other kinds of emotions.


The air over the capital seemed to freeze, and even the markets grew quiet, with none of their usual bustle.


……


"How could this be? It can't be, it absolutely can't!"


In the Wang Clan Estate, Wang Gen smashed a fist against the table, his chest heaving, his face as white as a sheet of paper.


Wang Yan, Wang Fu, Wang Chong!


The three most brilliant military figures of the Wang Clan were in the southwest, and no one in the capital had received a greater shock from this news!
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Of the four siblings of the Wang Clan, the eldest son was Wang Gen, the second daughter was Wang Rushuang, the third son Wang Yan, and the fourth son was Wang Mi. Wang Rushuang was a woman and had been married out of the family, making her count as half an outsider and unable to inherit the family line. Wang Mi was the leader of the Imperial Army's training camp. Although his rank wasn't low, he couldn't enter the court or the military, so he did not have the authority or status to succeed to the Wang Clan.


The only ones with enough influence to inherit the Wang Clan were the eldest son, Wang Gen, and the third son, Wang Yan.


Wang Gen was a civil official while Wang Yan was a military official, with the brothers occupying almost completely different domains. And the Wang Clan's influence in the military domain rested completely on Wang Yan and his sons.


Although they had competed at the start, their relationship ended up being like a person's left and right legs. Although the legs were aimed in different directions, no person could walk with only one leg. Whether it was the civil track or the military track, if one leg was missing, the Wang Clan's influence would be greatly reduced.


Wang Yan and Wang Fu had been in Lion City, and both of them were prominent commanders in the military and symbolic representatives of the Wang Clan.


With the fall of Lion City, the Tang army was left on the flat and shelterless lands of the southwest against the tens of thousands of Tibetan cavalry. It didn't take much to imagine the fate of Wang Yan and Wang Fu. And the fall of Lion City also placed Wang Chong in even greater peril. The freed-up Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army could now move north, and Wang Chong's army would swiftly be crushed if it were to encounter this force.


"No! Pass on my order! No matter where Chong-er is, find him for me and order him to return to the capital. No! Send people over and bring him back, even if you have to tie him up!"


Wang Gen gripped the edge of the table, his forehead caked in sweat, almost roaring the last few words.


If both Wang Yan and Wang Fu had died in battle, the Wang Clan's influence would be greatly reduced. No matter what, the Wang Clan could not take the risk of losing all its influence in the military.


Wang Chong was the Wang Clan's Qilin son and also the junior that Wang Gen had placed all his hopes on. Wang Gen expected more from him than he even expected from his own son.


Wang Chong could not be allowed to meet any unfortunate mishaps.


"Hyah!"


Almost a few seconds after Wang Gen gave his order, several dozen elite experts flew out of the Wang Clan Estate, riding stallions as they swiftly disappeared toward the southwest.


The news that Lion City had fallen also sent shocks running through the Three Training Camps, the great clans of the capital, and the upper ranks of the nobility.


Although the southwest was garrisoned by the Annan Protectorate, its army was made up of members of these clans. With the fall of Lion City, the fates of these people were obvious.


……


Flapflap!


While the capital was in chaos, no one had noticed that a greyish-white carrier pigeon had vanished into the estate of the Xu Clan.


"It's finally here!"


Xu Qiqin rested her hands on a yellow, round sandalwood table, heaving a collective sigh of relief along with the other people from Deflecting Blade Manor as they gazed at the paper on the table.


There were no words on the paper, only a simple topographical map of the southwest. And on one of the mountains on this map, someone had drawn a thick X. Only Xu Qiqin and the people at her side understood the meaning of this symbol: the mountain on that map was the target of their mission.


Xu Qiqin looked at the paper and said, "After more than a month, an immense amount of time and energy, and the collected strength of all the clans of the capital, we've finally managed to send all the provisions and armaments to the designated location. We've done all that we can do. The rest of it will depend on Young Master!"


For more than a month, she had placed all her energy on this affair, racking her brains for its sake. Now that everything was finished, Xu Qiqin felt wave after wave of fatigue sweeping over her.


After all, she was only one woman. Perhaps it looked extremely easy to outsiders, everything seeming to get done even though she only sat in her study, but only Xu Qiqin knew how difficult it was. The pressure she faced every day was not something an ordinary person could imagine.


The southwest affair involved around one hundred thousand soldiers and almost one million civilians. When Wang Chong had gone to the south, he had entrusted almost everything to Xu Qiqin. This was an incredible show of trust and an equally massive pressure!


Xu Qiqin had never borne such pressure before.


"But, Lady Qiqin, will what we have done really be useful?"


"That's right! Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang have gathered more than five hundred thousand soldiers in the southwest! And there's also experts like Huoshu Huicang, Geluofeng, and Dalun Ruozan. Can Young Master Chong really help the Annan Protectorate army alter the course of this war?"


"Almost one million piculs1 of provisions and armaments—will they really be helpful?"




……


The people in the study began to turn toward Xu Qiqin. Upon leaving the capital, Wang Chong had given everything to Xu Qiqin to administrate. This also meant that Wang Chong had granted Xu Qiqin his status and authority. At present, Xu Qiqin was the leader of all of Deflecting Blade Manor and the leader of the young scions.


Moreover, unlike others, the people at Xu Qiqin's side always had the greatest understanding of the southwest.


Even though Lion City had fallen, there was one thing that all these people knew: Wang Chong was still completely safe. Moreover, he had always been at work, planning various operations to reverse the war in the southwest, and they were a part of these plans.


Despite that, none of these people knew if the accomplishment of their missions would actually be of any use in this war!


Although they all maintained an incredible trust for Wang Chong, even those who were closest to Wang Chong didn't know what he was up to.


The empire's southwest was already on the verge of collapse. Even the wisest person was powerless in this situation.


No one understood what Wang Chong was planning, not even Xu Qiqin!


"I'm sure all of you understand what sort of person Wang Chong is. Although I also don't know the specific plan, all I want to say is that he would never do anything meaningless. With regards to the southwest, I have unconditional trust in him, so I hope that the rest of you can do the same! This is the only thing that we can do."


Xu Qiqin looked around, her face incomparably grave.


Xu Qiqin had always had many misunderstandings of Wang Chong, but by the time the war in the southwest had broken out, Xu Qiqin's attitude toward Wang Chong had completely reversed. When the southwest was in upheaval, when the court and the capital were arguing about what to do, only Wang Chong stood up and spent his massive fortune accumulated through the Wootz Steel business to recruit experts and decisively leave for the south.


Even though the journey was beset with dangers, even though he was facing the five hundred thousand soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, Huoshu Huicang, Dalun Ruozan, and Geluofeng, and even though he understood that he might die, Wang Chong was still determined and resolute, leaving without the slightest hesitation.


For the first time, Xu Qiqin had gotten to know the real Wang Chong!


Xu Qiqin had been forced to admit that her heart had been moved.


Before Xu Qiqin, all men bent their knee and attempted to curry her favor, and she had never known anyone who could be described as a true man. But in that moment, when she saw Wang Chong's somber figure as he fearlessly led his five thousand soldiers out of the capital, Xu Qiqin suddenly felt like she understood what being a true man meant!


Despite being a teenager, that youth concealed a true man within his body!


No matter what, you have to come back alive…


As Xu Qiqin looked out the open window, toward the southwest, this was the only thought left in her mind.

______________

1. The picul, or dan, 担, is equivalent to one hundred jin.↩
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A drop of water fell from the thick clouds, crossing the vast gap between sky and earth to strike the muddy ground and vanish without a trace.


This was the last drop of water from this rainstorm.


"Hurry, faster, faster!"


"Don't fall behind!"


"Hyah!"


……


Beneath the clouds, a torrent of black steel meandered forward. Black banners thrust out of this torrent of black, straight toward the sky, all of them inscribed with the dazzling word '唐' (Tang). One night and one day had passed since the battle to shake off their pursuers.


The almost one hundred thousand soldiers of Annan Protectorate army had taken no rest or sleep, all of them continuing to hastily make their way toward their destination. Even though all of them were exhausted, with even their horses panting for breath, none of them stopped, and no one complained.


At this time, everyone was running against time, fighting for the hope of survival.


"Milord, where are we going?"


In the middle of this vast army, Xu Shiping and Xu Andun rode on Wang Chong's right and left, finally unable to suppress their question.


The army had been marching since yesterday. However, the pair had realized that Wang Chong was not marching in the army in a single direction. The army had been escaping toward the northeast at the start, and nothing had been wrong with that, but this was no longer the case afterward.


Even the slowest of the officers in the army had begun to realize that Wang Chong was not leading the army back to the north.


But since Wang Chong had not said anything, no one could ask.


Even the two highest-ranked officers in the army, Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong, silently approved of Wang Chong's actions. In this entire march, the two of them had not asked a single question.


"You'll find out soon," Wang Chong indifferently said, his gaze aimed to the front. He had avoided answering the question directly.


That fast-paced battle had come to an end, and the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army had been left far behind them. Yet though Wang Chong seemed calm on the surface, he was still just as worried as before. The Annan Protectorate army had too many infantry but suffered a severe lack of cavalry.


Although he had done his best to alter his course to confuse the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, this would only confuse them for a while. Given the speed of Tibetan cavalry, they would quickly catch up. As a result, Wang Chong felt like there was a dagger at his back, or maggots crawling on his bones.


It wasn't just Wang Chong. In truth, this sort of worry and unease had shrouded the entire army.


Xu Qiqin, whether my one hundred thousand soldiers can survive will depend you!


Countless thoughts flew through Wang Chong's mind as he looked up at the stubborn dark clouds.


The battle was far from starting. Although an Imperial Great General like Huoshu Huicang had appeared in last night's battle, that had only been a brief skirmish. Dalun Ruozan had still not appeared, nor had Geluofeng or the Mengshe Zhao Great General Duan Gequan and his three hundred thousand soldiers. And there were still seventy thousand Tibetans in the rear that hadn't made it to the skirmish.


The decisive battle between the Annan Protectorate army and the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army was still a way off.


But this decisive battle was also close at hand!


Although he had already made arrangements through Xu Qiqin, he himself had no confidence as to whether they would be effective.


In his stupor, Old Eagle rode up to his side on a highland steed, an eagle perched on his shoulder, and suddenly reported, "Young Master, we've arrived!"


Wang Chong suddenly opened his eyes and followed Old Eagle's gaze. On the horizon, beneath the dark clouds, a massive peak protruded out of the earth, towering and majestic. Upon seeing this mountain, Wang Chong exhaled and refocused.


"All soldiers, full speed! No one is allowed to stop! Those who disobey will be handled according to military law!"


As his voice echoed through the air, Wang Chong urged his horse forward, charging up to the head of the formation. Behind him, the one hundred thousand soldiers seemed like they had been stimulated, and their speed suddenly increased.


……


Several dozen zhang from the base of that imposing mountain, a horse-hitching stone had been erected. Next to it was a solitary stele that exuded an aura of endless bleakness.


Wang Chong rode his horse over, and as he looked at that stele, a complicated expression appeared in his eyes.


"What is this?"


A curious voice came from beside him. Old Eagle, Chen Shusun, Xu Shiping, Xu Andun, and a few other officers had ridden their horses up from the rear. It was extremely strange for a horse-hitching stone to be set up in a place like this, and for a stone stele to be placed next to it was even stranger.


More importantly, the words on the stele were very strange, twisted. None of them could understand these words.


"This is a horse-hitching stone from the second year of the Great Han's Yuanfeng Era!"


Wang Chong sighed at this stone and stele.


"Almost a thousand years1 have passed!"




Wang Chong's words instantly elicited a change in expression from the crowd, all of them showing shock in their eyes. It wasn't that Wang Chong could judge that this was a horse-hitching post from the Great Han.


But for him to be able to pinpoint it to the second year of the Yuanfeng Era was truly astonishing.


"This is the Han Dynasty's Stele Seal Script, specifically used for carving on steles. Given all the time that's passed, it's very normal for you to not recognize it."


With a complicated expression, Wang Chong extended a finger onto the stele and began to read it out.


"The Hu-Seizing General Guo Chang received the edict of the Great Han's Son of Heaven, Emperor Wu, to open up Dian while returning to the north! I tied my horse here and established this stele as a record!"


The writing on the stele was bold and full of energy, naturally exuding a high-spirited aura, an attitude that disdained the common crowd.


Wang Chong paused for a moment, sweeping his gaze over the crowd, and finally said the most important words.


"This stele has another name: The Edict to Open Dian!"


Buzz!


Everysone seemed visibly affected by Wang Chong's words, even Xianyu Zhongtong and Wang Yan.


They finally understood why Wang Chong had looked upon this stele with such a grave expression.


Hu-Seizing General Guo Chang was a 'titled general', a general with incredible achievements and extraordinary status.


Perhaps this person's name was no longer as conspicuous, with few people knowing of it, but in the south, especially the empire's southwest, almost no one didn't know of it. The reason was very simple: the Hu-Seizing General Guo Chang was the first general in the history of the Central Plains to break through the Erhai and subdue the Six Zhao.


In the Yuanfeng Era of the Great Han, Hu-Seizing General Guo Chang2 was returning with Great General Wei Qing from the Mobei expedition to pacify the Xiongnu and leading their army south to pacify the rebellion of the Nanyue. While on the way back to the north, Guo Chang received an edict from the Emperor Wu of the Great Han to pacify Dian. On his journey back, Guo Chang turned his head to look back at the south and established this stele. This was how the stele came to be called 'The Stele of Wu of Han Opening Dian' and also 'Wu of Han's Edict to Open Dian'.




When Guo Chang was opening Dian, Mengshe Zhao was not called Mengshe Zhao, and the Erhai was not called the Erhai. This place was called the Kingdom of Dian.


It was only through the hands of the Hu-Seizing General Guo Chang that the dynasties of the Central Plains were able to expand their power out of the interior and to the Six Zhao of Erhai.


It was for this reason that in future dynasties, all the powers of the Erhai acknowledged their allegiance to the Central Plains.


One could say that this Hu-Seizing General from the Great Han was the first pioneer of Dian!


Without this Hu-Seizing General, the Great Tang would have never been able to expand its influence to the Erhai.


The Annan Protectorate army, as the long-term garrison of the southwest, was extremely familiar with the deeds of Guo Chang. When they thought about how the ancient general from the time of Emperor Wu of Han led his army in and out of Dian, full of spirit and sweeping away everything before it, and then thought about their own army fleeing to the north with all haste, all their hearts sank in shame.


"Our Annan Protectorate army carries the duty of protecting the southwest. Not only are we betraying the imperial decree, we're also giving it up and fleeing. If General Guo were still here, he would probably feel a deep shame!"


Xianyu Zhongtong raised his head up to the sky and gave a long sigh, many emotions in his heart.


As the Annan Protector-General, he carried inescapable blame for the current state of the southwest. Now that they were standing before the stele set up by their predecessor, how could he not feel the greatest shame?


The Central Plains had commanded the Erhai for almost one thousand years, but now the Erhai was about to be lost along with the rest of the southwest, with the 180,000 elites of Annan being completely wiped out as the price. As the Annan Protector-General, Xianyu Zhongtong could not bear this price.

______________
1. The second year of the Yuanfeng Era was 109 BCE. Emperor Xuanzong's reign lasted from 713-756 BCE, so around eight hundred years have passed, though it must be noted that the Tang Dynasty has existed for a good century longer in this universe.↩
2. There is actually very little of Guo Chang's deeds recorded in the primary source of Chinese history from this period, the Book of Han, though it does report that he defeated Qie-lan, who was starting a rebellion that was blocking the route between Han and Dian. It also states that in the fourth year of Yuanfeng, 107 BCE, Guo Chang was given the title of Hu-Seizing General. Afterward, he was apparently ordered to take the city of Kunming, but failed, after which he returned and was demoted. However, in 109 BCE, the Han Dynasty did in fact annex Dian, converting it into the commandery of Yizhou.↩
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"There's no need for Protector-General to blame yourself. Defeat on the battlefield is not necessarily the fault of the soldier. Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang worked together, both sides engaging in a full mobilization, gathering more than five hundred thousand soldiers. Coupled with the farmers and laborers that Mengshe Zhao has put to work in this war, the number might be eight or nine hundred thousand. Relying on the strength of the 180,000 elites of the Annan Protectorate is like trying to use a single log to prop up a tottering building. Not just Protector-General, anyone else would probably end up in the same state."


As Wang Yan rode his horse forward, he comforted Xianyu Zhongtong.


Wang Yan had commanded troops for about as long as Xianyu Zhongtong, in some aspects even a little longer. However, unlike other people, Wang Yan occupied no standpoint with regards to Xianyu Zhongtong, and no preconceived prejudices. It was true that Xianyu Zhongtong held inescapable blame for the battle of Erhai and the defeat of the Annan Protectorate army.


But it was also unquestionable fact that Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang had the advantage in numbers.


The empire's southwest had been at peace for decades, everyone getting along. No one had expected Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang to be so bold and completely tear away all pretenses. They had poured forth all the strength of their countries, plainly stating that they had no intention of giving any leeway.


Let alone Xianyu Zhongtong, eight or nine out of every ten Tang generals would probably have suffered defeat at the hands of Geluofeng's sudden and large-scale ambush.


Perhaps some general in another army might be a strategic genius who could use 180,000 soldiers to defeat more than five hundred thousand, the weak overcoming the strong, but Xianyu Zhongtong clearly did not possess this sort of talent. And if this request were put to all the other commanders of the army, probably zero of them would have been able to realize it.


This was why Wang Yan didn't hold any preconceived notions regarding Xianyu Zhongtong.


"There's no need for General to comfort me. How can I not understand what sort of blame and responsibility I shoulder for this battle? One hundred thousand soldiers! Xianyu must bear the blame. Once this battle is over, if I am lucky enough to survive, Xianyu will go to the sacred capital and beg the Son of Heaven for forgiveness!" Xianyu Zhongtong said with a bitter smile.


Others didn't react much to these words, but Wang Chong's eyes widened, and he couldn't help but shoot a flabbergasted glance at Xianyu Zhongtong.


In his last life, he had not participated in this war, so he only knew that the 180,000 elites of the Annan Protectorate army had been wiped out, with Xianyu Zhongtong the sole survivor. After such a major incident, Xianyu Zhongtong actually wanted to whitewash his crimes, doing his utmost to avoid the blame and embellish his performance on the battlefield, engendering a deep disgust and shame in the people.


Wang Chong had heard these criticisms, so he naturally didn't have a very good impression of Xianyu Zhongtong.


But these words of Xianyu Zhongtong's before Wu of Han's Edict to Open Dian had come from the bottom of his heart. Wang Chong could tell that they were not feigned. Xianyu Zhongtong's attitude from his last life and this one were as different as heaven and earth. This was the true demeanor of a responsible Great General.


Is it because my interference altered the course of events, or is it that something happened in that war back then that I didn't realize?


Wang Chong glanced at Xianyu Zhongtong, his mind in turmoil.


Back then, Xianyu Zhongtong had been roundly abused by all of society. If he had acted so responsibly and heroically as he was doing now, then it wouldn't have been the case. As Wang Chong's mind turned, he suddenly thought about Zhangchou Jianqiong in the distant capital. With this flash of insight, Wang Chong understood.


It seems that everything still falls on Zhangchou Jianqiong!


Wang Chong suddenly gave a mental sigh, understanding the crux of the issue.


Mountains and rivers are easier to change than the natures of men. Given Xianyu Zhongtong's innate character, he would never change this much. But if Zhangchou Jianqiong gets involved, everything changes. Xianyu Zhongtong isn't a bad person, nor is Zhangchou Jianqiong, but his desire for authority far surpasses that of others. With such a big incident in the southwest, Zhangchou Jianqiong definitely hold some blame, and he definitely wouldn't be able to hold onto his position. Even if Xianyu Zhongtong is willing to accept the blame, Zhangchou Jianqiong definitely wouldn't. If he interferes, Xianyu Zhongtong would never dare to object and would probably change his mind overnight.


Wang Chong had only met Zhangchou Jianqiong a few times. Even in his last life, Wang Chong was not someone who could easily get in touch with an Imperial Great General. He had only been able to understand this 'Tiger of the Empire' through the mouths of others.


However, their few meetings had been enough for this former Annan Protector-General to leave an incredibly deep impression on Wang Chong's mind.


No one had ever managed to leave such a deep impression on Wang Chong.


Whether it was subsidizing Yang Zhao and sending him to the capital to get in touch with Consort Taizhen, obstinately entering the capital when the old Minister of War retired and beginning to build social connections to obtain the position for himself, or handing Wang Chong his private token after only a few words of conversation…


This Tiger of the Empire's southwest had a consistent desire for authority that was impossible to change.


The resolve and daring that had sprung from this driving principle was enough to make anyone sigh in praise.


In the southwest war, many people paid attention to Xianyu Zhongtong and the 180,000 elites of the Annan Protectorate, but they forgot about Zhangchou Jianqiong in the distant capital. Xianyu Zhongtong is Zhangchou Jianqiong's subordinate, his hand-picked successor. If Zhangchou Jianqiong makes a request, Xianyu Zhongtong won't be able to reject it, Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


Moreover… everything truly has changed!


When the 180,000 soldiers were wiped out, Xianyu Zhongtong, as the commander-in-chief, couldn't escape the blame and faced death. So he attempted to whitewash his crimes and avoid responsibility, as not doing so would mean death. But right now, eighty thousand still remained of the original 180,000, so though Xianyu Zhongtong still held part of the blame, his fate was not one of certain death.


As long as things didn't reach that state, Xianyu Zhongtong would clearly remain a self-aware commander-in-chief.


The times make the man!


Wang Chong inwardly sighed, not knowing whether he was feeling happiness or sadness, or some other emotion.


Xianyu Zhongtong was a straightforward man and a Tang commander, and he didn't have a bad nature. As long as there was a sliver of a chance, Wang Chong didn't want this general of the empire to become the reviled traitor from his last life.


"Hyah!"


Wang Chong took in a deep breath and urged his horse forward, riding past the stele and toward the base of the mountain. Over there, Wang Chong could already see a few familiar faces waiting for him.


"Hahaha, Young Master, you're finally here!"


Before Wang Chong could speak, a thin and short old man, fifty-some years old and dressed in green, strode forward, his eyes bright and his arms wide open in welcome.


"I just knew that you would succeed, definitely succeed!"


The old man beamed, the excitement in his heart evident through his words.


"Hahaha, Zhang Shouzhi, Sir Zhang, you truly didn't let me down… I've had you wait a long time!"


Wang Chong dismounted from the White-hoofed Shadow and tightly gripped Zhang Shouzhi's hands.


This graying old man before him was naturally the great craftsman of the Bureau of Works, the true architect of Lion City, and the greatest contributor to the southwest war: Zhang Shouzhi. Although the entire Annan Protectorate army had only broken out of the siege through yesterday's rainstorm, Zhang Shouzhi and his party had actually escaped much earlier.


"Haha, the defeat in the southwest truly had me worried for a while. But when I heard that Young Master was coming south, I knew that the empire's southwest would be safe. Young Master, seeing you is truly wonderful!"


Zhang Shouzhi energetically gripped Wang Chong's hands, his strength seeming to convey that he was placing all his hopes on Wang Chong.


Wang Chong said nothing, only released his grip and returned with a warm and grateful hug.


The old man before him had clearly grown much thinner since their last meeting in the capital, more than a year ago, and his complexion seemed much more haggard. To build an imposing city of steel that could hold off the attacks of more than five hundred thousand soldiers from nothing in around a year on this vast plain…


Such an impressive feat of engineering could not pulled off by anyone except this old man before him.


Wang Chong felt nothing but heartfelt respect for this old man. Nobody could deny that Zhang Shouzhi had played a large part in the survival of the eighty thousand soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army.


"I've put you through a lot of trouble!" Wang Chong said with deep emotion.


"Young Master's words are too much. In truth, we should be the ones thanking you!"


Zhang Shouzhi leaned his head toward the youth.


From his contemptuous gaze at the start to the shock when constructing to the city, and then to the sighs of admiration now… only Zhang Shouzhi understood what he had experienced. In Lion City, he had been praised as a hero by the entire Annan Protectorate army, but Zhang Shouzhi knew that Wang Chong was the true hero behind the curtains.


When he had still been hesitating about constructing the city and was still only thinking about engineering as an art, Wang Chong was already seeing the entire fate of the southwest, already thinking about the lives of the 180,000 soldiers of the empire and the almost one million civilians. In the end, everything had proved Wang Chong's foresight to be correct.


Even Zhang Shouzhi had only realized what he was doing when he saw the more than one hundred thousand soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army rushing to enter the city!


Those high in the court should worry for the people, and those who live amongst the rivers and lakes should worry about the sovereign1!




On the face of this youth still tinged with a childish air, Zhang Shouzhi felt like he could see a pure affection for this country. This youth's heart seemed to possess a burning passion for the Central Plains, for the Great Tang… Zhang Shouzhi had never felt this passion on anyone else before.


"Haha, Old Zhang, there's no need to say any more. All of this was forged by the both of us! Without you, I would never be able to accomplish all this," Wang Chong said.


The two smiled at each other, saying no more. There were some things that they knew without needing to say them.


The appearance of Lion City was one miracle, its appearance altering the fate of the southwest. Both now and in the future, no one would be able to deny this. More importantly, this peril had tightly connected the two of them.


Wang Chong and Zhang Shouzhi were tied through an invisible cord.


Wang Chong had gained Zhang Shouzhi's eternal trust, and Zhang Shouzhi had gained Wang Chong's eternal confidence!

______________
1.This line is from 'Memorial to Yueyang Tower' by Fan Zhongyan, an eminent official and chancellor of the Northern Song Dynasty. Thus, historically, this line has not actually been written yet, though since this is an alternate reality, the time period may be a mixture of dynasties. The meaning of this quote is that while the officials should worry about ills of the common people, the common people should also worry about the fate of the country. The author seems to have mixed up this quote, as he put 'sovereign' in the first part and 'people' in the second part, just changing the intent to mean that the officials should only worry about pleasing the sovereign and the people should only worry about getting their due.↩
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"Young Master!"


"Young Master!"


……


Zhang Shouzhi was not the only one waiting at the base of the mountain. There were also Zhang Shouzhi's disciples and students, as well as the craftsman and foremen who had worked in the construction of Lion City and the merchants and guards who transported the supplies. Once Wang Chong and Zhang Shouzhi finished greeting each other, these people began to step forward to offer their greetings.


Wang Chong also began to greet them back.


"I've troubled all of you!"


"It's no trouble at all. How can it compare to Young Master's efforts!"


"That's right! Everyone is talking about how even though Young Master was far away in the capital, you already foresaw this war. For you to send us here to work for the sake of the Great Tang, for the sake of the Central Plains, it's our great honor!"


"Yes, Young Master! If you need us to do anything, we'll do our best to carry it out!"


……


This was actually their first meeting with Wang Chong, but all of them were excitedly chattering.


In Lion City, Wang Chong had practically become a legend. Moreover, as the war progressed and everything began to align with Wang Chong's predictions, these rumors and legends began to spread even more rapidly. Just like everyone, these craftsmen were very curious to see the leader who was behind everything, who had directed the construction of Lion City, the crucial point in this war.


And when they heard that Wang Chong was coming to the southwest, the craftsmen had all buzzed with excitement.


Compared to controlling everything from the distant capital, personally coming to the empire's southwest would be far more effective and influential.


"Mm!"


Wang Chong gave a firm nod, his heart soothed as he accepted these ardent gazes.


Once he had exchanged greetings with everyone, Wang Chong turned his head and asked Zhang Shouzhi, "Is everything ready?"


"Yes, Lady Xu has already informed me." Now that they were talking of a serious matter, Zhang Shouzhi nodded, his expression turning stern.


"Everything has already been delivered, though even I don't quite understand what their purpose is. I'm afraid that Young Master's instruction will be required."


Saying this, Zhang Shouzhi's expression turned a little strange. He was a grandmaster of civil engineering, yet he had never seen or heard of the items that Wang Chong had had Xu Qiqin send over.


If he hadn't seen it for himself, Zhang Shouzhi would never have believed that Wang Chong was an even more accomplished engineer than he was.


"Haha, there's naturally no problem with that!"


Seeing the look in Zhang Shouzhi's eyes, Wang Chong naturally knew what he was thinking, but there was no need to explain.


At least they were promptly delivered!


Not even Zhang Shouzhi noticed that Wang Chong had inwardly heaved a great sigh of relief. With Xu Qiqin having delivered the items, the most important phase of Wang Chong's plan was half-complete.


"Where are they? Take me to see them!" Wang Chong said.


………


On the summit of the mountain, many large metal boxes had been neatly lined up. These boxes were all placed in an obscured area of the mountain, and coupled with the fact that they were all black, they were very difficult to see unless one was close by.


As Wang Chong approached, he could make out the emblems of the capital's various sword-smithing clans, sword shops and sword smiths on the boxes.


And amongst all these boxes, the symbol of the Wang Clan was the most prominent of all.


These truly had been sent from the capital!


Seeing the familiar emblems of his clan on these boxes, Wang Chong gave a long sigh of relief.


"This is only a small part of what Lady Xu sent over. More of them have been concealed at the back of the mountain," Zhang Shouzhi commented.


Wang Chong nodded as he unsheathed his sword and thrust it into a chink in the box. With a pop, the box opened.


"What is this?"


At this moment, Old Eagle, Xu Shiping, Xu Andun and the others also arrived. As they looked at the strangely shaped objects in the boxes, everyone except Old Eagle revealed curious expressions.


Even Wang Chong's father, Wang Yan, and Xianyu Zhongtong also seemed curious.


From the moment the battle with Huoshu Huicang concluded, Wang Chong had pushed the army to march day and night, as fast as wind and fire, to reach this place.


But no one knew why he had chosen this place. Yet no matter what Wang Chong did, there was one thing that everyone could be sure of: it had to do with these large boxes on the mountain.


"This is… our last hope for survival!"


With these words, Wang Chong suddenly thrust his hands into the box, grabbed a piece of steel, and flung it out.


This piece of steel flew into the air, spinning several times before stabbing into the ground.


………


It was impossible to describe the thoughts of the Tibetan army as the storm clouds scattered and the sky began to clear.


"It's finally over!"


Longqinba looked up at the sky and mentally sighed in relief. This very normal sign of changing weather felt like it had taken ten thousand years in Longqinba's mind.


"I'd like to see where you can run without the help of the rain!"


The dark clouds had not completely scattered, only greatly thinned out. It was still a far cry from a clear sky, but this was enough for Longqinba and the Tibetan cavalry.


As long as they didn't have the cover of the pouring rain, the Tang ambushes were useless. The ambushes and raids they had used last night were an impossible task today.


As Longqinba drew back his gaze from the sky and looked around, he saw that his fellow Tibetan commanders shared the same expression.


"Haha, once my army catches up to them, I'll tear each of them to pieces! I can finally vent all my hatred!"


Longqinba's eyes were dark and sinister, and a killing aura suffused his complexion.


In the battle from last night, Longqinba had nearly been killed by an ambush from Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong, the two highest Tang commanders in the southwest. If the Great General hadn't come with reinforcements, he might have died.


Longqinba had grown up in the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple and had always had a high opinion of himself. This sort of disgrace was impossible for him to endure.


Boom!


While Longqinba was lost in his thoughts, the earth began to quake. A majestic energy spiraled up into the sky like a tornado as a furious roar reverberated through the entire camp.


"Bastard thing! You should be executed on the spot!"


Whoosh! A furious gale swept over the land as the power within that voice caused the air currents in a radius of several hundred zhang to be thrown into chaos. Great General Huoshu Huicang's furious bellows caused even Longqinba to suddenly feel stifled, a tinge of fear appearing on his face.


It's good thing that I wasn't the one pursuing Wang Yan last night! Longqinba inwardly rejoiced.


He suddenly counted himself lucky that it was Jiaosiluo the Swordfanged Beast and Fengjiayi the Crown Prince of Mengshe Zhao that had been sent after Wang Yan while he had remained at the Great General's side.


Jiaosiluo, this bastard, actually lost almost fifty thousand soldiers in a single battle. Not even I would dare to make such a serious mistake. Given Great General's temper, he might get a layer of his flesh flayed off. And he still dared to return this morning! Longqinba thought to himself.


Rumble! As if to respond to Longqinba's thoughts, a boom came from a distant tent. A burly figure blasted a hole through the canvas as he was sent almost one hundred zhang high, eliciting cries of alarm as he smashed back into the ground.


The thud as he crashed back down made everyone quail in fear, and those close by could even feel the ground tremble from the impact. But after a few moments, Jiaosiluo heedlessly crawled out of the debris and charged back into the tent.


It was like he was not the one who had just been sent flying.


"General, Great Minister, your subordinate truly met a formidable opponent this time…"


Jiaosiluo's pleas could be heard from very far away.


Longqinba's heart shivered. Pretending not to listen, he quickly made some distance.


Now that the decisive battle with the Annan Protectorate army was approaching, it was far more important for him to think about how to wash away his shame rather than worry about Jiaosiluo's encounters.


……


While Longqinba was resolving himself and striding away, things were just getting started in that large tent.


This massive tent was currently packed with people. Besides the two leaders from the Ngari Royal Lineage, Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan, there was also the King of Mengshe Zhao, Geluofeng, and its Great General Duan Gequan.


When Jiaosiluo came back with the news of his massive defeat, much less Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan, even Geluofeng and Duan Gequan were stunned.


The fighting power of cavalry exceeded that of infantry, and the Tibetan cavalry were famed across the world, with few being their match. One could even say that though the Mengshe Zhao army was the larger of the two armies, the true fighting force was still the more than two hundred thousand cavalry brought by the Tibetans.


Ever since the war had started, the Tibetans had proved their strength by suffering very few casualties. Thus, one could easily imagine the shock delivered by the news of Jiaosiluo's devastating loss.


Of the almost eighty thousand Tibetan cavalry, only around twenty thousand had returned. There was no doubt that this was a grievous defeat. This was the first such loss the Tibetans had suffered in this war.


"Great Minister, General, this matter truly was not our fault! Our brothers did all they could, but we were simply no match. All of us couldn't even get close to their front lines, no matter which direction we approached from. Our brothers all participated in the previous battles and easily toppled over the Annan Protectorate soldiers, despite how formidable they were. But for some reason, these fellows were simply too strong this time…"


Jiaosiluo was far from the only one kneeling in the tent. His fellow officers were present as well. One of the generals had just started speaking but was soon interrupted by Huoshu Huicang's enraged bellow.


"Silence!"


"Milord, I…"


Before that Tibetan commander could say any more, a scorching energy struck his body, sending him flying out of the tent before he could finish.


"At this stage, a loss is a loss. And you still dare to argue!"


Huoshu Huicang's complexion was ashen and seething with anger.


"Milord!"


In the tent, the officers lowered their heads in fear. The culture of Ü-Tsang was completely different from that of the Central Plains, and Huoshu Huicang was certainly no gentle Confucian general.


Nothing good would come from continued argument.


"Great General, although these are your own Tibetans, please forgive this one for speaking out. This one has interacted with General Jiaosiluo and has always admired his courage. Perhaps the Great Tang has somehow produced a large number of reinforcements that we don't know about?"


In this oppressive air, the King of Mengshe Zhao, Geluofeng, finally spoke up from a corner of the tent.


Although this was Huoshu Huicang's commander tent, it had by now become the tent in which the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army discussed its plans. There was already no backing out in this war against the Great Tang.


Given the Great Tang's past behavior, there would certainly be a large-scale revenge in the future.


Ü-Tsang, their ally, suddenly experiencing a great number of casualties was something that Mengshe Zhao also had to regard with utmost importance.


"Impossible!"


Before Geluofeng could say any more, Huoshu Huicang interrupted him.


"The place closest to us is Longyou. Geshu Han's Big Dipper Army is extremely strong and is the army with the highest chance of reinforcing this area. But right now, the King of Generals, We Tadra Khonglo, and Dusong Mangpoje are holding down Longyou, and no matter how formidable Geshu Han is, he can't leave. And besides Geshu Han, where else can one find useable troops in the interior of the Central Plains?"


Although he gave off a rough and barbaric appearance, Huoshu Huicang had not climbed up to become Great General of the Ngari Royal Lineage and competed with Zhangchou Jianqiong for so many years solely by his martial might.


"It's hard to say. The dynasties of the Central Plains have extremely deep reserves. They might have some secret trick that we don't know about," a cold and hard voice suddenly suggested. "And it was dark and stormy at the time, and visibility wasn't good. Perhaps a large Tang reinforcement army came that Jiaosiluo didn't notice."


"Impossible. We were on the summit at the time, and the attacks were primarily coming from the summit," one of the generals under Jiaosiluo suddenly argued. "We definitely didn't misjudge."


"You still dare to mouth off!" Huoshu Huicang instantly bellowed. The hierarchy of Ü-Tsang was even stricter than that of the Central Plains. Since he had already given the order, no one was allowed to disobey, especially in front of Geluofeng's party.


"Great General, your blame is misplaced."


Fengjiayi was standing close to a wall of the tent. Three times, as he watched Huoshu Huicang batter Jiaosiluo's officers, he had hesitated to speak out. Given that his father was present and Huoshu Huicang was disciplining his own subordinates, Fengjiayi normally had no right to speak on this occasion.


But Fengjiayi had also been a participant in that battle, and amongst the Tibetan generals, Fengjiayi was closest to Jiaosiluo. Otherwise, he wouldn't have come along in pursuit of Wang Yan's army.


Now that he was watching Jiaosiluo and his officers being punished, with Jiaosiluo even being heavily injured, Fengjiayi finally had to stand up and say something.


"The Great Tang truly didn't have any reinforcement army. The true cause of our defeat was an extremely cunning Tang youth who disguised himself as Wang Fu! I was there at the time, so I can confirm to everyone that Jiaosiluo's words were absolutely correct!"


Fengjiayi spoke these words with absolute resolve, and these words caused the expressions of Huoshu Huicang, Dalun Ruozan, Geluofeng, and Duan Gequan to shift.


"Yi-er, what are you saying?!" Geluofeng said, his face pale.
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"What youth? Your Highness Crown Prince, what are you saying?"


A voice came from the side, its tone grave. In this entire tent, only one other person on Mengshe Zhao's side could butt into this conversation: Mengshe Zhao's sole Great General, Duan Gequan.


Although Mengshe Zhao's strength was far inferior to the Great Tang and Ü-Tsang, it had relied purely on this Great General, who could stand shoulder to shoulder with Geshu Han, Huoshu Huicang, and Zhangchou Jianqiong, to squeeze itself into the ranks alongside the other countries.


And this wasn't considering the fact that the King of Mengshe Zhao, Geluofeng, was himself a most powerful expert.


This was also one of the reasons for the vigorous ambitions of Mengshe Zhao, why it wanted to break away from the Great Tang and push it aside to become the hegemon of the southwest.


"In all of the southwest, only Xianyu Zhongtong and Wang Yan can actually qualify as commanding generals. Where did this youth come from?"


"Great General, it truly was a youth of ten-some years old. He was wearing a golden suit of armor and pretending to be Wang Fu, which allowed both Jiaosiluo and me to easily notice him. We had already surrounded the army led by Wang Yan and Wang Fu, and they were at the end of their rope. I don't know where that brat learned his strategy from, but after he appeared, the Annan Protectorate army seemed to become a completely different one. It became extremely incisive and difficult to deal with! Our vanguard troops were almost about to pierce through their formations, but nobody expected them to be trapped and suffer ten thousand casualties!


"Jiaosiluo and I both noticed this sight and attempted to assassinate that youth. But even though that brat was an insignificant weakling, he was unexpectedly so cunning and slippery that neither I nor Jiaosiluo managed to kill him!" Fengjiayi argued.


Although Great General Duan Gequan wasn't well-known on the Central Plains, his reputation was indisputable within Mengshe Zhao. Geluofeng and Fengjiayi both treated him with utmost respect, and even Ü-Tsang Great General Huoshu Huicang was extremely wary around him.


In all of Mengshe Zhao, Huoshu Huicang paid respects only to King Geluofeng and Great General Duan Gequan.


Jiaosiluo's groveling figure finally spoke at this point. "Great General, Great Minister, Crown Prince Fengjiayi's words are true. An extremely formidable youth really did appear amongst the Tang forces. Our cavalry charged with so much power, but he somehow managed to throw our army into chaos, our own soldiers blocking each other and unable to reach the Tang. Although I don't want to admit it, that youth's strategy and tactics were far better than ours."


His head was tightly pressed against the ground, and he didn't dare to move.


Upon hearing Jiaosiluo's words, Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan instantly fell silent. Jiaosiluo was a Tibetan general, and the Tibetans had always been proud of their valor.


It wasn't that they would never lower their heads, but that they would only lower their heads to their own, to Tibetans that were stronger and of a higher rank than they were. But they would never bow to outsiders.


Tibetans would never lightly submit to outsiders, and certainly not Tibetan generals.


Yet now, in front of so many people, Jiaosiluo, one of the Five Tiger Generals, had admitted that he was inferior. This was no easy feat. This could only mean that that fellow truly was very strong.


And only someone far stronger than Jiaosiluo could compel him to say such words.


On the other side, Geluofeng and Duan Gequan also fell silent.


Fengjiayi's words were only a single account, but Jiaosiluo's statement now indicated that they were the truth. Some young and mysterious master of strategy had suddenly appeared in the Annan Protectorate army.


For a moment, the entire tent was quiet, the leaders of both sides unable to speak.


"Jiaosiluo, let me ask you: you said that you saw this youth. What did this youth look like?" Huoshu Huicang suddenly said, a strange light in his eyes. From the pensive look on his face, he seemed to have realized something.



"This…"


Jiaosiluo hesitated for a few moments before describing Wang Chong's appearance.


"Someone, bring over all the commanders who were stationed in the northeast region when the Tang attempted their breakout!" Huoshu Huicang suddenly ordered.


With this order, Huoshu Huicang instantly became the center of attention, with Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo in particular appearing rather stunned. Huoshu Huicang had never been one to waste words.


His sudden actions had a goal, a reason.


"Great General, have you realized something?" Geluofeng asked Huoshu Huicang. If he remembered correctly, the army that Huoshu Huicang had led had been first routed in the northeast, which was where Xianyu Zhongtong's forces had made their breakout attempt.


"I don't dare say that I've realized something. I only have a vague idea," Huoshu Huicang sternly replied.


……


After a few moments, the officers who were in charge of keeping watch and attacking Xianyu Zhongtong's army in the northeast filed into the tent.


"In the encirclement of Xianyu Zhongtong's Annan Protectorate army, you were all in charge of the northeast region, correct?"


"Yes, Milord!" the officers all replied.


"Describe all the Tang commanders that you observed. Disregard Xianyu Zhongtong and his generals. Only describe the unfamiliar Tang commanders!"


Huoshu Huicang's words caused a round of strange looks from the crowd.


"Great General, do you suspect that the person who defeated you last night was the same as the person who defeated us? It was all the masterwork of that brat?"


Fengjiayi blinked as he spoke.


"If it is… we'll find out once we ask," Huoshu Huicang replied.


The final conclusion arrived faster than expected. After a month of besieging Lion City, the Tibetan commanders were very familiar with the commanders of the Annan Protectorate army.


And the observation abilities of commanders were far better than those of ordinary soldiers.


It only took a little while for a description matching Jiaosiluo's to emerge from the mouths of these commanders.


One only had to imagine that this was a young and tender youth mixed in with a bunch of richly-experienced veteran generals, and he was ordering soldiers around like he owned the place. It would be hard to not notice such a person.


"How is this possible?"


With the answer obtained, everyone had most wondrous expressions, particularly Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo. The groveling Jiaosiluo couldn't help but fiercely raise up his head from the ground, and both of them were twitching.


"This is impossible!"


They had only arrived this morning and had been disciplined from the moment of their arrival. With regards to the events of last night, they only knew that Great General Huoshu Huicang's operation had failed and that Xianyu Zhongtong had managed to escape.


But they had not expected that the same youth had defeated both them and the Great General!


"How could this fellow be that formidable? Perhaps you made a mistake? He couldn't possibly have defeated the Great General."


While Huoshu Huicang was speaking with his subordinates, Fengjiayi had been unwilling to butt in, but he could no longer hold himself. Although Huoshu Huicang couldn't compare to the King of Generals We Tadra Khonglo or to the Great Tang's Wang Zhongsi or Zhang Shougui, he wasn't far off from such characters.


And this was not a simple question of sufficient martial strength.


No one could become an Imperial Great General solely with martial power. Wisdom and courage were both the most basic of requirements. The same army of cavalry would be very different under Huoshu Huicang's hands when compared to Jiaosiluo's.


Cavalry led by Huoshu Huicang could overrun the infantry formations of Zhangchou Jianqiong. If even he had been defeated by that youth, then that youth had an outrageous grasp of strategy and tactics.


No one in all of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army could possibly defeat him.


"It can't be considered a defeat. He simply used the plan of luring the tiger from the mountain," Huoshu Huicang indifferently said, his expression calm.


If he had not been lured away, Xianyu Zhongtong would have never been able to break out so easily. However, even so, his adversary's abilities were still quite astonishing.


At the very least, if he had not promptly appeared, the head of the Five Tiger Generals, Longqinba, would already be dead.


For such a formidable figure to appear on the southwest battlefield was ill news for the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army. Even Geluofeng and Duan Gequan had furrowed their brows in concern.


"Such a formidable character has appeared in the Great Tang, and one still so young! This is definitely foul news for our Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang!"


Geluofeng was the first to show the concern on his face. In the southwest war, Mengshe Zhao had already staked the fate of the country, leaving itself no path of retreat. The war had reached a state where no further variables could be allowed.


"I know all of the renowned generals, Great Generals, fierce generals, and up-and-coming generals of the Great Tang like the back of my hand. I even had files for each of them set up in my imperial palace. Someone who can reach this level in the art of war is definitely no mediocre person, but why have I never heard about anyone like this in the Great Tang?


"For someone like this to appear in the southwest is no blessing for us. All I want to know is, where exactly did this youth come from?"


"Your Majesty, is there any need to swell the resolve of your foes while extinguishing your own side's momentum? General Huoshu Huicang has already said that the opponent only used the strategy of luring the tiger from the mountain. Since he used this method, he definitely believed that he was no match for the Great General. Otherwise, why seek from the distance what is close at hand, seek the clumsy while the skilled are nearby?"


A voice came in from the side. Compared to his king, Great General Duan Gequan's attitude was more cool-headed and objective. As the sole Great General of Mengshe Zhao, Duan Gequan would never underestimate his opponent while no thorough investigation had been completed, but he would also not blindly overestimate them and damage the morale of his own forces.


"Great General is correct. The Annan Protectorate army is mostly infantry with only a little cavalry. No matter what, they can't escape. Royal Father, Great General, Great Minister, based on my and Jiaosiluo's personal experiences, this youth will definitely be a great foe for our Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang in the future. At such a young age, he is already so formidable. If he is allowed to further mature, he will become a mortal affliction.


"Thus, no matter what, we can't let him escape!"


Fengjiayi's face turned grim. A fierce killing intent had emerged within him, aimed at that youth that simultaneously defeated him and Jiaosiluo while also saving Xianyu Zhongtong's Annan Protectorate army from the grasp of Ü-Tsang Great General Huoshu Huicang.


Not even he had noticed that, for the first time, he was beginning to feel envious of another person.


As the Crown Prince of Mengshe Zhao, Fengjiayi had been a genius since he was a child, and when he was still young, he had been praised by the Great Tang War God Wang Zhongsi as someone who had the qualities of a future Great General.


Even in the capital of the Great Tang, Fengjiayi belonged to the class of the rarest of geniuses, so there were few people in this world that were worthy of his envy.


But now, Fengjiayi was feeling envious.


For someone to be younger than him and yet more brilliant meant that they had a boundless future, but it also meant a boundless threat to Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang. He could not be allowed to leave the southwest alive.


"Hahaha, in truth, there's no need to think about it too much. With regards to the mysterious youth who defeated both of you last night, I basically already know who he is!"


A bout of laughter suddenly interrupted this conversation. The Great Minister of the Ngari Royal Lineage, Dalun Ruozan, who had remained quiet this entire time and rarely interrupted others, waved his feather fan and squinted his eyes as he spoke.


Buzz!


Dalun Ruozan's words were like a bolt of lightning. Everyone in the tent turned to him with eyes brimming with shock.



                                                                        Chapter 557: Dalun Ruozan's Judgment! The Astonishing Result 

                                                                                




Translated by: Hypersheep325


Edited by: Michyrr





The appearance of a mysterious youth had suddenly flipped around the situation in the southwest. In the first stage, the Tibetan army had won victory after victory, practically encountering no opposition. But in the second stage, it had been dealt two major defeats in a single night, losing fifty to sixty thousand soldiers.


When they were all excited to completely wipe out the Annan Protectorate army and sweep over the Great Tang's southwest, this reversal had been like a sharp blow to the head.


No one knew where this mysterious youth had come from, and even Jiaosiluo and Fengjiayi had only clashed with him once. But right now, this Ü-Tsang Great Minister who had never even seen this youth or participated in any of the battles was now stating that he knew who this youth was.


"Great Minister, are you speaking the truth?" Fengjiayi asked, a look of astonishment on his face.


He had only ever heard of the deeds of this Ngari Great Minister, and knew that he was extremely intelligent and capable. Once, when the Great Tang's Zhangchou Jianqiong worked with the other protectorates to initiate a 'disciplining operation', it was Dalun Ruozan who managed to eventually cause the abandonment of the plan.


Fengjiayi didn't understand Dalun Ruozan, but he did understand Zhangchou Jianqiong, who was now in the capital. Zhangchou Jianqiong had a burning ambition to make a name for himself in the southwest and use his achievements on the battlefield to enter the Imperial Court.


Moreover, under Zhangchou Jianqiong, the Great Tang's relationship with Mengshe Zhao was not so stiff, and there had even been a honeymoon period. Back then, Zhangchou Jianqiong had once attempted to incite Mengshe Zhao into joining the Great Tang in attacking the plateau.


But in the end, none of these operations succeeded.


In the end, even someone as ambitious as Zhangchou Jianqiong had to quietly stand guard in the Annan Protectorate for several decades. This was not the work of Great General Huoshu Huicang, but the Great Minister of the Ngari Royal Lineage.


I have long heard that the Great Ministers of Ü-Tsang are all incredibly perceptive people with astonishing intelligence. All of them are well-learned, scholars of great erudition exceedingly familiar with all the classics of the Central Plains. Moreover, they have all been infused with secret techniques from the enigmatic Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple, and empowered with an astonishing foresight, like a cicada that can tell the end of summer before the autumn winds begin to blow. In the past, I thought that this description must be an exaggeration. But if Dalun Ruozan can determine who that youth is from just these words, then he truly is terrifying.


Fengjiayi's eyes shone as countless thoughts flashed through his mind.


Ü-Tsang had four Royal Lineages, four Great Ministers, and one Prime Minister. Dalun Ruozan was only one of the Great Ministers. If he really did have this sort of skill, then what of the three other Great Ministers and the one minister serving the Tsenpo? The thought was truly a chilling one.


A faint apprehension suffused Fengjiayi's heart.


Royal Father is borrowing the power of Ü-Tsang to deal with the Great Tang, but Ü-Tsang itself is a wolf, and an extremely fierce one at that. If Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang break into hostilities in the future, the kingdom will be in great danger!


With regards to borrowing the strength of the Ü-Tsang Empire, bringing their cavalry down south, Fengjiayi had actually always had a rather reserved attitude. Although he did not ardently oppose the move, he was also not very supportive of it. At the very least, he was internally conflicted about it.


And the stronger this general and minister of Ü-Tsang appeared, the more conflicted Fengjiayi felt.


"Haha, I wonder what Crown Prince Jiayi is thinking?"


A voice rang out in his ear. At some point, Dalun Ruozan had walked over, a half-smile on his lips that seemed to carry some profound meaning as he looked at Fengjiayi.


"It's nothing. I appreciate Great Minister's concern."


Fengjiayi's heart shivered as he quickly refocused. He knew that this Great Minister was extremely observant, and his thoughts were probably more frightening than he could possibly imagine.


"…That brat's origins are uncertain. If we can truly find out who he is and use that knowledge to find his weak points, that would be for the best. Fengjiayi is willing to listen to Great Minister's brilliant ideas."


"Hahaha, it's actually not that difficult. Although I've never met that youth you speak of, participated in those battles, or observed how he commands his troops, just determining his identity truly isn't very difficult. I already know his background."


Dalun Ruozan paced forward, waving his feather fan, attracting everyone's notice.


In military affairs, there were things that a civil official should handle and things that a military official should handle, so whenever Huoshu Huicang was present, Dalun Ruozan would rarely interfere. He mainly stepped in for questions of strategy.


"Strategy and tactics are secrets that are not passed on outside of their clans. No outsider would be able to learn such things. In addition, you mentioned that he was wearing Wang Fu's armor…"


Here, Dalun Ruozan chuckled before continuing.


"The part of the Annan Protectorate army commanded by Wang Yan truly has only two commanders. One is Wang Yan and the other is his eldest son Wang Fu. These two are the two commanders with the highest actual authority in that army. The art of war is of vital importance to the state, so how can any ordinary soldier dare to randomly put on the commander's armor? They wouldn't even dare to think of it. The moment this youth appeared, he replaced Wang Fu and wore his armor. If this person didn't have an illustrious background and incredible confidence, how could he dare to exceed and offend his superiors?"


"Great Minister, forgive me for speaking out of turn, but the Great Tang is replete with rich and wealthy scions of illustrious background. Isn't this insufficient to determine the identity of that youth?"


The King of Mengshe Zhao, Geluofeng, frowned as he spoke. He was actually quite curious about this youth, but curiosity did not mean admiration. It was the curiosity aimed at a threat that needed to be extinguished as quickly as possible.


The Great Tang in the Central Plains had so many talented individuals that it was impossible to count them. Wang Zhongsi, Geshu Han, Gao Xianzhi, Zhang Shougui, Zhangchou Jianqiong, Wang Yan, Xianyu Zhongtong… far too many. Now, at this crucial moment, some unfathomable youth with an incredible grasp of strategy and tactics had joined their ranks.


Having such a powerful empire as one's neighbor made it impossible to eat or sleep. No one knew when the Great Tang might some day grow dissatisfied and send their forces to quash Mengshe Zhao, or perhaps decide to change dynasties and set up a new sovereign.


This was one of the reasons Geluofeng had chosen to oppose the Tang.


With regards to the dangers originating from the Great Tang, especially those visible threats, he wanted to extinguish all of them while they were still in the cradle so as to prevent them from maturing into lethal threats.


"Haha, if this were all, it naturally wouldn't be enough."


Dalun Ruozan chuckled and continued, "But Huoshu Huicang also said that the commander of the army last night wasn't Wang Yan or Xianyu Zhongtong. Two highest-ranked commanders of the Great Tang in this region had joined together to ambush Longqinba. This definitely wasn't their style. Someone who can command both Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong? Think about it; who could do such a thing?"



"This…"


Everyone fell into silent thought.


Even Huoshu Huicang and Geluofeng began to contemplate the problem. None of them had ever pondered the problem posed by Dalun Ruozan.


Even Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo were dumbfounded. In terms of curiosity, no one was more interested in the identity of this youth than the two who had been dealt two vicious defeats by him.


Yet not even they had ever considered Dalun Ruozan's question before.


"Putting Wang Yan aside for now, Xianyu Zhongtong is someone who was personally selected by Zhangchou Jianqiong. That fellow only chooses people based on their loyalty. Wang Yan might be willing to hand over his authority, but Xianyu Zhongtong would never do so lightly. Unless…"


Buzz!


With a sudden flash of insight, everyone understood.


"Unless that person had been appointed by Zhangchou Jianqiong!"


At this moment, all of them shared the same thought.


"Correct. In that short period of time, why would Xianyu Zhongtong hand over his authority? And why would he listen to that youth's plans and work together with Wang Yan to ambush Longqinba? It isn't like there's no one in this world who can order Xianyu Zhongtong around and make him keep a low profile, but they are few and far between. Zhangchou Jianqiong is definitely one of these people. I would even dare to wager that this child has Zhangchou Jianqiong's personal token!"


Dalun Ruozan waved his feather fan as he spoke these final words with absolute conviction.


The tent was deathly still. Even the King of Mengshe Zhao was speechless. Dalun Ruozan had never even seen this opponent, but from these few recounts, he was able to conclude that they had Zhangchou Jianqiong's personal token.


Yet even Geluofeng felt that his words had struck true.


"But how could Zhangchou Jianqiong give his personal token to someone else? That fellow is paranoid and would never lightly hand his right to authority to someone else. And if this person is so formidable that he could make Zhangchou Jianqiong give him his personal token, why have we never heard of him before?"


"Hahaha, this is the interesting part."


Dalun Ruozan's eyes began to brightly glow. The southwestern battlefield no longer had any variables. The battle from last night had only been an accident.


The torrential rain, the darkness, and the failure of the Mengshe Zhao and Tibetan armies to arrive at the same time had produced that result. But the fate of the Annan Protectorate army was still settled.


What he was interested in now was the sudden appearance of this mysterious youth with an almost godly understanding of strategy and tactics.


"Who said that we have never heard of him before? It is only that Your Majesty does not know. Zhangchou Jianqiong would naturally never give his personal token to a stranger, and this stranger would never be able to make Xianyu Zhongtong give up his military authority of his own volition. But if this person was someone who Zhangchou Jianqiong was close with and who shared the same interests, then there's no problem. For example, someone of the Wang Clan, perhaps Wang Yan's youngest son, perhaps the person who constructed Lion City…"


Boom!


Like a rock stirring countless ripples, Dalun Ruozan's final conclusion swept through the tent like a gale, stirring massive storms in everyone's minds. Even Huoshu Huicang's mind was agitated, thrown into great turmoil.


With regards to the youngest son of the Wang Clan, not too many people might know who that was, but with regards to the person who had built Lion City and created a massive problem for Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang, no one in these two countries didn't know who that was.


And Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo, who had already clashed with Wang Chong, were the most stunned of all.


"How could it be him…"
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If one had to point out the people who had created the most problems for the personages assembled in the tent, it would not be Wang Yan and Wang Fu, who had led their army across vast distances to suddenly kill their way into the city and lend it their mastery of defense. Rather, it was the person who had constructed Lion City in the first place, Wang Chong.


At the very start, the Tibetans had jeered at the people of Mengshe Zhao.


But after they experienced the powerful defensive capabilities of that city and were forced to understand again and again the critical and vexing position the city held over the Erhai plains and all of the Great Tang's southwest, they stopped making fun of the Mengshe Zhao soldiers.


The Tibetans didn't have too great an understanding of the people of the Central Plains. At most, they knew that the commanders of the Tang army were Xianyu Zhongtong and Wang Yan. But in terms of reputation, both Xianyu Zhongtong and Wang Yan were a distant second place to Wang Chong.


Right now, even the lowest-level Tibetan soldier knew the name of 'Wang Chong'. This name was often accompanied by all sorts of strange theories.


In the Great Tang army, there were many people saying that this mysterious youth in the distant capital had long ago predicted that Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang would start this war. This was because though Lion City was nominally claimed to be for the purpose of commerce, its defenses and various other preparations clearly indicated that it had been meant for war!


Even the Tibetans had accepted this explanation.


Even Fengjiayi and Jiaosiluo had found themselves interested in this youth called Wang Chong. Although the two didn't believe that he had that much foresight, no one could doubt that the existence of Lion City was a massive hindrance to the strategies of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, dealing an incalculable blow to the war effort.


And the name 'Wang Chong' became an existence that the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army could not ignore.


But no one had expected that he would suddenly drop from the heavens, moving from the capital to the southwest. In addition, he had also defeated Jiaosiluo and Fengjiayi. Even the esteemed Ü-Tsang Great General Huoshu Huicang had suffered a minor defeat, having been lured by Wang Chong like a tiger from its mountain.


"Impossible!!"


The first to react with a complete rejection of this result was neither Jiaosiluo nor Geluofeng. It was Fengjiayi.


"How could that brat be this formidable?"


His wide-open eyes were a whirlpool of emotions. Constructing a city and commanding soldiers were two completely different concepts. Even when he had first heard that it had been that brat who had constructed that vexing Lion City, Fengjiayi had felt that the fellow was a threat to Mengshe Zhao.


But this was completely different from Wang Chong commanding troops to defeat him.


"Great Minister, you are sure that it is him?"


Jiaosiluo fiercely raised his head, his words voicing the question on everyone's mind. Although he already believed Dalun Ruozan, Jiaosiluo still felt that the Great Minister was a little too certain with this conclusion.


"That's right. Great Minister, that Wang Jiuling is praised as a wise minister of the Great Tang. In his time, the Great Tang was a shining place. Even the Great Tang's Son of Heaven was raised up by him. He has three sons and one daughter. The eldest son is an important minister of the Great Tang, while his third son Wang Yan is an accomplished military general whose defense might be even tighter than Xianyu Zhongtong's. If we add on Wang Fu and Wang Chong, wouldn't the Wang Clan be a clan bursting with talents?"


Geluofeng's hands rested on the armrests of his chair, his eyes showing a slight turmoil. He had apparently found it rather hard to digest this news.


Although the former Prime Minister of the Great Tang Wang Jiuling had been retired for ten-some years, he still held enormous influence within the Great Tang. He had played a great part in creating the Great Tang's golden age, and though he was now old, he still represented a massive threat.


As long as he wasn't dead, his enemies wouldn't be able to rest easy.


Although Wang Jiuling was now old, he had many talented descendants, and his entire clan seemed to be full of ministers and generals. Just thinking about it gave Geluofeng a massive headache.


The Six Zhao of Erhai were too small. Although he had always had his ambitions, Mengshe Zhao was located on a plateau with thin air. Other than the Tibetans, it wasn't suitable for anyone else.


If Mengshe Zhao wanted to develop, if Geluofeng wanted to realize his ambitions and break free of his status as vassal, if he wanted to become an Emperor, he could only expand to the north, in the direction of the Great Tang.


The southwest of the Central Plains was connected to Mengshe Zhao and its lands were fertile, making it the ideal location to expand. This was the reason Geluofeng had ardently pursued an alliance with Ü-Tsang.


But even Geluofeng had to admit that the difficulties he faced in fulfilling his ambitions were far more serious than he had initially imagined.


"Hahaha, Your Majesty, in truth, it's actually not difficult at all to determine that young man's identity. Xianyu Zhongtong only obeys Zhangchou Jianqiong's orders. Any person who carries Zhangchou Jianqiong's orders will instantly gain Xianyu Zhongtong's military authority. But would Wang Yan give his own authority up so easily?


"I've heard that Wang Yan is old-fashioned and extremely inflexible. To make him hand over his military authority in the constantly changing battlefield, probably not even Zhangchou Jianqiong would be able to do that, no?"


Dalun Ruozan looked around at the crowd.


Everyone was quiet, with only Geluofeng and Duan Gequan appearing to fall into deep thought. The Tibetans didn't have too great of an understanding of the Great Tang, particularly when it came to matters involving the Imperial Court in its heartland.


But Geluofeng was different. He knew the internal affairs of the Great Tang like the back of his hand, so he knew that Dalun Ruozan's words were completely accurate.


"Moreover, why have none of you thought about this: there were so many people on that summit, so why did that child immediately rush off to the mountain occupied by Wang Fu? Unless they had a very close relationship, would he show such concern? So when you connect all these things and recall the Qilin son of the Wang Clan, tell me, who else except him could satisfy all these conditions?"


With these last words, Dalun Ruozan turned to quietly smile at the crowd. Unlike Huoshu Huicang, Dalun Ruozan had always focused his attention on strategic questions.


The loss of fifty thousand soldiers was a major incident for Huoshu Huicang and the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, but it was nothing at all to Dalun Ruozan.


One had to make sacrifices to obtain profits. In truth, when one considered the illustrious prestige of the Great Tang at its peak, a loss of fifty thousand soldiers was completely within Dalun Ruozan's expectations.


In contrast, Dalun Ruozan had found Geluofeng's initial victory over Xianyu Zhongtong and smooth progress rather strange and out of the ordinary.


The current results were what he expected from the normal Great Tang!


"Great Minister is correct. The only person that can fulfill all these conditions must be a descendant of the Wang Clan, and it is most likely to be Wang Yan's youngest son Wang Chong. Although I've never interacted with him before, since he constructed Lion City to hinder us and ruin our plans, he truly is the most likely candidate," Geluofeng gravely said.


"Hahaha, only now is this war starting to get interesting. I've always said that the Great Tang, with several centuries of resources, couldn't be so lacking in skill. A centipede can die but not topple, so why should the Great Tang of the Central Plains? Only now do I feel at ease about this war!"


As Dalun Ruozan waved his fan, he exuded a leisurely aura. It seemed like his side had not suffered any defeat whatsoever.


Geluofeng imperceptibly creased his brow, but he said nothing.


Geluofeng might have held his tongue, but Duan Gequan did not have such patience.


"Great Minister, do not forget that the Great Tang is our enemy!"


Although he admired Dalun Ruozan's penetrating insight, attention to detail, and ability to practically predict the movements of the enemy, Duan Gequan was deeply unsettled by Dalun Ruozan's ambiguous attitude toward the enemy.


They had just suffered a massive defeat, losing fifty thousand elite cavalry, yet Dalun Ruozan was smiling.


"Haha, General, please do not misunderstand me. Since my Ü-Tsang has mobilized soldiers, we're naturally prepared to deal with the Great Tang together with Mengshe Zhao. I'm just a little interested in that child. Although the Wang Clan is a clan of ministers and generals, Wang Jiuling made his name as a civil official. He was able to sweep over the world in his time by relying on his loyal subordinates and powerful warriors. Purely in terms of the art of war, he can still rank in the first class, but he is far from the level that most of us imagine. Otherwise, Wang Yan still wouldn't be without a noble title."


Dalun Ruozan slowly paced, waving his feather fan, a look of amusement on his face.


"I'm just rather curious. The level of military strategy in the Wang Clan is not sufficient to teach someone to the level that all of you have described. Then where did that child learn his strategy and tactics from? The tactics that child used weren't even used by Wang Jiuling, Wang Zhongsi, or Zhang Shougui in the northeast, much less here, so where did a mere teenager learn them from?


"I know the classics of the Central Plains like the palm of my hand, so why have I never seen such tactics?"


Dalun Ruozan's eyes began to shine brighter and brighter.


Almost based purely on instinct, he felt that the Qilin son of the Wang Clan was completely different from any person he had ever encountered. Dalun Ruozan sensed a massive potential on his body.


"Huoshu Huicang, Your Majesty, ministers and generals, when the battle begins, I do not care how you deal with the Annan Protectorate army, but you must capture that child alive!"


"What sort of joke are you playing? How can one go easy on the battlefield? Moreover, that child is too much of a threat to us. The longer he remains alive, the more people he will kill. This person should be killed as quickly as possible, but you want to capture him alive?"


The veins on Huoshu Huicang's forehead were bulging in rage. Although Dalun Ruozan was the Great Minister of the Ngari Royal Lineage, ranking above him, Huoshu Huicang had never truly treated him as his superior.


And even if Dalun Ruozan was his superior, Huoshu Huicang didn't need to listen to his orders. That was just how his personality was.


"Hahaha, just listen to me. I suspect that this brat has a never-before-seen military text on his person. If we capture and interrogate him, it will definitely be of great benefit to our Ü-Tsang. Moreover, in the end, this will be a boon to you.


"When soldiers meet on the battlefield, casualties are inevitable. Moreover, casualties are only for a moment, but if we obtain the military texts from that child, it will be a legacy that will last for generations. For our Ü-Tsang, this prize far surpasses fifty thousand soldiers. This is a chance delivered to our doorstep. No matter what, we cannot let it pass by… if we don't want to face an endless stream of generals the likes of Wang Jiuling, Wang Zhongsi, Zhang Shougui, Gao Xianzhi, and Geshu Han, that is."


With these final words, Dalun Ruozan had a most profound gaze.


A Great General saw victory on a single battlefield, but the Great Minister looked toward the fate of the entire empire in following decades, centuries, millennia. This was where Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang differed.


Buzz!


Geluofeng and Duan Gequan were left dazed by Dalun Ruozan's words. The two of them glanced at each other, but neither of them said anything.


Everyone said that the Ngari Great Minister Dalun Ruozan had an almost fiendish knowledge. While the rest of them had been talking of yesterday's defeat and the mysterious Tang youth's effect on the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, Dalun Ruozan had already identified who this youth was and had even smelled an enormous opportunity through this defeat.


Ü-Tsang is already strong enough. They have one Dalun Ruozan, one Huoshu Huicang, and three other ministers and four generals. If they obtain any formidable military text, our Mengshe Zhao will have sent off a tiger only to welcome a wolf. In the end, we'll still be a vassal to a foreign kingdom. We have to kill that Wang Chong as soon as we can or else think of a way to capture him for ourselves. No matter what, we can't let Ü-Tsang get him.


Though Geluofeng sat unmoving in his chair, his face expressionless, his mind was abuzz with countless thoughts.


Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang were both allies and enemies. They had to cooperate, but they also needed to be wary of each other.


This was the reality of their relationship!
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Geluofeng, Duan Gequan, and Fengjiayi quickly took their leave. In the tent, Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang were also getting ready to depart. The roughly one hundred thousand soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army and their various associated forces had already left Lion City. By cutting them down, they would succeed in cutting down the last barrier to the southwest.


Without Xianyu Zhongtong's soldiers holding them down, the southwest would belong completely to Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang.


This war involving three countries would come to an end!


And both of them had already decided that the Great Tang youth could not be allowed to leave this place, no matter what.


Once Geluofeng had left with the Mengshe Zhao generals, Huoshu Huicang suddenly turned his head and asked Dalun Ruozan, "Great Minister? Why did you want to tell all that to Geluofeng?


"Don't tell me that you didn't think Geluofeng would get any ideas after hearing about this matter."


"Hahaha, stupid people have their uses, as do smart people. Didn't you realize? Ever since he managed to defeat Xianyu Zhongtong by accident by the Erhai, Geluofeng hasn't regarded our Ü-Tsang with much importance."


Dalun Ruozan's smile faded as his gaze suddenly became extremely profound.




"This—"


Huoshu Huicang was dumbstruck for a few moments. He truly hadn't thought of this problem before. He was a general, a soldier, so the things he pondered were strategies and tactics, victory and defeat on the battlefield. The questions that Dalun Ruozan brought up concerned the aspects of the human mind, things that he never truly wasted his energy thinking about.


"At this stage, Geluofeng can no longer turn back. Does he really dare to betray us?"


"Ha! Who knows? Didn't that shining Son of Heaven in the Great Tang's capital also think that Geluofeng wouldn't betray him?" Dalun Ruozan said as he waved his fan. As he lightly took a step forward, an invisible energy emerged from his feet and covered the area.


"The hearts of men are the most unfathomable of all. Geluofeng is burning with ambition, and I'm afraid that the southwest alone won't be enough to satisfy him. Since he isn't willing to submit to the Great Tang, there's naturally no guarantee that he would be willing to submit to our Ü-Tsang. This being the case, now is the time to let him understand the threat the Great Tang represents. There are no downsides to this, only upsides… Don't forget that we need his three hundred thousand Mengshe Zhao troops to deal with the Great Tang."


"But what about the brat?"


Huoshu Huicang furrowed his brow as he said, "Although I clashed with him last night, I don't think he's as formidable as you say. But if he really does have some secret military text on him, Geluofeng is the type of person who would attempt to snatch it for himself or simply kill the brat. Either option is of no benefit to us."


"Hahaha, it seems like you're the smart one. I spoke of that military text as an offhand comment. Whether it actually exists is a whole other matter. And we'll find out soon, at any rate. As for Geluofeng and his son… since we're allies, there's no difference between a military text ending up in our hands or in their hands. If it falls into Geluofeng's hands, we'll ask for it from him, as if Geluofeng is a wise person, he won't refuse. And if there is no military text, what difference is there if that child lives or dies?"


Dalun Ruozan chuckled as he waved his feather fan.


Huoshu Huicang helplessly shook his head at Dalun Ruozan. He had worked with Dalun Ruozan for several decades as a minister and general pair. In terms of command abilities, the pair were even praised as existences on the same level as Zhangchou Jianqiong.


Yet Huoshu Huicang still found it difficult to get used to Dalun Ruozan's thinking style and demeanor.


"Let's go! No matter what, the Annan Protectorate army and that child called Wang Chong must die today! It's about time this war came to an end!"


Huoshu Huicang stretched out his hands. Clangclang! Two cold lights suddenly flew out from a place along the edge of the tent. As Huoshu Huicang snatched these two Tibetan scimitars out of the air, he strode out.


Boom!


When Huoshu Huicang walked out of the tent, a massive gale suddenly stirred, and within and without the tent seemed to become two different worlds. The entire camp was boiling with killing intent, and the entire army was on the verge of moving out to scorch the heavens with their fire.


"Begin! Quickly!"


"The army is about to move out. Bring out the supplies."


"Cavalry, get ready! Inspect your weapons, armor, and rations!"


……


The vast Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army packed the Erhai plains, suffusing the land with a bleak aura.


As Huoshu Huicang looked forward, he waved his hand and asked without turning his head, "Have you found the tracks of the Tang army?"


The clopping of hooves came from behind Huoshu Huicang as an elite scout rode up and respectfully gave his report.


"Reporting to Milord: although the Tang army attempted to pull a few tricks, we have already succeeded in finding their tracks. They're on a mountain to the north!"


"Excellent! Pass on my order. The army… will soon move out!!"


"Yes, Milord!"


The elite scout turned around and quickly galloped off, the clopping of hooves fading into the distance.


As Huoshu Huicang gazed up at the dark clouds overhead, his eyes turned harsh and cold. Regardless of the political situation, the job of a soldier was to fight, destroy, and annihilate his opponent.


The rest had nothing to do with him!


"Zhangchou Jianqiong, you've lost!"


As his eyes glowed with harsh light, Huoshu Huicang mounted his horse and quickly began to ride north.


Bwoooom!


The horns began to blare, their sounds reaching toward the horizon, accompanied by a chorus of war drums and neighing horses. The Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, the most powerful army in the southwest, began to move northward.


The dark clouds of war had reached their absolute limit.


Without the protection of Lion City, the Great Tang would finally have to engage in a decisive battle with the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army for the southwest!


……


Rumble!


The earth quaked as war descended faster than anyone could have imagined.


However, when the mountain that the Annan Protectorate army had chosen to make its final stand on appeared before the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, everyone was stunned. What lay before them was not some bare mountain, but something completely different.


On the summit, gray plumes of smoke roiled into the sky. And ringing this erect mountain from top to bottom, one could see what appeared to be a steel fortress.


The countless soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army were encamped on this mountain, their somber aura evident even from these distances.


"What's going on here?"


The winds howled over the distance as even someone of Huoshu Huicang's level appeared shocked. This was completely beyond his expectations.


"What is this? It looks to me like a fortress!" Fengjiayi said in shock.


"What did that brat manage to do?"


Jiaosiluo's eyes were twitching while his face was a picture of surprise.


All of them looked like they had eaten flies. They had originally believed that on this vast plain, the Annan Protectorate army would have been bereft of any protection and simply no match for the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army. But the sight before them clearly indicated otherwise.


The Tang army had somehow managed to miraculously construct an extremely imposing fortress in this incredibly short time. At the very least, from a distance, it seemed like quite the daunting prospect.


"Just how did that brat manage to do it? Lion City has already fallen and the Great Tang's border protectorates have their own problems to worry about. There's nothing else in this wilderness, so where did he get all these things from? It looks to me that if we want to deal with the Annan Protectorate army, we first have to kill that brat!" Longqinba said, his face brimming with hatred.


This feeling was far too familiar. It was Lion City all over again, and it could only be the handiwork of that Qilin son of the Wang Clan. This was not a good omen for the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army.


"This is not good news! It seems that the Tang were well-prepared before we came!"


The King of Mengshe Zhao, Geluofeng, rode through the army on a black Erhai steed. His brow was furrowed in worry as he rode up from the rear, the army parting before him.


"This should be the work of that youth once more, no?"


Geluofeng had not been present when the Tibetans chased the Annan Protectorate army through the rain and suffered two consecutive defeats, so this was only his speculation. After all, Geluofeng had always had his doubts about the Tibetans' words.


But at this moment, the sight of that somber and imposing mountain had completely washed away Geluofeng's doubts. Even though the battle hadn't started, Geluofeng could already feel that this mountain would be a thorny problem.


That boy from the Wang Clan was harder to deal with than he had imagined.


"Hahaha, isn't this very normal? Since you already know that child's deeds, no one should be surprised, right?"


Waving his feather fan, Dalun Ruozan rode his highland steed over. Unlike the others, Dalun Ruozan had a very leisurely reaction to all this.


Having already experienced the harm that Great Tang youth had inflicted on the Tibetan army last night, Dalun Ruozan wasn't shocked by the sight at all.


"In truth, I'm only getting more and more curious. Just where did that child learn all of this? A teenager shouldn't have this sort of ability, no? And such strange tactics probably couldn't be found in a single family of the Great Tang.


"The long history of the Great Tang conceals many strange and wondrous individuals. I find myself more and more confident that this youth has some formidable military text or strategy manual on his person."


Geluofeng and Duan Gequan paled at these words, but nobody said anything.


"However, no matter how many schemes or tactics he has, this can't change the fact that the Annan Protectorate army will become history today. Those things on the mountain… if I'm correct, they should be a few simple fortifications. Walls are not that easy to build. Even Lion City needed more than a year. It's impossible for him to erect a wall in such a short amount of time."


Dalun Ruozan's eyes shone and he appeared very wise.


"Great Minister is correct!


"No matter what sort of tricks the Tang have, their army will still be wiped out today. In the future, the southwest will no longer have an Annan Protectorate!"


Geluofeng was slowly regaining his calm. With a wave of his arm, a roar resounded through the heavens. The vast Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army began to proceed like a flood of black steel, sweeping toward the mountain.


Neeeeigh!


Winds blustered and horses neighed as thousands of cavalry began to exude an extremely bleak aura. At this moment, the atmosphere instantly grew even more fraught with tension.


"Forward! Forward!"


"Not a single Tang soldier can be allowed to escape!"


"Anyone who dares to retreat will be killed without question!"


"Get into your ranks! Do everything according to your orders. Anyone who dares to act selfishly will be executed!"


"The army awaits orders! Today is the day when we, the people of Mengshe Zhao, will utterly defeat the Tang!"


……


A continuous stream of orders went down the hierarchy, from the higher-ups down to the lowest level of officer. Cursing and the cracking of whips could be heard as the officers went to work.


Tens of thousands of soldiers began to work like a finely tuned machine as they surged over the land to the final stronghold of the Annan Protectorate army…
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"It's finally begun!"


When the massive Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army rumbled over the horizon, Wang Chong felt his mind surge with a flurry of emotions. This combined army was like a boundless sea, and as it swept toward the solitary mountain, it exuded an intimidating aura that was impossible to imagine.


Wang Chong had imagined countless times this battle of the southwest that would decide the fate of the empire, but nothing compared to the shock that came of seeing it with his own eyes. Only by standing at the very top of the mountain and looking all around could one truly feel that oppressive feeling coming in from all sides.


Although he had already killed more than fifty thousand Tibetan cavalry, this was only one wave of the combined Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, which still had more than five hundred thousand troops. It had been far from a fatal wound.


【Warning: Major event "Decisive Battle of the Southwest" has formally begun! At present, the Annan Protectorate army consists of 64824 soldiers. Once the number of survivors of the Annan Protectorate army drops below 40000, user will be obliterated and the trial will be failed! But for every ten thousand soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army killed by user, user will be rewarded with 50 points of Destiny Energy and an increase in the limit by 500 soldiers!】


【For every one hundred thousand enemy soldiers user kills in the decisive battle, user's halo will be rewarded with a temporary one-level boost. This reward is only effective during the decisive battle. Upon mission conclusion, the effects will be removed!】


……


Amidst Wang Chong's agitation, a familiar voice that only he could hear rang out in his mind. Wang Chong appeared somewhat stunned by this voice, a look of surprise on his face.


There's a reward to increase the limit?


This news had truly taken Wang Chong by surprise. The decisive battle of the southwestern war was already upon him, and Wang Chong only had sixty-thousand-some soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army under him. The rest of them were the reinforcements he had brought and his father Wang Yan's soldiers.


In this sort of decisive battle, it was very easy for these sixty-thousand-some soldiers to drop below forty thousand. But this reward of an increase in limit changed things. Although ten thousand kills only raised the limit by 500, in these desperate circumstances, this was the best news in Wang Chong's ears.


Although 500 is extremely small, it can accumulate. If I kill twenty thousand, then it will be 1000, and if I kill fifty thousand, it will be 2500! And if I reach 100,000, I can get an extra 5000 added on to the limit!


Wang Chong's mind was abuzz with excitement.


Although 5000 was just a drop in the ocean in a battle like this, in Wang Chong's situation, it was a great boon. Moreover, the Stone of Destiny had also mentioned that he could boost his halo during the battle. This was a surprising harvest.


Even though it's only a temporary boost… that's enough!


Wang Chong long ago had a thought that the Stone of Destiny wasn't always going to oppress the user, creating certain-death situations for them, because that was of no benefit to the Stone of Destiny.


Moreover, this was not in line with the Stone of Destiny's behavior. After all, it wasn't an intelligent object.


Now, his conjectures had proved true.


As expected!


Wang Chong took in a deep breath and quickly steadied his composure. No matter what sort of opportunities the Stone of Destiny provided, they were only opportunities. The increase in his limit and the boosts to his halo were all things that he still needed to work for.


The crucial point of this battle was not the Stone of Destiny, but himself!


"Everyone, stand ready! Prepare to meet the enemy!


"Sword smiths! Hurry with the welding!


"Inscription masters, work with them!


"Sir Zhang, the foremen, and the other craftsmen, follow the diagrams and quickly set up the wall!"


……


Wang Chong stood on the summit like a statue, his arm swinging down as he issued a string of orders. Rumble! Smoke continued to plume from the summit as the flames spitting from the numerous furnaces on the mountain grew even more intense.


The thick smoke obscured the sun, and the waves of heat came one after the other. It was like some fire monster was breathing into the sky.


And with Wang Chong's orders, the nearly one hundred thousand soldiers of the Tang army, the craftsmen under Zhang Shouzhi, and the sword smiths, inscription masters, and craftsmen sent by Xu Qiqin began to work like a finely tuned machine.


The entire mountain was a hive of activity!


"Hoooo!"


"Haaaa!"


With shout after shout, large metal pieces were erected on the mountainside, one after the other. Each of them was taller than a man, and they were covered in holes, screws, bolts, metal bars…


Such a thing had never appeared in all of the Great Tang's history. Not even a master architect like Zhang Shouzhi, who had worked in the palace, had ever seen something like it.


Small screws and bolts would be placed into the holes on two massive pieces of metal, these screws and bolts covered in toughening inscriptions, and then hot flames would be used to weld the pieces together.


One piece, two pieces, three pieces…


Each of these heavy metal walls had places for other pieces to be welded on, and they quickly formed a massive and sturdy wall.


Clangclangclang! Metal struck metal as sparks shot into the air.


Wall by wall, a city of steel miraculously emerged on the craggy sides of the mountain, row upon row rising from the earth. Beneath the eyes of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, a strange and extensive wall was being constructed.


Swish!


Wang Chong stood on the summit and unfurled a white diagram, more than one zhang tall and more than four feet wide. A mountain towered on this diagram, its surface covered in countless tiny symbols that only Wang Chong could understand. It was a diagram that Wang Chong had given to Xu Qiqin several months ago.


Upon careful examination, one would discover that the mountain that Wang Chong had drawn out on this diagram for Xu Qiqin was exactly the same as the mountain the army was located on. And one would be stupefied to discover that Wang Chong had drawn this mountain before the war in the southwest had even begun.


There was no doubt that before things had even reached this point, Wang Chong had already predicted this war and even decided that this mountain would be the location of the final battle!


"Chong-er, how is it?"


A voice rang out at Wang Chong's ear. On the summit, Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong were standing behind Wang Chong, their expressions incredibly grave. The battle was imminent, and Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang had mobilized all their forces.


Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, Geluofeng, Duan Gequan… these were figures who could shake the whole world with how they moved. These people that Zhangchou Jianqiong had been locked in a stalemate with for much of his career, his mortal foes in the southwest, were now leading an army of five hundred thousand to this place, sweeping over the earth.


The lives of the nearly one hundred thousand people on the mountain as well as the lives of the nearly one million civilians of the southwest… all of their fates would be decided by this battle.


The Imperial Court could send no more troops and the Annan Protectorate army had nowhere to retreat.


They were fighting this battle with their backs against the wall!


And against these world-shaking opponents, both Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong were feeling an enormous pressure. But neither of them would show much emotion on their faces or in their words.


The southwest and the lives of these one hundred thousand soldiers will depend on this child.


Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong looked at Wang Chong at the same time, their eyes filled with anticipation. Strictly speaking, the war in the southwest was already a defeat. At the very least in the early stage, the two had suffered a complete defeat.


The true turning point had been when Wang Chong had appeared.


If there was one person in the southwest who could salvage the situation and resolve these dangers…


Then that person could only be Wang Chong!


Ever since the successful breakout from last night, the two had handed over all their military authority to Wang Chong, even choosing to completely place themselves under Wang Chong's command.


They had not wasted a single word discussing this decision.


Of course, the two had not made this decision recklessly. In last night's battle, Wang Chong had already proved himself. Moreover, neither of them could understand the diagram in Wang Chong's hand.


But there was one thing that both of them understood.


Wang Chong had clearly brought the army here because he had made ample preparations. These furnaces and other forging implements were proof of that. Moreover, several caves had been dug out in the summit, where a large number of provisions had been stored, wrapped in oil paper.


As for the steel walls before them…


These would serve as the best cover for the army!


"It's almost done, around eighty percent! Based on my calculations, even if Huoshu Huicang sends his elite cavalry, it's already too late! While I was making them go around in circles yesterday, I had already calculated the time needed. Moreover, given the losses they received last night, the Tibetans won't be breaking off from the Mengshe Zhao army again. Even if we gave them the chance, they wouldn't dare to come!" Wang Chong declared confidently.


Only Wang Chong could speak with such confidence in front of two elite generals like Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong while confronting an opponent like Great General Huoshu Huicang.


Confidence arose from strength. If Wang Chong had dared to say this yesterday, he would definitely have become a laughing stock. Right now, however, even the harsh Wang Yan had acknowledged that Wang Chong had the strength to say such words.


"Pick up the speed; don't get careless! Huoshu Huicang didn't even know you existed last time, but he'll definitely have prepared differently this time," Wang Yan cautioned. "In addition, the Tibetans also have Dalun Ruozan. This person has a store of knowledge as deep as the sea. On the surface, it seems like Geluofeng was the one who sent messengers to persuade Ü-Tsang to form an alliance, but it was actually Dalun Ruozan who was truly directing things behind the curtains."


"Eh?!"


Wang Chong turned his head to glance at his father, a hint of surprise flashing through his eyes. He naturally knew that Dalun Ruozan had been the true mastermind. To put it more precisely, the two had worked hand in hand.


The ambitious Geluofeng had been the mastermind on the surface while Dalun Ruozan had been the mastermind in the shadows.


It was the fact that his father had noticed this that was truly shocking.


…But maybe I underestimated Father. Although he's a little inflexible, he's not lacking in intelligence. Otherwise, he couldn't have reached his current level!


With this thought, Wang Chong quickly regained his composure. Though surprised, Wang Chong quickly realized that perhaps he didn't understand his father as much as he thought. Only now, fighting side by side with his father, was Wang Chong slowly beginning to understand him a little.


"Father, be at ease. I won't let you down!"


Wang Chong turned and smiled, his eyes quickly calming. It had always been Wang Chong's heartfelt desire to fight alongside his father, but this had been impossible in his last life.


But now, it could finally be realized.


Hwoooo! As the fierce winds sent his hair flying, Wang Chong stood next to the stalwart figure of his father, his heart buzzing with delight. At this moment, he felt no fear, panic, or anxiety, only endless calm. His mind was like a deep pool.


Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang! Come! Let me see what sort of tricks you have up your sleeve!


As he welcomed the fierce gales, Wang Chong's eyes blazed, exploding with a powerful fighting intent!



                                                                        Chapter 561: Meeting! Dalun Ruozan's Probe! 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




Crack!


With a flash of light, a spear imbued with destructive energy lightly touched the stone stele. The stele toppled as cracks began to crawl across it. With a thud, it crashed to the ground in pieces.


"Hmph! The Stele of Wu of Han Opening Dian! It was fine as long as I didn't know about it, but now that I know, why should I let it remain?"


A general bursting with explosive power slowly rode his horse out of the rear, his eyes gleaming with a sharp light.


"In the future, the Tang will no longer be able to step past the Erhai. The southwest will become our world."


The general's gaze was filled with pain and loathing as it swept over those shards of stone by the road. Only the generals of Mengshe Zhao could feel such hatred toward this stele commemorating Emperor Wu of Han's edict to open Dian.


"Haha, an excellent strike, General. The Han treated the people of Mengshe Zhao like slaves, so you should have smashed it. However, our Ü-Tsang is different. Ü-Tsang is Mengshe Zhao's ally, so we should naturally deal with the Tang together."


Dalun Ruozan waved his fan as he slowly walked out. A faint smile hung over his face and he exuded an air of grace and elegance.


"Hmph, it better be!"


The general snorted before standing to the side.


"Great Minister, do not blame him. Generals are all rough people, as is their way of speaking.”


The King of Mengshe Zhao, Geluofeng walked out from the rear, bringing with him Crown Prince Fengjiayi, Great General Duan Gequan, and a group of generals from Mengshe Zhao.


"Hahaha, it's fine, it's fine. I take no offense, no offense!"


Dalun Ruozan heartily laughed as he waved his hand, but a strange gleam flashed through his eyes.


"We Tibetans are the same!"


The two smiled at each other and put the matter aside, their gazes turning as one toward the mountain. They were now fifty zhang from the base of the mountain, where a massive wall of steel now stood.


These steel walls were made of extremely heavy and thick chunks of metal. Thousands of them, section by section, layer by layer, row by row, extended all the way to the summit.


And thousands of Great Tang infantry were hiding behind these walls, standing at the ready. Like hungry wolves, they stared down at the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army below.


Although the battle of Erhai had inflicted massive casualties on the Annan Protectorate army, and less than seventy thousand remained, each one of these survivors was an elite who had only gotten stronger from their experiences, not weaker.


In terms of fighting power, the Tang soldiers actually ranked above the soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army. In terms of soldier quality, not even the Tibetans could compare.


This isn't good!


Dalun Ruozan's eyebrows rose. Even though he wasn't skilled in the art of war, he could tell at a glance that the Tang had succeeded in establishing a series of incredibly troublesome fortifications.


This was certainly not good news for the Tibetans, whose expertise lay in cavalry charges.


Dalun Ruozan suddenly raised his head toward the summit.


"Wang Yan, Xianyu Zhongtong, come out and speak with me!"


Kakakakaka!


The creaking of mechanisms responded to Dalun Ruozan's words. Countless ballistae probed out from behind the steel walls, their bolts gleaming with cold light. All of them were aimed at Dalun Ruozan.


"Protect the Tibetan Great Minister!"


With a burst of shouts and bangs, several dozen Mengshe Zhao soldiers wielding large shields charged out of the army and quickly stood in front of Dalun Ruozan.


The fate of Mengshe Zhao was currently tied to Ü-Tsang, so Geluofeng had long ago given the order that the important figures from Ü-Tsang needed to be protected no matter what.


"That's enough!"


Dalun Ruozan waved his hands. Just when he was about to say more, a voice came from the summit.


"Dalun Ruozan, there's no need for all the trouble. Just say what you need to say. We'll listen from here!"


Despite the distance, Xianyu Zhongtong's forceful and articulate voice could still be clearly heard. The troops on the summit parted as two mighty figures emerged: Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong.


In the fierce winds, these two commanders of the Great Tang were fully equipped for battle. Standing on the summit, their towering figures seemed like gods, inspiring awe and respect.


"Hahahaha, Brother Wang, Brother Xianyu, we meet again. The two of you are truly skillful, establishing these walls in such a short time. If my guess is correct, this should be the handiwork of that little brother Wang Chong, who last night managed to defeat us?


"As they say, we can't get to know each other unless we fight. Before the battle, can I meet that little brother of yours who managed to defeat us twice?"


A harsh light flashed through Dalun Ruozan's eyes with these last words. And behind Dalun Ruozan, Jiaosiluo, Fengjiayi, Duan Gequan, and Geluofeng also began to look up. The army of the five hundred thousand instantly became much quieter.


Although Wang Chong's identity had been determined long ago, not even Fengjiayi or Jiaosiluo had ever gotten a very clear view of him before.


Inexplicably, the two began to hold a completely different attitude toward Wang Chong.


These people…


On the summit, Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong's minds were in turmoil at Dalun Ruozan's words. For Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao to realize Wang Chong's existence was not difficult. After all, they had clashed last night. But for them to even know his name and status was far too surprising.


Even Wang Chong, standing behind Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong, felt rather agitated.


I didn't think that I would be exposed so quickly!


Wang Chong took in a deep breath as he looked down with deep apprehension at that figure standing at the base of the mountain.


I knew that fellow was hard to deal with, but this is far more troublesome than I imagined.


In any generation, Dalun Ruozan would always be extremely hard to deal with.


And Wang Chong had never interacted with Dalun Ruozan before.


This fellow has never even seen me, but he managed to expose my identity with a single sentence. This is truly too frightening. If possible, I have to kill him as quickly as possible. Otherwise, he's bound to be a powerful foe for the Great Tang.


"Father, Lord Xianyu Zhongtong, Dalun Ruozan is probing to see if his guess is right. It's fine. He won't be able to turn up anything about me. See what he wants to say," Wang Chong suddenly said.


If one discarded their completely opposing standpoints, Wang Chong was actually quite curious about this Ü-Tsang Great Minister who had singlehandedly caused the southwestern war.


Speaking from a general's standpoint, even dying in battle against such a foe was still a great honor!


Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong didn't know what Wang Chong was thinking. As they looked down the mountain at the generals of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang, their entire bodies were fraught with tension.


"Great Minister, say whatever it is you want to say. My humble son is still too young to receive Great Minister's praise," Wang Yan suddenly said, his voice as sonorous as a great bell.


At the base of the mountain, the eyes of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army gleamed for a moment. Wang Yan's words had clearly once more affirmed Dalun Ruozan's abilities.


"Hahahaha, Brother Wang, a straightforward person does not make implications. The Great Tang Imperial Court won't be sending reinforcements. The forces you have at your disposal are simply no match for us. This being the case, why not surrender? Perhaps there would still be a chance for you to survive."


Dalun Ruozan waved his fan and faintly smiled at the summit.
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Dalun Ruozan's words only made Wang Yan furrow his brow. But behind him, Wang Chong couldn't help but shiver.


This Dalun Ruozan is quite crafty! At this stage, there's no more room for the Great Tang, Mengshe Zhao, and Ü-Tsang to back out. Someone like him has to understand this point. It doesn't matter to him if Father or Xianyu Zhongtong agree to his proposal. His goal is to stir confusion and lower the morale of the army!


Wang Chong swept over the troops with his eyes. Just as expected, a few subtle changes were taking place in the once-united morale of the army. Although their resolve could not be described as weakening, and they certainly wouldn't actually surrender, there was no doubt that their morale had fallen from its exuberant heights.


The minds of men are a delicate thing. No matter the situation, as long as there's the smallest sliver of hope, one won't give it up, even if they know this sliver of hope doesn't actually exist. This is how the subconscious works. This is the instinctive response.


Wang Chong mentally sighed.


The superior person would use words to move the human heart, but the intelligent person didn't care if one was moved. They would achieve their goals regardless. This was Wang Chong's first time seeing this Great Minister of the Ngari Royal Lineage.


But in this single meeting, Wang Chong immediately realized that Dalun Ruozan was far more difficult to deal with than he had imagined.


A heavy sword has no edge, and great skill lies in simplicity! A person like Dalun Ruozan has a certain aim with his every move. A few simple words were enough to deal a blow to the army's morale! If this person doesn't die, he'll be a major problem for the Great Tang! Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


His father's personality was not suitable to fight with a mouth like Dalun Ruozan's. Wang Chong's eyes quickly turned to Xianyu Zhongtong.


"Milord…"


Wang Chong suddenly took a few steps forward and began to whisper.


"Hahaha, since ancient times, the defeated general has always surrendered to the victorious general. I've never heard of the victorious general surrendering to the defeated general. Ü-Tsang has always claimed that its cavalry is invincible as it vies to dominate the world. But even in an advantageous situation, Ü-Tsang was not only no match for us, it even lost fifty thousand soldiers. How could this army be one worth surrendering to? Dalun Ruozan, don't you think you've overestimated yourself too much?


"Yesterday was fifty thousand. How many do you think you will lose today?"


Xianyu Zhongtong's roaring laughter echoed through the heavens.


"Bastard!"


Dalun Ruozan said nothing, but Jiaosiluo, Fengjiayi, and Longqinba turned purple with rage. Xianyu Zhongtong's words clearly referred to their defeats from last night.


"Don't worry about him. He's intentionally trying to enrage you. Look around," Dalun Ruozan sternly warned.


This note of caution caused them all to momentarily slow. Subconsciously, they looked around and saw that the morale of their troops had clearly been affected.




"This…"


For a moment, they were all speechless.


It was clear that this had been a type of psychological attack.


"Hmph!"


Dalun Ruozan coldly snorted and quickly raised his head to look back at the summit.


"Xianyu Zhongtong, good or bad, you're still the grand Protector-General of the Annan Protectorate. When did you start acting as a spokesperson for someone else? You should just have that boy Wang Chong behind you come on out!"


Wang Chong and Xianyu Zhongtong both felt their hearts grow cold. Dalun Ruozan had an extremely sharp sense. With just a glance, he had noticed the truth.


"Hmph, Dalun Ruozan, the both of us should stop playing around with these word tricks. Do you still want to rely on your lips to settle a battle? If you have the capability, you should just prove it on the battlefield."


There was no need for Wang Chong to offer words this time as Xianyu Zhongtong shot back with a cold retort.


Upon hearing this, Dalun Ruozan looked away and began to walk back into the rear.


"Since this is the case, I'll grant your wish!"


……


"How is it?"


In a place a few steps away, Huoshu Huicang and Geluofeng swiftly paced up to meet Dalun Ruozan.


"That brat is harder to deal with than I had imagined, and more cautious as well. For someone like Xianyu Zhongtong to be so obedient was truly beyond my expectations. In such a short amount of time, it seems that child has managed to take complete control over the army. Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong even seem willing to assist him as his aides. This is truly foul news."


Dalun Ruozan creased his brow as he spoke.


His original intention had been to see Wang Chong and see if his conjectures were true. He hadn't expected Wang Chong to not come out at all, but Dalun Ruozan could do nothing about that.


Although he already knew Wang Chong's identity, without seeing him, he wouldn't be able to sound him out and determine what sort of person Wang Chong was.


"All of you have to be careful. This child is going to be very troublesome."


"Might Great Minister be overestimating him too much?"


Geluofeng frowned. He could admit that Wang Chong might be different from normal teenagers. After all, a normal teenager would never be able to give the Tibetan cavalry such a thorough beating.


But even the most formidable teenager was still a teenager. Even if he had some legacy or military text, he was still a teenager. Geluofeng felt like Dalun Ruozan was placing him on too high of a pedestal.


"Hmph, I actually hope I've overestimated him. But as for what he's really like, we'll find out soon."


Dalun Ruozan left with a flick of his sleeve.


I don't believe that you can keep hiding forever…


Dalun Ruozan quickly vanished into the crowd. The matter behind him no longer had anything to do with him. It was now time for generals like Huoshu Huicang and Duan Gequan to step onto the stage.


……


"A moment ago, why didn't you show yourself?"


At almost the same time, on the summit, Xianyu Zhongtong turned to look confusedly at Wang Chong. Dalun Ruozan had mentioned by name that he wanted to see Wang Chong, yet Wang Chong had elected to remain hidden.


Although Xianyu Zhongtong didn't think there was a need for Wang Chong to see Dalun Ruozan, he still felt like Wang Chong had been intentionally hiding behind him.


Even from Xianyu Zhongtong's standpoint, this didn't seem necessary.


"No!"


In a place where the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army couldn't see, Wang Chong shook his head, caution on his face.


"Dalun Ruozan is an extremely formidable individual. Although it's not obvious from his appearance, his every move has a deeper meaning. Dalun Ruozan knows this entire army like the back of his hand, including Father and Lord Protector-General, so he can target all of you based on your personalities.


"The Art of War said it well: know yourself and know your enemy, and you will never be defeated. In this entire army, the only person that Dalun Ruozan doesn't understand is me. The less he knows about me, the more cautious he will be and the less recklessly he'll act. This way, the only person you'll have to deal with is Huoshu Huicang. But if he also knows me like the back of his hand, things will be completely different… Don't forget, Ü-Tsang's Ngari Royal Lineage has always paired one civil and one military official, one minister and one general, and they've always helped each other succeed. They're like two walls pressing up against our Great Tang.


"When dealing with someone like this, it's not possible to be overly cautious," Wang Chong said with an incredibly wary expression.


Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong might not be able to see it, but Wang Chong was well aware that in this battle, Dalun Ruozan presented a far greater threat than Huoshu Huicang or Duan Gequan.


Any underestimation of this Ü-Tsang Great Minister would only be a detriment to oneself.


"Father, Lord Xianyu, the Tibetans and the Mengshe Zhao soldiers are about to attack. I leave the rest up to you two," Wang Chong said.


"Mm!"


As Wang Chong brought up this matter, both Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong began to focus. Although Dalun Ruozan had attempted a psychological attack with his advice to surrender, he was not their actual opponent.


The lives of one hundred thousand soldiers and nearly one million civilians were tied to this battle.


"I'm going down first!"


With a flick of his cape, Xianyu Zhongtong descended the mountain.


Although his strategy and tactics were not suitable for him to be a commander-in-chief, he was also over-qualified to be a general. Moreover, the metal slabs Wang Chong had used to set up the defense made it seem like city walls lining a mountain. This was precisely the terrain that Xianyu Zhongtong was skilled in defending.


And in terms of understanding of the Annan Protectorate army, no one could compare to Xianyu Zhongtong. In the battle of Erhai, if Xianyu Zhongtong hadn't had to leave the city he was defending, stripping himself of his expertise to launch an attack on a terrain not at all suitable to his skillset, Geluofeng might not have been able to inflict such grievous losses.


By leaving, Xianyu Zhongtong was clearly expressing his stance: he was truly leaving the empire's southwest to Wang Chong.


With Xianyu Zhongtong gone, only Wang Yan and his son were left on the summit.


"Chong-er, although I didn't hope for you to appear here, our Wang Clan is still a clan of ministers and generals. Whether one is a minister or general, our duty is to devote ourselves to the Empire, to the Great Tang! Since you have talent in the art of war, don't waste it. Your father believes in you!"


Wang Yan turned and faced Wang Chong as he spoke. His eyes were suffused with complex emotions, but even more anticipation.


At this stage of the southwestern war, everyone was looking forward to Wang Chong's performance. At the very least, both Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong had already lost to him.


"Yes, Father!"


Wang Chong clenched his fists, his heart deeply moved.


He had once dreamed about fighting alongside his father, but those had been dreams that could never be fulfilled. Although his father had always encouraged him to join the army, his strict personality forbade his son from joining him on the front lines.


Given his father's nature, for him to say such words and be so certain of him was already quite decent.


Wang Yan quickly took his leave.


Like Xianyu Zhongtong, Wang Yan had also gone to command the army. In the one hundred thousand Tang soldiers, besides the sixty-thousand-some Annan Protectorate army soldiers, the rest were the troops that Wang Yan had commanded and the reinforcements sent by the Imperial Court.


Although Wang Yan didn't understand the Annan Protectorate army, in commanding these soldiers, not even Xianyu Zhongtong could compare to him.


There was probably no one in the world except Wang Chong who could get these two elite defensive generals to wholeheartedly submit themselves.


Bwoooom!


The mournful horns accompanied the beating of drums rising from the enemy camp. The earth quaked as the dense ranks of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army began to move like some primordial beast.


A powerful killing intent rose from the void and quickly shrouded the entire battlefield.


"Zhang Shouzhi, get ready! The final step!"


At the same time, on the summit, Wang Chong swung down his right hand and gave his final order.


Crsssh!


"Pour!"


……


On the summit, the hundreds of craftsmen and sword smiths began to open large metal boxes. With a rustle, countless metal caltrops rolled out of the boxes, filling a region around twenty zhang wide along the mountain.


These caltrops were covered in sharp points, the longest measuring several feet; the shortest, five or six inches. These caltrops of various sizes formed a thick carpet as they poured down the mountain, filling out the last gap in the summit's defenses.


The battle had finally begun.
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Neigh!


Horses neighed in the roaring winds. Once the conversation between Xianyu Zhongtong and Dalun Ruozan concluded, the entire mountain was surrounded in turbulent air currents and an extremely tense atmosphere.


The neighing of warhorses, the thundering of war drums, and the blaring of horns all served to bring the tension to its peak.


Though the faces of the Mengshe Zhao soldiers were obscured under their helmets, the tightness with which they gripped their pikes revealed their true emotions.


Nearby, the Tibetan soldiers who were famed for their ferocity and courage were doing no better. Their constantly blinking eyes amply revealed the unease of these soldiers of the plateau.


The Great Tang at its full flourish had left an indelible impression on Ü-Tsang. When they were still children, they had heard tales about how the Great Tang soldiers had killed their way onto the plateau, even getting close to the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple for a time.


But that was a matter from very long ago, and even the Emperor had been a different one.


The Tibetans had originally forgotten about these memories. Just yesterday, they had even been laughing at the Tang. But the fifty thousand deaths had made these eagles of the plateau remember their past sorrows.


Although no one believed that the Annan Protectorate army could defeat the five hundred thousand soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, there was no doubt that it was an opponent worthy of their respect.


"Move out!"


Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, Duan Gequan, and Geluofeng, the four leaders of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, lined up their horses and faced the mountain, swiftly issuing the order to attack.


"Kiiiill!"


Their cries shook the heavens as the earth quaked. Thousands of fully-armored soldiers, as vast as the sea, began to surge toward the final stronghold of the Great Tang. Surprisingly, however, the first wave of attackers did not consist of the pugnacious Tibetan cavalry, but the soldiers of Mengshe Zhao!


"Ready! Shields!"


With a set of sharp signals, massive steel shields were suddenly raised to the sky like countless fish scales. At the same time, there was a clattering of metal as war halos began to emerge from these large shields.


The Halo of Tenacity, the Halo of Defense, the Black Iron Halo, the Tempering Halo, the Charging Halo, the Attack Halo… thousands of halos began to resonate, their sounds mixing together.


In an instant, an enormous fighting intent exploded out of the Mengshe Zhao soldiers. And in the sky above the shield-bearing soldiers, space began to twist as the image of a massive stone began to manifest, shining with a milky-white light.


When this massive stone appeared, the Mengshe Zhao army took on a completely different tone. It seemed to become much steadier and weightier.


"The Whitestone Corps!"


As Wang Chong looked down from the summit and saw that white stone slowly manifest over the Mengshe Zhao soldiers on the front line, his expression instantly turned grave.


"Geluofeng is burning with ambition, and he's truly been training quite the number of soldiers in these last few years! The quality of these soldiers is still lacking when compared to the Annan Protectorate army, but they're already quite similar in a few aspects."


The Whitestone Corps was one of the elite corps that Geluofeng had trained.


Although Wang Chong had never encountered it before, it had a thunderous reputation. These soldiers had played no small part in the battle of Erhai. The Whitestone Corps was also the largest of Mengshe Zhao's army corps, numbering one hundred thousand.


Rumble! The world quaked as the tidy infantry ranks of the Whitestone Corps began to divide into squares. Through a slow but steady march, they began to approach the summit from all sides.


Upon seeing this, both Wang Chong and the other commanders on the mountain couldn't help but widen their eyes.


In both their marching style and use of shields, Mengshe Zhao's Whitestone Corps is acting almost exactly like an army of the Great Tang. Back then, the Sage Emperor in his kindness provided Mengshe Zhao with many things, including methods to train soldiers and knowledge of formations. But now, Geluofeng is using these things to deal with the Great Tang. This fellow has truly put a lot of thought into his schemes!


As Wang Chong's sleeves flapped in the wind, his mind was buzzing with thoughts. With this similar style of army, Geluofeng's understanding of the Great Tang, and the fact that the Tang were fighting on foreign territory, it was no wonder that the Annan Protectorate army had suffered such a devastating defeat.


Alas, Geluofeng, you encountered me!


As he looked down the mountain, Wang Chong's eyes turned cold and hard. The art of war was about confusing the false and the true. If Geluofeng truly believed that just by defeating the Great Tang once, he could defeat them twice, then he was making a grave mistake.


"Get ready!"


Raising his right hand, Wang Chong swiftly gave his first order. With this order, the air began to rumble as halo after dazzling halo began to ripple out from the mountain.


The one hundred thousand Tang soldiers began to unleash their different halos. Their forces stretched from the summit to the base, all of them behind the layers of steel walls. In a flash, the original mountain disappeared, replaced by a mountain of steel formed from men and walls.


Killing intent and dangerous energies roiled around the mountain, and the Great Tang army exuded a dignified and somber air. All of these soldiers exuded the odor that could only come from well-trained soldiers who had experienced hundreds of battles, the smell of emotionless iron and blood.


Anyone who saw this army would be able to feel that hair-raising strength and demeanor. These thousands of soldiers stood like solemn statues, none of them making a noise, as if all of them were part of the same body.


The strength of thousands had fused into one. This sort of quality was not something an ordinary army could achieve.


At this moment, the one hundred thousand Tang soldiers on the summit were showing traces of that Great Tang which had once swept through the world without equal.


More than one hundred thousand soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army had died in the battle of Erhai, but the soldiers that remained had not only failed to crumble, they had grown even stronger.


"These people…"


At the base of the mountain, the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang commanders couldn't help but widen their eyes at this sight.


Even though they stood on opposing sides, they had to admit that the Great Tang's systematic training produced high-quality soldiers that probably not even the Tibetans could match.


If it weren't for the fact that cavalry were naturally superior to infantry and the fact that Ü-Tsang possessed the most cavalry, the southwestern war might have ended with a completely different result.


"Fight! Fight! Fight!"


As they roared, the thousands of soldiers of the Whitestone Corps used the cover of their shields to slowly approach.


From the mountain came the creaking of countless mechanisms.


While the Mengshe Zhao army was rapidly advancing, the Tang army remained as unmoving as statues. Their cold and bright gazes continued to stare down the mountain.


This combination of movement and stillness only seemed to increase the pressure.


Fifty zhang!


Forty zhang!


Thirty zhang!


Twenty zhang!


……


The air was fraught with tension. Whether it was on the summit or at the base of the mountain, whether Tang, Mengshe, or Tibetan, all the commanders had focused their attention on the place where the lines of the army would first clash.


Finally…


Boom!


With a massive boom, the front ranks of the Whitestone Corp finally met with the Tang ranks and fell into a melee.


"Kiiiill!"


"Kiiiill!"


Soldiers on both sides bellowed. In the instant the two armies clashed, Mengshe Zhao and Great Tang soldiers were cut down like stalks of wheat.


Such was the harvest… From the very start, the battle had reached an extremely intense and callous state.
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"Press forward!"


Without waiting for the battle to develop, Geluofeng sent another wave forward with a wave of his hand, and tens of thousands of soldiers of the Whitestone Corps marched into the fray. The clash of shield against shield, steel against steel, rang out as the dense ranks collided.


"Press forward!"


The second wave had barely arrived and Geluofeng was already sending his third wave of troops sweeping forward.


"Don't give them a chance to rest! Duan Wuzong, go up there and personally hold the line!"


"Yes, Your Majesty!"


At Geluofeng's side, a heroic general carrying a white-tasseled spear urged his horse forward. This was the commander of the Whitestone Corps, Duan Wuzong, and he was also Mengshe Zhao Great General Duan Gequan's cousin.


He was the one who had trained the Whitestone Corps to its current level.


From this action of sending out Duan Wuzong so early, one could see the importance Geluofeng placed on this battle.


Bangbangbangbang!


The air resounded with the rumbling of halos as they overlapped and incessantly pressed forward. In a few short moments, the Great Tang soldiers on the outermost perimeter of the mountain were put under enormous pressure.


Each inch of ground had multiple members of the Whitestone Corps charging into it.


Massive Halos of Thorns intersected with each other, their rumbling and clattering mixed in with the endless cries of battle. Geluofeng used no other strategy than that of sheer numbers to push and press against the Annan Protectorate army garrisoned on the mountain.


In a one-on-one matchup, a soldier of the Whitestone Corps was no match for a soldier of the Annan Protectorate army, not in strength, speed, or dexterity. But when their numbers reached a certain level, this quantitative change would effect a qualitative change, and everything would be different.


"Let's see how they do?"


At the base of the mountain, Geluofeng, Huoshu Huicang, and Dalun Ruozan quietly watched on, everyone waiting in anticipation for the Annan Protectorate army's reaction.


The rows of steel walls on the mountain seemed like an imposing fortress, a castle that wasn't a castle.


Not even people with Geluofeng's or Huoshu Huicang's experiences had ever encountered such a situation before.


Neither of the pair could grasp Wang Chong's strategy.


This first wave was just a test.


"What do you think they will do?" Geluofeng suddenly asked.


"What they'll do… we'll find out soon." Huoshu Huicang squinted as he spoke.


These two powerhouses of the southwest, enemies yet not enemies, friends yet not friends, in Zhangchou Jianqiong's generation had always suppressed each other. But after Zhangchou Jianqiong, these two had suddenly stood together to deal with the Great Tang.


"The Whitestone Corps is a corps that I trained to have an extremely formidable defense. No matter what sort of tricks they have, their effects will all be greatly reduced against the Whitestone Corps. As long as we can shatter the Annan Protectorate army's defense and annihilate them, the Great Tang's southwest will be ours for the taking. This will be our final battle!"


Geluofeng looked up to the summit as he spoke.


It was the last battle. Once these enemies before him were eliminated, the southwest would be a world that belonged to Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao. At this moment, not even Geluofeng could conceal his agitation.


All that he had anticipated would become reality on the morrow.


"Don't get too careless!" Huoshu Huicang chided from the side.


"What? With our five hundred thousand soldiers, do you think that we can't destroy their remaining forces?" Geluofeng asked, his brow furrowed.


Huoshu Huicang was an Ü-Tsang Great General and incomparably valiant. Geluofeng had originally believed that he would agree with his point of view. To his surprise, Huoshu Huicang had taken a stance that he would have never imagined.


"I didn't say that we wouldn't destroy them. I am only saying that we need to show the appropriate level of caution. I feel that things won't proceed as smoothly as we imagine," Huoshu Huicang calmly said.


For some reason, Huoshu Huicang had an ill foreboding that he couldn't shake off. Perhaps it was because that Tang person on the summit was too quiet. Perhaps it was because the Annan Protectorate army had been retreating all this time but had seemed to stop here solely because of this mountain.


"In short, maintain an appropriate level of vigilance. We just can't get careless…"


……


Bangbangbang!


On the slopes, shield clashed against shield in an unending din.


"Kiiiill!"


"Kiiiill!"


The thousands of Whitestone Corps soldiers roared as they pressed forward.


"Hold!"


"Hold!"


……


The Annan Protectorate army was constantly being pushed back, its shield soldiers constantly retreating. Bangbang! The rocks under their feet shattered as a massive pressure pushed these soldiers on the front line into the dirt and rock of the mountain face.


The collapse of the front line seemed like only a matter of time.


Kacrack!


The grinding of shield on shield made one's teeth ache, and the Great Tang infantry all had red faces from the effort they were putting forth. At the base of the mountain, Geluofeng, Duan Gequan, Fengjiayi, Dalun Ruozan, and Huoshu Huicang were all looking up at the summit.


Once the Great Tang front line could no longer hold, their soldiers would all surge, availing themselves of the mountain to cleave their way to the summit and take care of all the Tang soldiers.


"It's about time!"


As Wang Chong observed the melee from the summit, watching the Great Tang tussle with the Mengshe Zhao and Tibetan soldiers, his gaze slowly turned harsh. Geluofeng and Huoshu Huicang were using the Whitestone Corps to sound him out.


But Wang Chong was sounding them out as well.


Boom!


With a swing of his right hand, the situation changed in a way that the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army did not expect. Right when the Annan Protectorate army seemed to be reaching its breaking point, boom! All the Tang soldiers on the outermost perimeter suddenly retreated, thousands of soldiers rushing further into the mountain.


Buzz! It was so sudden that the Whitestone Corps soldiers farthest back were dumbfounded.


"What's going on here?"


Geluofeng slightly paled at this sudden change.


Although he hoped to see the Annan Protectorate army fail, this sort of utter collapse was occurring far earlier than he had expected. But before he had time to think, all the soldiers of the Whitestone Corps were already surging forward.


"Wait!"


Geluofeng wanted to say more, but it was already too late. Thousands of soldiers were already charging forward, their formations completely ruined.


"Kill!"


"Slaughter them all!"


"Kill these Tang and the southwest will be our world!"


……


The sight of the Annan Protectorate army fleeing had made them all go crazy. With the Tang in front and the Whitestone Corps behind, the two sides began to play out a pursuit drama. Yet none of them noticed that though the soldiers on the front lines had begun to retreat, the Great Tang soldiers on the summit had remained steadfast.


"Begin!"


With the wave of a right hand, the left and right flanks roared to life. Before these countless Whitestone Corps soldiers could react, countless Tang soldiers were charging in.


Bang! Bang! Bang!


Yet the first wave was not the Great Tang infantry, but the sounds of thousands of ballistae. These ballistae had all been concealed behind the steel walls such that they were impossible to see from the base of the mountain.


Swooshswooshswoosh!


Cold lights flashed in the air as these ballista bolts, harbingers of death, thundered toward the soldiers of the Whitestone Corps. There was no time to dodge as the Whitestone Corps was cut down like waves of wheat.


Their roiling Stellar Energy and Halos of Thorns were utterly incapable of stopping the ballista bolts.


"Aaaaah!"


Screams filled the air as thousands of Whitestone Corps soldiers were felled by the assault. Each ballista bolt had run through ten to twenty soldiers.


In normal circumstances, the large shields they wielded would have mollified the damage of these ballistae. However, as they charged, they had clumped together, leaving them no space for such maneuvers.


And their dense ranks were now perfect for the ballista bolts to display their maximum power.


"Retreat! Retreeeeeat!"


"Run! They have ballistae!"


"It's a trap! Hurry! Retreat!"


……


The soldiers instantly fell into chaos.



                                                                        Chapter 565: The Decisive Battle! Initial Victory! 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




"Raise shields!"


"Raise shields!"


"Raise shields!"


……


The officers of the Whitestone Corps began to holler out their orders, but it was too late.


Boom!


Just as one of these Whitestone Corps officers was yelling his orders, the air shrieked as a massive axe spun through the air and cleaved into his skull.


"Kiiiill!"


War cries rose up from all around. The shield soldiers at the front lines of the Annan Protectorate army had already retreated, but at this moment, countless axe soldiers suddenly appeared and began to charge.


Massive axes glimmered with a somber light that could cause anyone to widen their eyes in shock.


Bang! Bang! Bang!


The flying axes howled through the air like drops of rain as they hacked into the ranks of the Whitestone Corps. Bang! Bang! Bang! Countless Whitestone Corps soldiers dropped to the ground like felled trees, their bodies thudding into pools of blood.


"Hold! Hold! Hold…"


The Whitestone Corps commanders in the rear urgently and frenziedly cried out. The Annan Protectorate army soldiers pressing in from their left and right weren't numerous. At the very least, the Whitestone Corps far outnumbered them.


As long as they could resist the frenzied assault of the Annan Protectorate army, the situation could still be altered.


"It's too late!"


On the summit, Wang Chong revealed a sliver of a cold smile as he watched on.


The armies of this era were still focused on advantages in numbers, knowing nothing about the true art of battle. No matter what army they belonged to or how powerful they were, as long as one soldier saw another charging, they would charge as well. At that point, the army was no better than a mob.


They were simply no match for their well-trained opponents who were retreating and attacking as a cohesive unit.


Bang! Bang! Bang!


That brief victory on the battlefield quickly transformed into a one-sided slaughter. Thousands of soldiers from the Annan Protectorate army charging down from the summit were running right over the Whitestone Corps.


In a short time, this test had become a complete reversal.


"Retreat!"


"Withdraaaw!"


At the base of the mountain, the Whitestone Corps Commander Duan Wuzong's face had twisted into a nasty grimace. He was the one who had trained the Whitestone Corps, but not even he had imagined the battle to turn out like this.


"Pass on my order to immediately commit the reserve soldiers!" Duan Wuzong roared in rage.


But before Duan Wuzong could apply his reserve soldiers, right when the Great Tang soldiers had reached the base of the mountain, the pursuit suddenly stopped.


The thousands of soldiers suddenly came to a complete halt, as if there was some invisible line there.


All the soldiers acted uniformly as if they were part of a single person.


The spearmen and axemen retreated to the rear while the shield soldiers halted their retreat and reassumed their places on the front line.


Clangclangclangclang!


Once more, metal shields taller than a man gleamed with cold light as they were erected like walls at the base of the mountain. With shield soldiers in front and spearmen in the back, the battlefield had returned to its former state, as if nothing had happened.


Other than the corpse-covered ground, there was no proof that any battle had taken place!


Silence!


Absolute silence!


Geluofeng and Dalun Ruozan stared at the well-disciplined and cohesive Annan Protectorate army with incredibly nasty grimaces. On the side, Huoshu Huicang narrowed his eyes, his expression turning solemn.


In last night's battle, he had fallen for Wang Chong's scheme to lure the tiger from the mountain. In the entire process, he had also been suffering from Wang Chong's schemes, as Wang Chong had never once used his cavalry in a frontal confrontation.


By the time Huoshu Huicang had reached the battlefield, the Annan Protectorate army would have already safely retreated.


This was the first time Huoshu Huicang was seeing Wang Chong command a proper battle.


In this battle, neither side had yet mobilized their entire army. The Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army had only put forward a portion of the Whitestone Corps, and this was no reflection of their actual strength.


But on the mountain, the Tang army had also only utilized their soldiers at the base. From the middle of the mountain up, the rest of the Tang army remained unmoving. Even at that battle's most intense point, they had not moved a single muscle.


There was no doubt that in this probing battle, the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang side had suffered a major defeat!


"Bastard!"


Geluofeng stared at the Tang army on the mountain, his entire body shaking in rage.


The Whitestone Corps was one of the elite corps that he had trained, and he had had high hopes of Duan Wuzong. He hadn't expected that they would be so easily defeated, and in front of Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang as well!


"What is that bastard doing!"


Geluofeng couldn't hold back his rage. In last night's battle, the Tibetans had suffered two grievous defeats and lost more than fifty thousand soldiers. Geluofeng had acted like this was nothing, that he didn't mind, but there was no way for him to not actually care.


What difference was there between Duan Wuzong's performance and the Tibetans'? And to do it in front of Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang, wasn't this pushing his face into the dirt?


"There's no need for Your Majesty to be angry. This was only a test. It doesn't mean anything."


Dalun Ruozan shook his head and continued, "Huoshu Huicang, this is your field. What are your thoughts?"


After saying this, he turned to face Huoshu Huicang.


It took a while for Huoshu Huicang to speak, and his expression was exceptionally focused. "This brat isn't simple! Under his command, the Annan Protectorate army is a completely different army! I'm afraid that this battle will be rather troublesome!"


"Ah!"


Dalun Ruozan couldn't help but arch his brows at these words. His confident smile was no more.


Dalun Ruozan had worked with Huoshu Huicang for many years, and he had rarely seen this sort of expression, much less heard the word 'troublesome' from his lips. Huoshu Huicang had a fierce personality that hungered for battle. When encountering a formidable opponent, he would only think about how to defeat them, not about whether they were troublesome.


"Is this brat really this formidable?"


Dalun Ruozan's brow slowly began to crease. He truly didn't understand military affairs that much, but if Huoshu Huicang was acting this cautiously, then things were completely different.


……


"Congratulations to user for killing 8700 Mengshe Zhao soldiers!"


Meanwhile, the mood on the summit was completely different. Right when the battle had ended, a familiar voice had sounded out like dew descending from the heavens.


Before the battlefield had cleared up, Wang Chong had already known the Mengshe Zhao losses. In these few moments, the Mengshe Zhao army had lost more than eight thousand soldiers!


“Wonderful!” Chen Shusun said from the side as he looked excitedly down at the silent Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army below.


It was hard to blame Chen Shusun for his lack of self-control. Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang had come with a powerful momentum, their five hundred thousand soldiers stretching onto the horizon, covering the land and exerting an enormous pressure.


Though they didn't show it on the surface, everyone, including Chen Shusun, felt this pressure. The Annan Protectorate army had lost in the southwest far too many times.


This battle held a major significance. If they had suffered defeat in this first round, the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army wouldn't even need to charge up the mountain for the morale of the Tang army to crumble.


They were already outnumbered. A defeat in the first clash would have destructive consequences for morale.


But as long as they could win, things were completely different.


The two commanders of the army, Xianyu Zhongtong and Wang Yan, had done nothing, and the majority of the army had not even participated in the battle. This was already an expression of strength!


Wang Chong only faintly smiled in response. This was just an initial test that really didn't count for anything.


Alas, it was just a little lacking!


This thought crossed Wang Chong's mind as he looked down the mountain.


For every ten thousand enemy soldiers he killed, Wang Chong would get a five-hundred-soldier increase in the number of soldiers he could lose. 8,700 soldiers was clearly still some distance from 10,000.
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"Pass on my order. Tell them to not get careless! This was only a test. The battle is still far from starting!" Wang Chong said.


This first clash was extremely important, as it related to the morale of the army. His forces were already lacking in numbers, and if their morale was poor was well, then this battle would already be lost.


But 8,700 kills was merely a drop in the ocean for the 500,000 soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, not even enough to stir some froth in this massive army.


"…In addition, they absolutely can't let down their guard. The Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army has Imperial Great Generals Huoshu Huicang and Duan Gequan commanding it, and neither of them has yet moved."


Chen Shusun bowed and solemnly replied, "Yes, Young Master! Your subordinate understands. I will pass on Young Master's orders."


The five hundred thousand soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army and the two Great Generals Huoshu Huicang and Duan Gequan who had yet to move meant that the situation truly was still grim. It was far from the time to be happy.


As Wang Chong looked down at the somewhat restless Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, he suddenly ordered, "It's about time. Pass on my order to make ready to execute the second plan… Geluofeng and Dalun Ruozan are probably going to move soon."


……


The winds howled, and the air over the battlefield was far more intense than one could imagine.


Geluofeng and Dalun Ruozan acted faster than Wang Chong had expected. Just as Wang Chong had suspected, those eight-thousand-some casualties were no mortal wound to the vast Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army.


"Get ready!" Geluofeng said, his expression cold and hard. "Tell Duan Wuzong to commit the entirety of the Whitestone Corps! The remnants of the Annan Protectorate army don't even reach one hundred thousand. I don't believe that my one hundred thousand soldiers of the Whitestone Corps can't make an opening in the Annan Protectorate army!"


"Yes, your subordinate will comply with this order!"


"Wait a moment! …Tell Duan Wuzong to lead the army himself this time!" Geluofeng coldly ordered. The Annan Protectorate army had not even used seventy percent of its manpower, having mobilized only the troops at the base of the mountain. In these circumstances, Duan Wuzong had still suffered a major defeat, incurring Geluofeng's extreme displeasure.


"Tell Duan Wuzong that if the Tang army retreats, don't rashly pursue! Not unless he's confirmed that the Tang army really is fleeing!"


Suddenly, a cold and emotionless voice rang out in everyone's ears.


"Yes, Milord!"


Before anyone else could react, the bodyguard responsible for delivering the message went stiff. Hurriedly clasping his hands, he gave a deferential bow, an expression of dread on his face.


This voice even seemed to cause the surrounding temperature to drop.


This Duan Gequan… has a rather good eye, cutting straight to the heart of the matter!


Near Geluofeng, nobody noticed a strange light flash through the eyes of Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang.


This Great Tang youth called Wang Chong used an art of war that was completely different from any art of war that these two knew about. Armies competed in terms of sharpness and courage, seeking to break through the opponent's defense. For someone to intentionally show signs of weakness and retreat, then use this opportunity to launch an attack, was a tactic that none of them had ever seen or heard of.


Not even Dalun Ruozan or Huoshu Huicang, with all their experience as powerhouses of the southwest, had ever experienced such a thing.


Mengshe Zhao's Great General, Duan Gequan, had remained behind the curtains all this time, revealing little of his prowess. But just like Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang, he had managed to notice that the Whitestone Corps's defeat had arisen from the intentional show of weakness.


However, Duan Gequan only said these words before resuming his silent stance behind Geluofeng, transforming once more into a lifeless sculpture.


Boomboomboom!


War drums thundered as the front ranks of the vast Mengshe Zhao army once more began to slowly advance toward the mountain base.. In a few short moments, the Whitestone Corps had once more divided itself into orderly squares surrounding the mountain.


"All soldiers, hear my order! Rolling Stone Formation!"


With this resounding voice, a stalwart and well-built figure rode forward on his horse, his hand holding a sword high into the air. And as Duan Wuzong's voice rang through the air, soldiers exuding a majestic aura began to walk out of the ranks and to the very front of the army.


The commanders of the Whitestone Corps had all walked to the very front of the army.


Boom!


With a metallic clatter, a Halo of Thorns the color of white jade began to expand from under the hooves of Duan Wuzong's horse to the other soldiers of the Whitestone Corps. As if this was some sort of signal, Halos of Thorns began to expand from the other officers of the Whitestone Corps to boost the strength of the entire army.


These countless halos reverberated, uniting into a single whole. The energy of the one hundred thousand soldiers of the Whitestone Corps melded into one. With a buzz, space began to twist as this vast and dazzling energy once more manifested into that massive white stone.


"Fight! Fight! Fight!"


With these heaven-shaking roars, the Whitestone Corps once more began to press toward the summit like a moving wall. This time, however, the Whitestone Corps was clearly advancing much more slowly. But the pressure and momentum they exuded had only increased.


"Duan Wuzong!"


On the slope, the commanders of the Annan Protectorate army began to frown. The offensive power of the Whitestone Corps was definitely not the strongest of the Mengshe Zhao army's corps, but it had the most formidable defense. The battle of Erhai had already taught them this harsh lesson.


And as the leader of the Whitestone Corps, the one who had molded it into an army in the style of the Great Tang, Duan Wuzong had long ago become the target of the entire Annan Protectorate army. This was especially the case when one remembered that it was the commander of the Annan Protectorate army who had first taught Mengshe Zhao all this. One could easily imagine how they felt now that the methods they had taught were now being used against them.


"Duan Wuzong, I'll take you on!"


In a flash, a pitch-black horse, abnormally spirited and at least one size bigger than an ordinary warhorse, jumped out from the middle of the mountain, crossing seven or eight zhang with a single leap.


Rumble! Leaving behind a trail of dust and the blazing light of his Halo of Thorns, that general of the Annan Protectorate army descended the mountain. As he moved forward, a massive Halo of Thorns began to swiftly expand in front of him.


"General Zhao, I'll help you!"


Buzz! Soon after, one commander after another of the Annan Protectorate army began to follow him, charging down the slope, leaving behind trails of dust.


Wang Chong's brows rose as he turned his head and asked, "Who is that person?" He had only requested that a sufficiently-ranked general who could command the army work with him, though he had no idea who the general Xianyu Zhongtong had arranged for him was.


"That's Zhao Wujiang, General Zhao! He's an old general of the Annan Protectorate army. Back then, complying with the Sage Emperor's decree, our Annan Protectorate army dispatched a few generals to teach the Mengshe Zhao army the art of war. Zhao Wujiang was one of the participating generals. At the time, both Zhao Wujiang and Duan Wuzong didn't have that high of a rank in the army, and both of them were very young.


"Back then, Zhao Wujiang and Duan Wuzong were the best of friends. In truth, much of Duan Wuzong's knowledge of the art of war was taught by Zhao Wujiang. Zhao Wujiang passed down almost all his knowledge to him. From a certain perspective, the Whitestone Corps was trained up by Zhao Wujiang. Almost no one in the Annan Protectorate army doesn't know of this. In the battle of Erhai, the Whitestone Corps was one of the reasons much of our heavy weaponry and ballistae weren't able to show their full might."


As Chen Shusun looked down the mountain at that figure, he mentally sighed, his heart heavy.


"So it was him!"


A thought suddenly occurred to Wang Chong.


The Annan Protectorate army was the empire's chief garrison in the southwest and had many generals. Neither Mengshe Zhao nor Ü-Tsang could compare, as this was a question of military resources. Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang were both lands barren of military learning, and so they were no match for the Great Tang in this aspect.


This vast number of generals meant that it was impossible for Wang Chong to have an understanding of every one of them.


But amongst all the generals, Zhao Wujiang was definitely one of the more influential ones, with an extremely high rank. Even in his last life, Wang Chong had heard of his name. This person wasn't involved in much, and his cultivation wasn't at Xianyu Zhongtong's level, and certainly not on Zhangchou Jianqiong's level.


But there was one thing that Wang Chong could be sure of: Zhao Wujiang was a fierce general not one bit inferior to Duan Wuzong.


There are fathers and sons in the army, but no brothers on the battlefield. Zhao Wujiang and Duan Wuzong might once have treated each other as brothers, but his actions were partially responsible for the current situation in the southwest. Now that Duan Wuzong is entering the fray, it's truly suitable for Zhao Wujiang to hold the line! Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


The art of war was like the art of chess, soldier against soldier, general against general. Wang Chong didn't have a deep understanding of Zhao Wujiang's ability, nor had he ever experienced it before. But none of this was important, because starting from this moment, the true director of the chessboard was not Zhao Wujiang, but himself.


The matters of the world are like a chess game, as is the art of war. Whether soldier or general, all of them are pieces on the chess board. Dalun Ruozan, Geluofeng… come, let me see your abilities!


Wang Chong looked down the mountain and waved his hand.


Buzz!


The mountain quaked. This time, over thirty thousand Tang soldiers advanced, more than a third of the army preparing to participate in this second round. Bangbangbangbang! War halo after dazzling war halo began to expand, appearing from the sky like ripples spreading over the surface of a lake as they expanded to cover the surrounding army.


The Halo of Charge, the Halo of Defense, the Black Iron Halo, the Halo of Tenacity, the Charging Bull Halo, the Attack Halo, the Strength Halo… thousands of halos merged together, covering the slopes. Bzzt! The entire mountain seemed to transform into a wall of steel, exuding a dreadful aura.


"Kill! Kill! Kill!"


With their tall shields planted into the ground, the Annan Protectorate army roared with shouts that caused the mountain to quake.


The first fight had just concluded and the second battle was already about to begin. It was much faster than many of these soldiers had imagined…


Neeeeigh!


With a chorus of fierce neighs, the Whitestone Corps clashed with the Annan Protectorate army like two tides colliding. Rumble! The moment the two armies collided, the earth began to quake. This did not seem like two armies fighting, but two behemoths from time immemorial crashing against each other.


The battle had begun once more!
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On the fierce battlefield, an individual's martial strength had much less impact. More emphasis was placed on the strength and cooperation of the entire army. In this war, if the Annan Protectorate army were regarded as a sturdy dike, the Whitestone Corps would be the ferocious waves, endlessly beating against the walls.


Although the Whitestone Corps outnumbered the Annan Protectorate army and had similar training, the individual quality of each soldier of the Annan Protectorate army, the overall strength of the army, and the cooperation between soldiers completely surpassed the Whitestone Corps, creating an absolute advantage.


Along the slope, the tens of thousands of Tang soldiers were using the steel walls Wang Chong had set up and distributing their forces in such a way that they could display an unbelievable defensive power. On this battlefield, it often required three soldiers, sometimes even more, of the Whitestone Corps to put any significant pressure on a single Tang soldier.


And to break through required even more manpower!


Such a fighting style was simply unthinkable on the plains.


"The General has ordered that anyone who dares to retreat will be immediately executed!"


"The General has ordered that each kill will be rewarded with ten taels of gold. Those who kill ten enemies will receive a title of nobility that can be passed on to your heirs!"


……


A Whitestone Corps commander with a scar on his face shouted himself hoarse. Seeing a soldier in the crowd who wanted to retreat, he lashed out with his whip, shattering that soldier's armor and sending his screaming body flying.


Duba Luochi was a rather famous battlefield supervisor of the Whitestone Corps.


In a battle, whenever he saw someone retreating, he would act without mercy. This time, the commander-in-chief of the Whitestone Corps, Duan Wuzong, had personally stepped onto the battlefield, and all his officers had followed. Duba Luochi was one of them. With the Tang army suddenly becoming like an impenetrable wall, everyone was under immense pressure. There were many generals like Duba Luochi frenziedly overseeing the battlefield.


"Groups one and two, go up together! Use shields to open the path, spearmen behind… The first to break the Tang defense will be richly rewarded!"


"Groups three and four, fill the ranks, and don't retreat! His Majesty is observing the battle from the rear. Anyone who dares to retreat will have their family and relatives executed!"


"The Tang soldiers are just sheep in wolves' clothing! They're simply no match for us. We know everything that they've been trained in!"


"If we can defeat them once, we can defeat them twice, thrice!"


"One hundred thousand soldiers, one hundred thousand! Our Whitestone Corps has one hundred thousand soldiers and the Tang army on that mountain can barely manage one hundred thousand at their most desperate. I don't believe that we can't break through their defenses with all the soldiers we have!"


"Charge, charge! Steady! Steady…"




……


All the officers of the Whitestone Corps were supervising the battle all along the front line, their Halos of Thorns shining in the air. Unlike in the first wave, the Whitestone Corps was putting all its strength into this assault. Compared to the frequent orders from the officers of the Whitestone Corps, the orders given by the officers of the Annan Protectorate army were much simpler.


"Shield wall!"


"Spearmen, get ready!"


"Reserve forces, prepare to head up at any moment!"


……


As the target of imitation for the Whitestone Corps, the Annan Protectorate army presented a much less complicated picture. In battles of infantry, if the Great Tang claimed to be second, no one in the world would dare claim to be first. In this aspect, Wang Chong hadn't even needed to give any instructions as of yet.


"Not bad!"


On the summit, Wang Chong nodded at this sight.


The Annan Protectorate army had always been a well-trained army, and the battle of Erhai had eliminated the weaker ones, leaving behind only the elite of the elite. The greatest advantages of these elites were their individual strength, ample experience, and ability to cooperate with each other. Most importantly of all, they excelled in executing tactical maneuvers!


Across the world, not a single general existed who didn't want to command such a well-trained army of elites.


Wang Chong had always prioritized the quality of his soldiers. Only once he could ensure the quality would he seek out quantity. But if he could only choose one of the two, he would always pick a well-trained army without hesitation. The rest, whether it was logistics, fighting power, or the pressure from the empire, were of minimal importance in comparison.


Across the entire empire, the Anxi Protectorate army led by Gao Xianzhi and Feng Changqing is probably the strongest. It only has around three hundred thousand soldiers, but with its ballistae and armaments, it's truly armed to the teeth. Moreover, all of the three hundred thousand soldiers can act as both infantry and cavalry, each of them traveling with a horse. Most importantly, they often work together with the cavalry of the various kingdoms of Anxi and are extremely experienced in dealing with nomads. If you add to that the fact that these are the most elite and courageous troops of the empire, the two hundred thousand reserve soldiers in Qixi, and the around one hundred thousand soldiers belonging to the small kingdoms of the Western Regions who obey the Great Tang, and this army is completely capable of intimidating the hundreds of thousands of soldiers from the enemy countries. There's no question that the Anxi Protectorate army is the most powerful fighting force.


But below the Anxi Protectorate army… Geshu Han's Big Dipper Army in Longxi is probably only a little bit inferior, Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


Geshu Han's Big Dipper Army was also a most powerful one, having stopped the assaults from the Ü-Tsang Empire time after time. From the massive Ü-Tsang Empire's inability to get past Geshu Han, one could easily imagine the strength of the Big Dipper Army.


Of the various protectorates of the Great Tang, the Annan Protectorate army suffered from the smallest number of attacks, which resulted in the Annan Protectorate army having the lowest level of strength. However, once the 180,000 elites had been filtered through the grinder that was the battle of Erhai, the sixty-thousand-some left over were the elite of the elite.


Their fighting power had not dropped, only risen!


For one person to command sixty thousand elites of the Annan Protectorate army, its hundreds of commanders, and two fierce generals like Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong… this was beyond Wang Chong's wildest dreams. For such a complete fighting force to have survived until now was something that Wang Chong had never even dared to imagine.


Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, Geluofeng, Duan Gequan… As long as I'm here, none of you will ever be able to get past this mountain, much less wantonly run over the southwest like you did in my last life. Ambition has a price to pay, and a great ambition requires an equally great price. Now is the time for all of you to pay that price… Let me see just who will be the final victor of the southwest!


His sleeves flapping in the wind, Wang Chong looked down the mountain, a harsh light in his eyes.


Boom!


With a heaven-shaking boom, a white figure and its dazzling halo cleaved like a massive sword into the defensive line of the Annan Protectorate army. This massive boom sent the massive metal shields, and the shield soldiers and spearmen behind them, flying like aimless kites.


The Great Tang defense line that had persisted for so long was broken in an instant.


"All troops, charge!"


Duan Wuzong raised the sword in his right hand into the sky, his entire body exuding the aura of a mighty god, powerful ripples of energy rising from him. The first wave had failed, so Duan Wuzong, the commander-in-chief of the Whitestone Corps, had finally decided to personally take the field. And with Duan Wuzong's strike, this second wave pushed toward the Tang army!
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With Duan Wuzong personally leading the charge, the Whitestone Corps became a completely different army. The difference in their damaging capabilities and charging power was like that between night and day.


"I don't believe that the one hundred thousand soldiers of the Whitestone Corps can't break through these soldiers led by a defeated general! Everyone, follow me! Anyone who dares to retreat will be executed without question!"


With a wave of Duan Wuzong's sword, all his bodyguards formed into dense ranks and began to surge forward. His easy defeat at the hands of the Great Tang in front of Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang, as well as Geluofeng's rebuke, had stirred feelings of pride and fury in Duan Wuzong's heart.


Boom!


His dantian vibrated as countless streams of Stellar Energy roiled out. As Duan Wuzong sat on his horse, his sword raised, an image began to appear behind him, that of a Buddha holding baskets of herbs in its hands. Bangbangbang! Space began to vibrate as spheres of light suddenly began to burst out around the Buddha. These spheres of light began to transform into various artifacts: a medicinal pestle, an herbal pot, a medicine stone, a medicine bottle, and a medicine jar. This was the legendary Medicine King of Erhai mythology.


The beliefs of the Six Zhao of Erhai differed from those of the Central Plains. Their religion had been formed from local beliefs.


The Medicine King was both Erhai's god of medicine and god of strength!


It was no secret to the people of Mengshe Zhao that Duan Wuzong cultivated the Medicine King technique.


Rumble!


As Duan Wuzong manifested the Medicine King, a massive Halo of Thorns began to reverberate and revolve around him. In an instant, the earth began to quake and Duan Wuzong's clothes and black hair began to flutter. A storm of energy began to explode from his body.


Boom! With a light jolt from the halo, all the Annan Protectorate army soldiers in a radius of around ten zhang felt their bones shatter and muscles tear. All of them were sent flying into the air like ragdolls.


"All soldiers, advance!"


The officers of the Whitestone Corps acted like a giant net, gathering up their soldiers around Duan Wuzong so that they could charge up the mountain. Rumble! Dust roiled and screams filled the air. Amongst the massive Annan Protectorate army, not a single person was capable of halting Duan Wuzong's advance.


"Kill!"


With Duan Wuzong opening the way, the Whitestone Corp rallied, beginning to yell out as they followed their general up the mountain.


Although Wang Chong had shipped a large number of war armaments from the capital, even going so far as to set up a set of metal walls along the side of the mountain, these metals walls were targeted against cavalry. They weren't much use against infantry, at least not against the Whitestone Corps.


Crash! Like a breaking dike, a hole was quickly opened up in the seemingly impenetrable Tang defense. Under Duan Wuzong's command, this gap further widened.


"Not bad. Uncle Duan is truly putting all his strength into this!"


As Fengjiayi watched the battle from the base of the mountain, a strange look flashed through his eyes.


Behind him, Geluofeng and Duan Gequan also nodded their heads. 'Dispatching a general is not as effective as inciting a general' was one of the oldest maxims of military strategy. With Duan Wuzong personally leading the charge, the performance of the Whitestone Corps had instantly improved.


The Whitestone Corps truly does have some power!


Although it can't compare to the cavalry of Ü-Tsang, they could be commended as elites.


On the other side, although Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang said nothing, they still mentally gave their acknowledgments.


Neither Dalun Ruozan nor Huoshu Huicang had personally witnessed the battle of Erhai, only seen the aftermath. In truth, when they heard that the 180,000 elites of the Annan Protectorate army had lost, the pair had been rather shocked. There was no doubt that Mengshe Zhao under the leadership of Geluofeng was a completely new country.


The strength they had shown was ample proof of this.


Roar!


"Kill!"


"Follow General—slaughter the Tang!"


……


All the soldiers of the Whitestone Corps were suddenly energized, their bellows resounding through the air as they charged up the slope. The Great Tang's situation had instantly become extremely unfavorable. In the first wave, they had managed to persevere for a long time before retreating. This time, however, the defense line had almost instantly collapsed.


Hmph, leading the troops in a charge is a fine thing, but the hard is easy to break. For the grand commander of the army to charge into the enemy formation before the situation is clear, putting themselves at risk, is no sensible act.


As the two sides battled, the only person on this mountain who managed to maintain their calm was Wang Chong.


By leading the charge, Duan Wuzong had bolstered the morale of the Whitestone Corps. He seemed to be building an astonishing momentum, but it wasn't even worth a laugh in Wang Chong's eyes.


He has the courage, but he doesn't have the wisdom or resolve. Duan Wuzong, I'm afraid you wouldn't even count as a third-rate general! Wang Chong thought.


A general should only have to personally lead the charge if the situation required it, not merely because the sovereign had ordered it or because one wanted to open a gap in the enemy's front line. In Wang Chong's eyes, Duan Wuzong's attainments in the art of war weren't enough to make him an average general.


If the commander of an army decided to lead the charge in every battle, what would differentiate him from the common soldiers?


Boom!


Duan Wuzong's large-scale advance wasn't able to last for long. Crash! Right when Duan Wuzong's momentum had reached its peak, there was a massive explosion that brought Duan Wuzong's seemingly unstoppable charge to an immediate halt. It was like a flood crashing against a dike, a windstorm encountering a cliff. In the middle of the army, between two of the large steel walls, a mighty figure descended like a pillar from heaven to stop Duan Wuzong's attacks and prevent the Whitestone Corps from leaving.


One general and one black horse had been enough to stop Duan Wuzong's unstoppable momentum.


"Duan! Wu! Zong!!!"


A voice howled out, each word shouted out from clenched teeth. His red cape flapping in the wind, that dark-skinned general stood erect on his horse with his saber bared. His cold eyes fixed on the charging Duan Wuzong, desiring nothing more than to eat him alive.


"Zhao Wujiang!"


Upon seeing this general, Duan Wuzong appeared dazed for a moment, but he very quickly began to explode with a fiendish energy that soared to the heavens.


"When two armies clash, each person has their master. Don't blame me. Those who try to stop me will die!"


Rumble! Duan Wuzong's massive halo reverberated as his body began to explode with dazzling light. As he waved his longsword, the Medicine King behind him seemed to focus its eyes. Countless medicine pots, pestles, jars… each one, as heavy as a mountain, flew toward Zhao Wujiang in a furious storm.


Boom!


As one of these 'medicine jars' flew past a metal wall, it directly tore it out of the ground, even though each piece of that wall weighed several thousand jin!


Buzz!


There was a flash of light as all the attacking medicine stones, jars, and pots… seemed to strike an invisible wall. Three or four zhang out from Zhao Wujiang, they stopped in the air. These objects formed from destructive Stellar Energy were completely incapable of getting any closer to Zhao Wujiang.


"Treacherous cur! If I knew that you would have betrayed me, I would have executed you back then!"


Zhao Wujiang's eyes were bloodshot, spitting with flames of rage. Fwoom! A bloody fire flashed, incinerating those medicine stones, jars, and pestles. The counterattack of these bloody flames crashed against the Stellar Energy emanating from Duan Wuzong's body.


Crash! A searing and refined energy soared into the sky. Meanwhile, the clanging and clattering of steel filled the air as Zhao Wujiang and Duan Wuzong smashed their Stellar Energies against each other. In a flash, in the moment their Stellar Energies met, the two jumped forward. Clang! Saber met sword, and the collision of blazing Stellar Energy and Halos of Thorns instantly triggered a fierce explosion.


Around this pair, both Great Tang soldier and Whitestone Corps soldier had no time to dodge, even react. Screaming, they were flung away.


"Kill!"


Behind Zhao Wujiang, the officers of the Annan Protectorate army unsheathed their swords and bellowed, taking this opportunity to lead the Annan Protectorate army charging down the mountain. At the same time, the officers of the Whitestone Corps also led their troops up. These two armies who were most similar in style in all of the southwest fell into a fierce melee.


"It's enough!"


On the summit, Wang Chong slowly drew his gaze back and began to look in another direction.


The course of this battle would not be decided by the fight between these two generals. The moment Zhao Wujiang appeared and intercepted Duan Wuzong, the battle had moved onto its next phase.


It's my turn now. Geluofeng, Duan Gequan, this time, your Whitestone Corps won't just be losing eight thousand soldiers!


A chilling smile emerged on Wang Chong's lips as he stared at those two figures in the sea of soldiers.


Courtesy would never be enough to teach a lesson to one's opponent. Only through battle could one leave an indelible mark!


The empire's southwest had already paid too great a price. Now, it was finally time for his enemies to pay for their actions. Although he was currently an insignificant player in the field of martial arts, the art of war had always been a contest of intelligence.


Geluofeng, Duan Gequan, Fengjiayi, and even Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang… no matter what sort of dazzling pasts these foreign powerhouses had, no matter what sort of desires and ambitions they had against the Great Tang, Wang Chong would let them properly understand what the might of the War Saint was!


Only a most painful lesson would teach these foreign dignitaries to respect the Great Tang!


"Pass on my order! Begin the operation!"


With a wave of his right hand, Wang Chong swung down the signal flag.


Zhao Wujiang was only bait. He had never been the commander of this battle. From the moment Duan Wuzong had decided to commit the entirety of his one hundred thousand troops, he had already fallen into Wang Chong's net…
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Boom!


The bloody flag on the summit fluttered for a few moments in the wind before suddenly swinging down. In the next moment, the Annan Protectorate army soldiers who had been putting their lives on the line to defend suddenly loosened up. It was like a bowstring that had been pulled to the breaking point and then suddenly released. In an instant, other than the area where Duan Wuzong was fighting, the Whitestone Corps across the front lines subconsciously began to pursue.


"Not good!"


Duan Wuzong was hypersensitive to his surroundings, and his eyes widened as he noticed this out of the corner of his vision. At any other moment, he would have had ample time to put a stop to this, but now, just when Duan Wuzong was opening his mouth to shout out an order, a bloody light suddenly assailed him. A massive saber cleaved down from the skies, imbued with a destructive energy.


Boom!


Stellar Energy reverberated as two tyrannical energies clashed, their collision transforming into a pillar of light several zhang thick. The order that Duan Wuzong had been preparing to shout out was instantly pushed back into his mouth by Zhao Wujiang's saber.


"Quickly, retreat! Don't chase them!"


At the base of the mountain, Crown Prince Fengjiayi trembled at this sight, his heart seized by anxiety. He had subconsciously taken a few steps forward, but only when a cold gust blew past did he realize that the sounds of fighting on the mountain were too loud for his voice to be heard.


"Disaster! The past is repeating!"


"It's this move again!"


At the base of the mountain, Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang also paled. They recalled that the Annan Protectorate army had used exactly this move not too long ago to inflict a defeat on the Whitestone Corps.


"Kill!"


"Kill!"


"With General here, the Annan Protectorate army can no longer hold on!"


The Whitestone Corps soldiers in the rear didn't understand what was going on up ahead. They only sensed that the front had loosened and immediately rushed up to fill the ranks. The wisdom in Wang Chong's decision to choose this mountain as the place to start the battle was once more showing itself. The incline of the slope and the metal walls looming from its surface greatly limited the vision of the soldiers in the rear. It was simply impossible for them to promptly learn what was happening on the front lines, and certainly not something as subtle as Wang Chong's shift in tactics.


Boom!


As a crowd of soldiers surged forward, their orderly formations once more fell into chaos. The effects from Duan Wuzong's joining the front lines were instantly nullified.


"Kill!"


On the mountain, the dense ranks of spearmen and axemen of the Annan Protectorate army formed a mighty wall and swiftly fell upon the disorderly Whitestone Corps line. Clangclangclang! The clanging of metal and a chorus of screams filled the heavens. An army without organization or formation, in which each soldier was fighting on its own, was nothing more than a scattered mob. Against a regular and organized army, it couldn't even take a single blow.


Swooshswooshswoosh!


Cold pikes plunged in through the chest and out through the back, snuffing out the lives of Whitestone Corps soldiers in mere seconds.


One, two, three, four…


Ten, one hundred, one thousand…


In the blink of an eye, thousands of Whitestone Corps soldiers had fallen. The disorderly Whitestone Corps was simply no match for the unstoppable Annan Protectorate army.


Rumble! Duan Wuzong suddenly pushed back Zhao Wujiang with a slash of his sword and quickly turned around to make some distance, his complexion ashen. "All rear troops, forward! Soldiers in the front, hold the line! Pursuit is forbidden without an order!" Before the battle started, he had already thought about how to defend against this Tang tactic. Even though he had been prepared, he had still unexpectedly fallen for the trap.


Boom!


Bloody light flashed as Zhao Wujiang pursued with his saber. Duan Wuzong had only bought enough time to give this single order before he was once more caught up in battle.


"Duan Wuzong, you still have time to give orders? You should first worry about yourself! Take my sword!"


"Damn it, Zhao Wujiang! You think that you can hold me down like this? Die for me!"


Duan Wuzong's furious roars echoed through the heavens. Alas, no matter how furious he was, when Wang Chong dispatched Zhao Wujiang, his advantages had been completely nullified.


However, despite all this, Duan Wuzong's order had still been useful.


The Whitestone Corps had learned from the Great Tang, learned from the Annan Protectorate army. Purely in terms of ability to execute orders, it was only a little lacking compared to the Great Tang.


"Rear troops, forward! Fill the ranks!"


"Forward troops, pull back! Hold the line!"


"Anyone who dares to charge out of the line will immediately be executed!"


"Quickly! Anyone who dares to act slowly will be handled according to military law!"


Acting on Duan Wuzong's orders, the hundreds of officers of the Whitestone Corps began to adjust, issuing their own orders. Through the officer core of the Whitestone Corps, Duan Wuzong's orders were swiftly carried out. In a very short time, the Whitestone Corps quickly cut off its crumbling front line.


The disorganized soldiers at the front were abandoned while the Whitestone Corps formed a new front line behind them. Further back, the dense ranks of the Whitestone Corps were coming up to reinforce. The previous collapse seemed to be completely ineffective against the rest of the one hundred thousand soldiers of the Whitestone Corps.


Duan Wuzong had already grasped the essence of utilizing his troops. This is no longer something as simple as imitation. He's already managed to truly grasp the idea of changing formations and developed his own style. It looks like Geluofeng, in his many years reigning over the Six Zhao, has engaged in some bold and decisive reforms. At the very least, Mengshe Zhao truly does have the strength to challenge the Annan Protectorate army.


As Wang Chong stood on the summit and watched the Whitestone Corps cut off the front from their rear and swiftly reform their lines, he couldn't help but give a nod of approval. Even as an enemy, Wang Chong had to admit that Geluofeng hadn't managed to conquer the Six Zhao and bring Mengshe Zhao to its current state purely through luck.


It had been no coincidence that the Whitestone Corps led by Duan Wuzong had dealt a heavy blow to Xianyu Zhongtong's Annan Protectorate army.


The current Mengshe Zhao truly did have the military resources to expand outward. At the very least, the Whitestone Corps had immediately decided to give up on some of its soldiers and reform its lines, rendering the tactics of the Annan Protectorate army ineffective, which was not something any ordinary army could do.


Unfortunately for you, it's still useless!


Wang Chong coldly chuckled and made a hand signal, once more giving an order. The blood-red signal flag once more began to wave. Bangbangbang! All the disorderly Whitestone Corps soldiers who had been abandoned were quickly cut down.


Roar!


Bellowing, the sabermen, spearmen, and axemen retreated while the shieldmen charged forward. From the middle of the mountain to the base, the thousands of Annan Protectorate army soldiers once more contended with the soldiers of the Whitestone Corps. Meanwhile, the rest of the army continued to do nothing. Xianyu Zhongtong, Wang Yan, Chen Shusun, and the other high-ranking generals of the Annan Protectorate army, excluding Zhao Wujiang, remained in their positions. None of them moved, as if the battle below had nothing to do with them.


"Kill!"


Countless Tang soldiers surged out like water gushing out of a flood gate, once more charging toward the formations of the Whitestone Corps.


It was a squeeze, a constant squeeze.


A similar scene took place once more, as the thousands of soldiers of the Whitestone Corps also charged. But without Duan Wuzong, the Whitestone Corps no longer presented a lethal danger to the Annan Protectorate army.


Boom!


When the two armies clashed and the two fell into a fierce melee, something surprising occurred.


"Retreat! Quickly withdraw!"


While the Whitestone Corps was completely unprepared, the Tang soldiers at the very front of the lines suddenly retreated. And then something very strange took place.


As if being punched by countless invisible fists, thousands of Whitestone Corps soldiers were carried along by their inertia in pursuit. The formation that had been so tidy and disciplined a few seconds ago once more fell into the exact same chaos.


Under the eyes of Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, Geluofeng, Duan Gequan, and Fengjiayi, these powerhouses of the southwest, the Whitestone Corps once more seemed to fall under Wang Chong's spell, once more fell into the exact same predicament.


At this moment, let alone foreign powerhouses like Geluofeng and Huoshu Huicang, even Xianyu Zhongtong and Wang Yan on the summit gasped.


Duan Wuzong was already doing his utmost to get out of the predicament that Wang Chong had trapped him in, and all the officers of the Whitestone Corps were doing all they could to maintain order in their lines. But in the blink of an eye, all their efforts were rendered for naught. The entire Whitestone Corps once more became a plaything in Wang Chong's palm.


"Hisss, this boy! Duan Wuzong is simply no match for him. He's just being played around with!"


At the base of the mountain, Dalun Ruozan had at some point stopped waving his fan. That leisurely smile on his lips had gradually tightened as he focused.


I'm afraid that I've underestimated this boy!


This was the only thought in Dalun Ruozan's mind.


All of Wang Chong's previous battle were completely meaningless to Dalun Ruozan, as he had not witnessed them. The only ones he had truly seen were Wang Chong's three clashes with the Whitestone Corps. The first two times had not left a very deep impression on him. At the most, he had realized that Wang Chong was quite the talented individual.


But with this third time, with this battle taking place before him, his impressions instantly changed.


Whether Duan Wuzong was willing or not, no matter how hard the officers of the Whitestone Corps worked, no matter how well their soldiers worked together, no matter how much training they had gone through, none of it mattered before this youth called Wang Chong.


With a simple and casual order, Wang Chong had made the efforts of Duan Wuzong and the officers of the Whitestone Corps completely meaningless.


No matter how mentally prepared those soldiers had been, they had still fallen for the trap without the slightest resistance.


What a frightening level of military arts! This youth called Wang Chong is going to be far more troublesome than we thought! He's probably going to be the greatest impediment for our Ü-Tsang Empire in the southwest!


Dalun Ruozan's brow furrowed as this thought flashed through his mind.


He was never one to lightly furrow his brow, but everything was different now.


The Annan Protectorate army was still the same Annan Protectorate army, but the person commanding it was completely different. It was someone incredible sharp and vicious, someone whose thoughts were nigh unfathomable!
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Bangbangbang!


The situation on the battlefield was constantly fluctuating. While Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, and the others were dazed by the tactics being displayed by the Tang army, Wang Chong's tactics were already beginning to show their effects. As the orderly yet dense ranks of the Tang army charged down the mountain, a harvest of slaughter took place once more. One soldier of the Whitestone Corps after another screamed as they were felled by the spears and axes of the Annan Protectorate army.


"Kill! Don't be afraid of them!"


A few of the braver Whitestone Corps soldiers grew furious and roared, attempting to charge forward and take down a few Tang soldiers with them. But with flashes of light, squelch squelch squelch! Sabers and swords stabbed in, running them through. It took mere moments for these fearless soldiers of the Whitestone Corps to fall backward, their eyes wide open.


That shouldn't be!


As these Whitestone Corps soldiers fell, their hearts were filled with reluctance. By the shore of the Erhai, they had killed their fair share of Great Tang elites.


And through the deaths of these elites of the Annan Protectorate army, they had built up a formidable self-confidence.


The Whitestone Corps was not one bit lacking compared to the Annan Protectorate army. No! It far surpassed it!


But none of them understood how things could have changed so quickly. This battle had been fought in a complete fog. Although they had been able to see everything clearly, they were clueless as to what had happened in their defeat.


We clearly had the advantage, so why did it turn out like this…


With these final thoughts, the minds of these Whitestone Corps soldiers went dark. Thud thud thud! Countless corpses covered the mountainside. This time, the casualties the Whitestone Corps had suffered far surpassed the first time, and the deaths had happened over a much shorter period of time.


When more than ten thousand people were taking part in a battle, the number of deaths could climb to a massive sum far faster than people could imagine.


"Warning: the number of deaths in the Annan Protectorate army has reached 1021! User is one step closer to obliteration!


"Congratulations to user! For killing 20000 Mengshe Zhao soldiers, the limit has been increased by 1000 (500*2). The condition for user's obliteration has been updated! When the remaining soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army drop below 39000, user will be obliterated!"


……


A familiar voice unleashed a waterfall of messages in Wang Chong's mind. As he stood on the summit, his hair flying in the wind, a smile crept onto his face.


"The Whitestone Corps… only has eighty thousand soldiers left!"


Mengshe Zhao organized its army in a similar fashion to the Great Tang's. It mostly consisted of infantry, and amongst all the corps, the Whitestone Corps, whose soldiers wielded protective shields, was always the corps at the very front.


Without the protection of the Whitestone Corps, the Mengshe Zhao would present much less of a threat to the Great Tang.


The quality of the Great Tang's equipment was known throughout the world. All of its soldiers were armed to the teeth. If the Whitestone Corps didn't exist, the Great Tang would be able to quickly exploit their advantage in equipment.


With 1021 deaths, this is almost a 20:1 ratio in casualties. Not bad! If I can keep this ratio, the one hundred thousand Great Tang soldiers can grind away all five hundred thousand soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army!


Wang Chong inwardly sneered. With regards to these people with wild ambitions who coveted the Central Plains and the Great Tang, only a harsh lesson would let them understand down to their very bones that there were some things and some people that could not be offended, that could not be coveted!


"Pull back! Back! Back!"


On the mountain, all the soldiers were panicking. The initial eight-thousand-some casualties hadn't caused much of a stir, but now that this number had reached twenty thousand and was still increasing, everything had changed.


Twenty thousand deaths in an army of one hundred thousand was one death in every five soldiers… The corpses scattered over the mountain were not something that anyone could disregard.


"Retreat!"


"Damn it! What did these scoundrels do!"


……


In three consecutive waves, the Tang army had used exactly the same method to defeat the Whitestone Corps, leaving all the officers of the Whitestone Corps terrified. They had completely understood the plan and intention, yet they still could not prevent their enemies from using this simple plan to defeat them.


"Bastard!"


Duan Wuzong was both shocked and infuriated. The Medicine King behind him and the massive Halo of Thorns under him were both being pushed to their maximum level. Boom boom boom! One wave of Stellar Energy after another crashed against Zhao Wujiang.


Duan Wuzong was also putting his sharp sword to good use, unleashing a storm of blows on Zhao Wujiang.


"It's useless!" Zhao Wujiang declared in a bone-chilling voice, his eyes giving Duan Wuzong a profound stare. He had long ago sensed and understood Duan Wuzong's intentions.


"To want to break free of me now, isn't that a little too late?"


Bang!


His right foot pressing against the hardy ground, Zhao Wujiang charged forward like a war god, his long saber slicing through the air with a momentum that could cleave open the heavens. As he slashed down at Duan Wuzong, the pair once more engaged in a fierce battle.


Even though Duan Wuzong already wanted to retreat, no matter how much effort he put in attempting to break free from Zhao Wujiang, his attempts had all failed.


"Bastard, you madman!"


Duan Wuzong's heart was seething with rage. The losses inflicted on the Whitestone Corps made him want to cry tears of blood. These were the soldiers that he had personally trained. The Whitestone Corps was a project that he had poured much of his life into.


Even though the Whitestone Corps had possessed the numerical advantage, it was like a plaything in the hands of the Great Tang. Before the waves of soldiers could show their power, they had become corpses on the mountain.


Although the officers in the army had done their utmost to restrain the army and maintain the formations, their efforts had been fruitless before the tactics of the Great Tang.


"Hahaha, Duan Wuzong, I know that you've been imitating the Great Tang all this time, and I also know that you've always wanted to surpass the Great Tang, surpass me. For Mengshe Zhao to hold such ambitions, to want to take from the Great Tang despite all it has done to help Mengshe Zhao, from military to agriculture, from Confucian teachings to silk production, is absolutely despicable. But, Duan Wuzong, Mengshe Zhao will never succeed, and you will never succeed. Do you know why? Do you know where you are lacking?"


Seeing the impatient Duan Wuzong do all he could to try and escape, but fail time and time again, filled Zhao Wujiang's heart with indescribable pleasure. The loss of so many comrades on the shore of the Erhai had stricken Zhao Wujiang's heart with a terrible pain, and he had believed himself to hold some of the responsibility.


For this reason, he had deeply criticized himself.


Now, however, the sight of these Mengshe Zhao soldiers who had killed his brothers falling one after another, the sight of Duan Wuzong's face twisted in rage, left Zhao Wujiang feeling most refreshed.


"Zhao Wujiang, shut your mouth!!"


Duan Wuzong roared in anger, his eyes bloodshot.


"Hahaha, Duan Wuzong, you don't want to listen, but you must. Do you know why your Mengshe Zhao and Geluofeng will never be able to succeed? Why you and your Whitestone Corps will never be able to compare to the Annan Protectorate army? Because we, because the Great Tang, will always have more talented people than you: talented generals, talented ministers, talented officials… These people might not appear in any particular place, such that you would never know that they existed.




"But when the empire is facing difficulties, when the empire requires them, they will descend from the heavens, one after the other, forming an unending stream to oppose you.


"Did you think that surpassing me was enough? Hahaha, Duan Wuzong, you're too naive! Although I'm a high-ranking general of the Annan Protectorate army, I'm nothing in the Great Tang. There are hundred or thousands of people who surpass Zhao Wujiang in either cultivation or understanding of the art of war. At the heart of the matter, I, Zhao Wujiang, am only a nameless soldier.


"…Do you know who the true commander of this battle was, the one that defeated you? A seventeen-year-old boy, seventeen years old! Duan Wuzong, can you imagine that? An ordinary seventeen-year-old boy can batter your army into utter defeat, can treat your combined Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army of hundreds of thousands of soldiers like a plaything!"


"Bullshit!!"


Duan Wuzong finally couldn't help but curse. Although he knew that Zhao Wujiang was intentionally provoking him, he still couldn't hold back his rage.


Defeating the Great Tang, revitalizing the Six Zhao of Erhai, spreading the name of the Mengshe Zhao Empire across the continent, and raising the banner of Erhai across the Nine Provinces was not Geluofeng's dream alone. It was the dream of all the people of Mengshe Zhao and all of its generals.


Great General Duan Gequan, Crown Prince Fengjiayi, Duan Wuzong, the Whitestone Corps, the Erhai Corps, and the commanders of all the other corps… every general of Mengshe Zhao held this intense desire deep within their hearts.


Thus, Geluofeng was not the only person to have dreamt of this war, to have wanted to incite it. This was the collective wish of the entirety of Mengshe Zhao.


As long as the Great Tang remained along the shores of the Erhai, as long as Mengshe Zhao remained a vassal of the Great Tang, as long as Mengshe Zhao did not surpass the Great Tang, generals like him would continue to appear.


Duan Wuzong could allow Zhao Wujiang to humiliate him, but he could not permit Zhao Wujiang to destroy his dreams.


Squelch!


Right when Duan Wuzong was most furious and agitated, a long sword spitting flames pierced through Duan Wuzong's Stellar Energy and stabbed deep into his shoulder blade. Its scarlet tip emerged from Duan Wuzong's back.


"Aaaaah!"


As Duan Wuzong screamed, Zhao Wujiang's tyrannical and destructive energy passed through the shoulder blade and thundered through the rest of Duan Wuzong, traveling through all his meridians.


The fires of rage were instantly extinguished. Zhao Wujiang stepped forward and slapped Duan Wuzong's chest with his palm. Boom! Under the eyes of thousands of soldiers, Duan Wuzong's body crumpled into a ball and began to spin through the air like a ragdoll.


"General!!"


All the soldiers felt their hearts chill. And at the base of the mountain, Geluofeng and Fengjiayi's minds were completely blank.
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Time seemed to slow to a crawl as countless eyes followed Duan Wuzong's body through the air. Even Wang Chong, who was commanding everything from the summit, couldn't help but widen his eyes.


"Zhao Wujiang…"


A hint of surprise appeared in Wang Chong's eyes.


Duan Wuzong was no weakling. A person who could lead the Whitestone Corps to become one of the strongest corps in the Mengshe Zhao army, and who defeated the Annan Protectorate army in the battle of Erhai, could never be a weakling.


In truth, in the history that Wang Chong knew, Duan Wuzong was a valiant Mengshe Zhao general whose reputation had risen as high as the noon sun, in fact surpassing Zhao Wujiang. Wang Chong had originally believed that it was already enough for Zhao Wujiang to hold down Duan Wuzong and prevent him from being effective.


He hadn't expected Zhao Wujiang to not only block Duan Wuzong but to also send him flying. In terms of strength, he had completely suppressed Duan Wuzong.


Boom!


Duan Wuzong flew through the air like he had been fired from a cannon and crashed into the ground. The ground where Duan Wuzong landed was instantly covered with cracks, and dust from the impact instantly filled the air.


"General!"


"General!"


……


All the Whitestone Corps soldiers in the surroundings paled in shock and began to rush over. Duan Wuzong was the linchpin of the Whitestone Corps. The loss of Duan Wuzong would be like the end of the world for the Whitestone Corps.


The Whitestone Corps has lost!


As Wang Chong looked down from above, an icy light shone in his eyes. It wasn't that a general couldn't fight at the head of one's troops and lead an army in a charge against the enemy formation, but the risks were too great.


If one wanted to be a general who could serve as a model for their soldiers, one first had to be inconceivably powerful. If one did not have the sufficient strength and then suffered a mishap like Duan Wuzong, the morale of the army would instantly crumble.


A general leading the charge could easily raise the morale of the army, but they could also cause the morale of the army to plummet by encountering some sort of mishap.


Perhaps Duan Wuzong himself did not realize that the Whitestone Corps's morale would crumble.


This is what it means to be raised by Xiao He and cast down by Xiao He1! Wang Chong quietly said to himself, his hands held behind his back as he watched the dust rising from that place down below.




'Morale' had never been some immaterial object. An ordinary soldier might be willing to throw caution to the wind and fight alongside their general, or they might think only of fleeing.


If one considered these situations in terms of morale, the morale of the former was at one hundred percent while the morale of the latter was at zero.


On the battlefield, morale was always one of the core factors behind the victory or defeat of an army.


"Protect General!"


"The rest of you lead the army in retreat. I'll delay them!"


"Brothers, General regarded us as his brothers. No matter what, we can't let anything happen to General!"


"Soldiers are trained for one thousand days to be used in a single moment! General has treated us all well, so now it is time to repay General!"


……


Rumble! Before Zhao Wujiang could pursue, the soldiers of the Whitestone Corps charged forward and heedlessly threw themselves at Zhao Wujiang. Any army, no matter how decadent or corrupt, would always have loyal subordinates like these.


And Duan Wuzong, as the commander of the Whitestone Corps, had countless elite soldiers under him, so he certainly wasn't lacking in such subordinates.


Bangbangbang!


Zhao Wujiang's massive Halo of Thorns vibrated, the roiling Stellar Energy sending the Whitestone Corps soldiers flying. Before they even hit the ground, they were already corpses.


Even so, fearless experts continued to charge forward and block Zhao Wujiang's path.


"Kill! Finish off Duan Wuzong!"


"Don't let Duan Wuzong run!"


"Kill these traitorous dogs and open the way for General Zhao!"


"Brothers, forward! The time for revenge is here! Don't let Duan Wuzong escape!"


……


Duan Wuzong had no shortage of loyal guards, and Zhao Wujiang similarly had no shortage of elite and courageous experts. On the mountain slope, Zhao Wujiang's countless soldiers charged down to meet the attack of the Whitestone Corps elites.


Both sides had no fear of death, and the grudges between Zhao Wujiang and Duan Wuzong, between the Annan Protectorate army and the Whitestone Corps, were more than enough to incite both groups to fight to the death.


Boomboomboom!


Waves of energy swept in all directions as the area where the two groups of elites were fighting became a bloody meat grinder. On the other side, a group of core officers of the Whitestone Corps paled at this sight and quickly carried Duan Wuzong down the mountain.


Thumpthump!


Zhao Wujiang's Stellar Energy swept through the field, sending the elites of the Whitestone Corps flying like they were fallen leaves. But in the end, he was still forced to sigh.


"It's a pity… Duan Wuzong, you bastard, it seems like your life won't be ending here!"


Even though the Annan Protectorate army had no small number of experts, Zhao Wujiang had still been off by one last move. The Whitestone Corps' frenzied interception had succeeded in allowing Duan Wuzong to escape.


"Retreat! Quickly withdraw!"


With Duan Wuzong's defeat, the momentum of the Annan Protectorate army was at its highest while the Whitestone Corps was crumbling away in a complete rout!


And unlike the first time, the Whitestone Corps had truly been utterly defeated!


"Hmph, you want to leave? Do you think it's that easy?"


At the peak of the mountain, amidst the blustery winds, Wang Chong was overseeing the entire situation, well aware of everything that was going on. How could he let them retreat so easily? With a sweep of his palm, the entire battlefield shifted. The Tang soldiers began their swift pursuit, quickly catching up with the fleeing Whitestone Corps.


'When the enemy advances, I retreat; when the enemy retreats, I advance; when the enemy attacks, I defend; when the enemy defends, I attack'. These were the simple principles that Wang Chong had used in these melee battles, but they had been enough to turn the smug and aspiring Whitestone Corps into a mere plaything in the palm of his hand!


"Kiiiill!"


The countless warriors of the Annan Protectorate army howled down the mountain. The long training of the Tang army showed itself here, as even in their rapid charge, the Tang soldiers still maintained their formations.


Ten thousand, twenty thousand, thirty thousand…


Like a torn paper fan, more and more of the dispirited Whitestone Corps was caught up by the Annan Protectorate army, and the number of people unable to escape rose to twenty thousand, thirty thousand, and finally forty thousand.


As long as the Whitestone Corps did not dare to resist and put all their mind into fleeing, these people would all be killed, and killed quickly.


There was no faster way to die than exposing one's back to one's enemies!


But if the Whitestone Corps turned around to resist, they would once more fall into Wang Chong's tempo of 'when the enemy advances, I retreat; when the enemy retreats, I advance; when the enemy attacks, I defend; when the enemy defends, I attack'. This was just another, slower, way to die.


And in the end, the number of casualties would be even greater!


"Congratulations to user for killing 30000 Mengshe Zhao army soldiers!"


The familiar voice of the Stone of Destiny rang out in his ear, and as Wang Chong looked down the mountain, a harsh light flashed through his eyes.


Forward is death and retreat is death! Let me see what you will choose!


This thought flashed through Wang Chong's mind as he stood on the summit, a stern look on his face. It seemed as if he belonged to a completely different world.


Now, the right to choose belonged to the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army!


At the base of the mountain, Dalun Ruozan suddenly ordered in Tibetan, "Jiaosiluo, it's your turn!"




"This…"


Jiaosiluo hesitated for a moment, subconsciously turning to look at Great General Huoshu Huicang. Although the Great Minister Dalun Ruozan was nominally the highest-ranked leader of the Ngari Royal Lineage, for military affairs, it was actually Great General Huoshu Huicang who gave the orders.


Moreover, although everyone knew that the Great Minister was extremely intelligent, that was only in terms of schemes and plans. In terms of actual application of the art of war, the Great Minister was not that formidable.


"Didn't you hear the Great Minister's words? Go!" Huoshu Huicang said lightly, his face expressionless as he waved his hand.


"Yes, your subordinates leaves now!"


His mind settled, Jiaosiluo hurriedly bowed and turned to leave.


"Wait a moment! Break in through the northeast!" Huoshu Huicang suddenly yelled at Jiaosiluo.


"Yes, Milord!"


His mind further energized, Jiaosiluo left even faster.


Once Jiaosiluo left, Huoshu Huicang suddenly turned to Dalun Ruozan. "Great Minister is worried about Mengshe Zhao?" He was still speaking in Tibetan so that bystanders couldn't hear. Only he knew that Dalun Ruozan's words back there hadn't been an order, only an expression of his stance… a stance on how the Tibetans should act.


"Yes!"


Dalun Ruozan nodded, a hint of worry in his eyes.


"This brat is more formidable than we imagined. If Mengshe Zhao loses too badly, suffers too many casualties, it won't be of benefit to us. Morale is a very tricky thing. Moreover, even though Geluofeng hasn't said anything, if we truly do nothing, they'll hold a grudge against us! This certainly won't be good for our alliance. After all, we still need their assistance in many other areas."


"This being the case, let us move then," Huoshu Huicang indifferently replied, few emotions evident on his face.


"Huoshu, you entered the army much earlier than I did. I heard that before you were made a general, you served under the command of the White Lion Great General. Besides Zhangchou Jianqiong, you should have interacted with some of the other commanders of the Central Plains. Have you ever encountered such strange fighting methods?"


Wang Chong's tactics were far too bizarre, a constant repetition that was as vexing as maggots gnawing on one's bones. If they retreated, he would attack, and if they attacked, he would retreat. Everyone could see his moves clearly, and even the Whitestone Corps knew what to do, yet they had still fallen prey to this tactic.


The most frightening thing of all was that Duan Wuzong's Whitestone Corps couldn't retreat now, even if it wanted to. If the Tibetans did not intervene, the entire Whitestone Corps might not just lose forty or fifty thousand, but be completely wiped out.


Not many people had noticed this, including Geluofeng!


"I have not!"


A ripple of emotion finally appeared on Huoshu Huicang's placid face, after which came a long silence.


As someone who had contended against the Tiger of the Empire, Zhangchou Jianqiong, for several decades, Huoshu Huicang had long ago become a figure of the southwest whose every move could cause three countries to tremble. Meanwhile, Dalun Ruozan was a person whose reserves of knowledge were as deep as the sea, an existence that many people, including Zhangchou Jianqiong, had to be wary of.
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"Damn it!"


At the base of the mountain, on the northeast side, the ranks of the soldiers were restless. As Jiaosiluo led a group of Tibetan cavalry toward the mountain, he looked up at the scale-like metal walls covering the slopes and felt like his head was aching.


"This brat is completely targeting our Ü-Tsang!"


Duan Wuzong and his Mengshe Zhao infantry probably had not felt much, but as a cavalry commander, Jiaosiluo could tell at a glance that these defenses covering the summit had been targeted at the Tibetans.


"Just where did this kid come from?"


If this time counted as well, then this was Jiaosiluo's third time fighting against Wang Chong. The first time had been during his pursuit of Wang Yan's portion of the Annan Protectorate army, and the second time had been when they had been about to join up with Great General Huoshu Huicang's army on the plains.


It wasn't that the Great Tang had never produced any formidable opponents. For instance, Geshu Han on the Longxi border had always been an opponent that Ü-Tsang had been most wary of. But to speak frankly, after suffering two consecutive defeats and now confronting the dense rows of metal walls covering the mountain, Jiaosiluo truly had the impulse to turn around and run. Only the Great General's order compelled him to stay.


This mountain was no less than hell on earth for cavalry!


Jiaosiluo even suspected that the Great General and the Great Minister had had good reason to use the Mengshe Zhao army as a vanguard.


"This damn brat—if I get my hands on him, I'll tear his body into pieces!"


Jiaosiluo suddenly raised his head and stared at the small and slim figure standing on the summit. Though that figure was not at all stalwart or lofty, it contained a power that could inspire dread and terror.


Even if other people might have been deceived, Jiaosiluo knew that the true commander of this battle, including the battle with Duan Wuzong, was not some other general of the Great Tang, not Wang Yan, not Xianyu Zhongtong, not Zhao Wujiang. From start to finish, it had always been that unfathomable youth on the summit who had seemingly appeared out of thin air.


Great General's judgment was correct. Of the four major regions of the mountain, the northeast corner is the easiest to break through, Jiaosiluo said to himself as he looked up at the mountain.


The entire slope was covered in the soldiers of the Whitestone Corps, who seemed almost magnetically attracted to the soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army. At present, the northeast corner was where the defenses were weakest and where the Tibetans could most easily open a path.


Of course, there was actually an even better path up the mountain. But…


Jiaosiluo glanced at that nearby ten-some-zhang-wide 'path'. As his eyes passed over those hundreds of thousands, perhaps even one million, caltrops of all sizes, his heart shivered.


This was a path of death for cavalry. No cavalry could charge through that path covered in caltrops that ranged from the size of millstones to that of dates. Even clearing up all of them would require several months.


And one also had to account for the fact that Wang Chong had arranged for ballistae and master archers to guard the path, their arrowheads all targeted at the base of the mountain.


Anyone who stepped on this 'path' would only be delivering themselves to the feet of the god of death.


Kaclack!


Veins bulged up from his forehead, but Jiaosiluo quickly managed to cool his temper.


"Soldiers, hear my order. Be ready to follow me!"


Jiaosiluo suddenly waved the halberd in his hand. Immediately after, his horse neighed as he began to charge to the summit, his black and red cape fluttering behind him.


"Hyah!"


Thousands of Tibetan soldiers followed him like carp swimming up a river. All of these cavalry were skilled with both the bow and the horse, and they charged through the 'metal walls' as if no one was there to stop them.


"Brat, if you think these metal pimples can stop us, then you're gravely mistaken! Nothing in this world can completely block us Tibetans!"


Jiaosiluo clenched his teeth as he pressed his muscular body against the body of his highland steed, his heart enraged.


The cavalry of the plains learned how to ride from the time that they were children. The metal walls that Wang Chong had set up on the mountain truly were very large barriers, but it was impossible for them to completely stop the Tibetan charge.


"Everyone, follow me! Let us slaughter them until they're forced to cast off everything in their attempts to flee!"


Jiaosiluo raised his halberd high and bellowed.


Roar!


The Tibetan soldiers behind him roared in response. If one looked down from the sky, one would see a black dragon weaving through the openings in the metal walls, twisting and turning as if swimming through a river.


If a straight charge was impossible, then the cavalry would take an indirect route. This was the method Jiaosiluo had thought of to break through Wang Chong's metal walls.


……


Hmph, he's taken the bait!


On the summit, Wang Chong immediately noticed Jiaosiluo's army weaving through the walls to the northeast, and a cold light flashed in his eyes.


It really was from the northeast corner! Huoshu Huicang, you really have read quite a few of the military texts of the Central Plains.


Wang Chong inwardly sneered.


There had been a rumor for some time that Huoshu Huicang had obtained no small number of military texts from Dalun Ruozan. From them, he had developed a deep understanding of the style of the generals of the Central Plains and was able to easily defeat them.


But because Huoshu Huicang commanded forces consisting of pure cavalry, not the primarily infantry forces of the Central Plains, no one had ever been able to completely verify this rumor.


But with this casual test, Wang Chong had immediately confirmed that there wasn't simply a possibility that Huoshu Huicang had read the military texts of the Central Plains, but an absolute fact.


The rumor could not be false!


To use the military texts of the Central Plains to deal with the commanders of the Central Plains, Huoshu Huicang, I really have to hand it to you for thinking of the idea… Jiaosiluo, since you're here, don't think about leaving. I've prepared a large gift for you!


If Jiaosiluo were to see Wang Chong's expression at this moment, his heart would tremble in fear.


"General Luo!"


"This general is here!"


Responding to Wang Chong's voice, a black-armored general wearing a black cape, whose dark face wore a dignified and stern expression, walked out from behind Wang Chong.


"What order does Young Master have? This general will carry it out at any time!"


The general's pitch-black skin seemed forged from metal, and his every movement was imbued with a powerful will that set him apart from other generals.


Luo Ji, nicknamed 'Iron Spear Luo', was a high-ranking general of the Annan Protectorate army, his rank no less than Zhao Wujiang's. However, while Zhao Wujiang was close to Xianyu Zhongtong, Luo Ji had never mixed well with Xianyu Zhongtong, even though they had both served under Zhangchou Jianqiong.


It wasn't merely because Luo Ji was loyal to Zhangchou Jianqiong. More important was the fact that Luo Ji had always believed that Zhangchou Jianqiong was the only person capable of holding the position of Annan Protector-General. Although Xianyu Zhongtong was Zhangchou Jianqiong's appointed successor, his abilities were not enough for him to inherit the position.


The southwest was linked to Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang, at the intersection of three empires. The situation here was no less complicated than the situations in the Western Regions or Andong. Problems were bound to crop up if a suitably powerful person was not standing guard.


Luo Ji had been proved completely correct by how things had developed.


When the army broke out of Lion City, Luo Ji had immediately chosen to break with Xianyu Zhongtong and lead a part of the army to follow Wang Yan. In Luo Ji's view, the Wang Clan father and son had far greater insight than Xianyu Zhongtong.


At the very least, they always seemed to know what to do in this war and not lead the army into danger like Xianyu Zhongtong.


He truly is a fierce general!


Wang Chong's eyes were very sharp, and when he saw Luo Ji step forth, he mentally gave a nod of approval. The reason he had chosen Luo Ji was very simple. Luo Ji was extremely skilled in using the spear, and was incredibly tough on the offense.


Last time, on the summit, Wang Chong had realized that while Jiaosiluo showed no fear of the rest of the officers that Wang Yan had brought with him from the Annan Protectorate army, he had been extremely wary of Luo Ji.


In the battle, he had done all he could to avoid Luo Ji. In fact, not long after Luo Ji arrived on the scene, he had quickly retreated.


At the time, Wang Chong's sharp senses had noticed that while Jiaosiluo's Swordfanged Beast transformation possessed incredible defensive capabilities, Luo Ji's terrifying spear arts just so happened to counter the Swordfanged Beast.


This was one of the primary reasons Jiaosiluo avoided him.


But, Jiaosiluo, it won't be so easy for you to leave this time!


A cold smile hovered on Wang Chong's lips.


"Zhang Long, Zhao Hu, Chen Qiong, Li Zhi, Fang Tang, Zhou Han!"


"Your subordinate is here!"


"Xu Shiping, Xu Andun!"


"Your subordinate is here!"


"Accompany General Luo! You should know what to do, correct?"


"Your subordinate understands!"


……


With a wave of Wang Chong's sleeve, six of Li Siye's Black Dragon Bandit elites set off together with Xu Shiping and Xu Andun.


Luo Ji's strength was enough to present a massive threat to Jiaosiluo, but this threat was far from fatal. The six Black Dragon Bandit elites and the two high-ranking commandants were the assistants that Wang Chong had provided for Luo Ji.


"General Luo, wait a moment!"


As Luo Ji was preparing to head down, Wang Chong suddenly thought of something. He took the multi-segment spear from his bosom and threw it over.


"If you want to deal with Jiaosiluo, you'll need this. Take it!"


Even someone as composed as Luo Ji was slightly moved at the sight of this folded-up and retracted spear. At this time, Wang Chong would not be giving him any normal spear. Luo Ji could only think of one possibility.


It had to be a Wootz Steel weapon!


"Thank you, Young Master!"


Luo Ji turned around, his heart moved, but his face remained calm and composed.


"Go!"


Wang Chong laughed and said no more.


This segmented spear was based on Marchioness Yi's weapon. The materials making up the spear shaft weren't that high-level. It was simply high-class refined iron mixed with Meteoric Metal powder, further buffed with a large number of toughening inscriptions.


The crucial part was the spearhead!


Wootz Steel was truly too rare, so Wang Chong had decided to save on materials and made only this single Wootz Steel spearhead.


Rumble!


Warhorses rumbled off as Luo Ji mounted his black horse and led his troops charging down the mountain. Regardless of what Wang Chong was thinking, this gift of the Wootz Steel spear was like giving a tiger wings.


The vastness of the mountain made it so that very few people noticed Luo Ji moving out.
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Warhorses neighed as Jiaosiluo led thousands of Tibetan cavalry charging up the mountain slope. This immediately had an effect on the two sides fighting on the mountain.


Neeeeigh!


A warhorse flew forward as one with its rider, and a heavy hoof smashed against the shield of a Tang soldier. With a scream, the soldier was sent flying into the air by the massive impact.


Bangbangbangbang!


One Tibetan cavalryman after another charged up the slope, and with each one, another Great Tang soldier would be sent flying. Cavalry was the most powerful fighting force on the continent, so the power the Tibetan cavalry were able to display far surpassed that of the Whitestone Corps.


Even though their speed was inhibited by the terrain and the metal walls, the Tibetan cavalry were still able to display more power than the Mengshe Zhao soldiers.


"Anyone who stops me dies!"


There was a heaven-shaking roar as the Swordfanged Beast of the Five Tiger Generals, Jiaosiluo, charged into battle. Boom! A massive explosion with Jiaosiluo at the center rippled through the battlefield.


"Aaaaah!"


All the soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army in the area were thrown aside together with mud, rock and gravel, and even a few Whitestone Corps soldiers who were too slow to dodge.


Clang!


Even a few of those massive metal walls were pulled out of the earth by this explosion, crashing back down onto the Annan Protectorate army.


"Die for me!"


Jiaosiluo's helmet suddenly exploded, his hair wildly flying in the air. He leaped off his horse, vanishing into the ranks of the Annan Protectorate army. Boom! A massive Halo of Thorns began to expand through the crowd.


"Aaaaah!"


Shrill screams filled the air as the Tang soldiers were thrown around like ragdolls. These Tang elites who had experienced so many battles were insignificant ants before a top-class general like Jiaosiluo.


Boomboomboom! Jiaosiluo jumped left and right, no one able to stop him. A Great Tang officer charged forward in an attempt to stop him, but he was still three zhang away when Jiaosiluo's plentiful Stellar Energy sent him flying with a jolt.


His chest was caving in while in midair, and he was already breathing his last.


"Hahaha, foul brat! All shitty tactics are nothing before absolute strength! Your death is certain today!"


Jiaosiluo seemed to be insane as he roared in Tibetan.


He was treating the Annan Protectorate army before him as a manifestation of Wang Chong, each individual as a Wang Chong through which he could vent his rage.


Bangbangbang!


Jiaosiluo was like a dragon in human form, slaughtering wherever he went and invigorating the Tibetan soldiers. The armored cavalry rushed behind him, inflicting heavy casualties on the Annan Protectorate army.


"Hahaha, this is all the Tang are!"


"Last time, they needed to rely on the rainstorm and the night. These bastards don't even dare to face us head-on!"


"You're completely right, hahaha!"


"Kill, kill them all!"


……


All the Tibetans immediately regained their energy, especially those who had experienced those two consecutive defeats with Jiaosiluo. Before the battle, each of them had a thick shadow hanging over their hearts, but now, this shadow was no more.


"Kiiiill!"


The arrival of the Tibetans had completely altered the course of this battle, and altered the balance of power between the Whitestone Corps and the Annan Protectorate army. In the northeast corner, wherever the Tibetans struck, the Tang lines would fall into utter chaos.


And once they sensed the changes brought about by the Tibetans, the Mengshe Zhao troops in the other areas also rallied.


"Everyone, don't be afraid! The Tibetans have moved out!"


"Hold! The Annan Protectorate army isn't invincible. The Tibetans are their bane!"


"Everyone, work hard! The Great Tang is about to lose! They can't be any match for us!"


……


All the Whitestone Corps soldiers had originally been fearful and only thinking about fleeing. Suddenly, however, their morale was revived, and one by one, they began to turn and fight back against the Annan Protectorate army.


And despite the fighting power of the Annan Protectorate army, it couldn't do anything against them for a few moments.


The situation had rapidly reversed, Mengshe and Ü-Tsang working together to put the Great Tang at an extreme disadvantage. Yet on the other side, Zhao Wujiang gave a faint smile.


"It really is as Young Master said. Ü-Tsang wasn't able to restrain itself!" Zhao Wujiang said as he listened to the fighting. Besides holding down Duan Wuzong, he had also received another order.


Everything was going as Wang Chong had predicted. Even the Tibetans had mobilized their forces at the exact time.


"Jiaosiluo, you won't be able to go back this time!"


Sheathing his blood-red saber, Zhao Wujiang smiled as he pulled on the reins of his horse and rode off toward the northeast corner, not caring about the battle before him.


"Jiaosiluo, I've come to fight you!"


This mighty shout was like the ringing of a gong, reverberating through the heavens. Even someone several li away could hear it.


"Hmph, not knowing your own strength!"


A derisive snort, equally loud, came from the northeast. At almost the same time, Jiaosiluo was leading his army like a tiger leaping in Zhao Wujiang's direction.


Although Huoshu Huicang had ordered him to break through the northeast corner, that was purely because the Whitestone Corps had the smallest number of soldiers there, making it most convenient for the Tibetan cavalry to charge onto the mountain.


But in Jiaosiluo's heart, the main objective was to defeat the general who had defeated Duan Wuzong, Zhao Wujiang!


"What's the point in defeating someone weaker than you? Only by defeating someone stronger than you can you prove your worth!"


This had been always been the Swordfanged Beast Jiaosiluo's long-held conviction, the principle that he abided by.


Bang!


Zhao Wujiang's horse ran seventy-some zhang, but the mountain was too packed with people for him to travel too quickly. He suddenly jumped off his horse, landing on a metal wall ten-some zhang away.


With another jump, he appeared on yet another wall ten-some zhang away. A majestic Halo of Thorns constantly glimmered, making the armored Zhao Wujiang appear like a god, visible even from several li away.


That dazzling light immediately attracted the attention of everyone on the mountain, and even Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan couldn't help but look over.


As a high-ranking general of the Annan Protectorate army, Zhao Wujiang had quite the prestigious reputation in the southwest, and almost no one could not recognize him. Even Geluofeng and his son Fengjiayi had heard of this person's thunderous deeds.


"It's Zhao Wujiang!"


Crown Prince Fengjiayi's eyes widened.


Zhao Wujiang was a very special existence in Mengshe Zhao. After all, he had once served as a good-natured emissary from the Great Tang to Mengshe Zhao, and he was intimately related to the establishment of the Whitestone Corps.


Before Mengshe Zhao had fought with the Great Tang, Zhao Wujiang had been very famous within the Six Zhao of Erhai.


The people of Mengshe Zhao had a very complicated attitude toward Zhao Wujiang.


Thus, even though Zhao Wujiang had defeated Duan Wuzong, none of them felt much hostility. It was just that the southwestern war was too important for Mengshe Zhao to allow a defeat.


"Royal Father, I'll go up with some troops!"


Fengjiayi's brows rose as he immediately had the impulse to move out.


Geluofeng seemed willing, but when he glanced at Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang, he immediately restrained himself.


"Wait a moment. It's still not time for us to act. If we intervene now, we might displease Huoshu Huicang. In addition, as allies, it should be time for them to make a contribution."


The first part had been spoken in the language of Mengshe Zhao, but for the latter part, he had softened his voice and switched to a dialect that very few people within the Six Zhao could understand.


Fengjiayi looked blankly at him before switching to that Erhai dialect and asking, "But, Royal Father, Jiaosiluo has already moved, so the Great Tang might dispatch another general. Previously, didn't they dispatch Zhao Wujiang when we sent out Duan Wuzong?"


"Hmph, we don't need to trouble ourselves over that. Jiaosiluo is at a level where he'll be able to retreat unharmed as long as Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong don't act. Right now, both Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong are still on the summit… Haven't you noticed that both Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan seem unconcerned?"


Astonished, Fengjiayi shot a glance in their direction. Sure enough, neither Huoshu Huicang nor Dalun Ruozan seemed ready to move, and both had indifferent expressions on their faces.


"Yes, Royal Father!"


Fengjiayi's muscles relaxed as he quickly returned to his position.


……


Boom!


Halfway up the mountain, a brilliant white flame blazed to life. Jiaosiluo had finally triggered his transformation, his massive Halo of Thorns suddenly retracting into his body.


In the next moment, Jiaosiluo disappeared, replaced by a massive Swordfanged Beast swiftly traveling atop the metal walls. Finally…


Boom!


With an earth-shaking boom, Zhao Wujiang and Jiaosiluo leaped up from metal walls ten-some zhang from each other and collided, their Stellar Energies blazing. Under countless stares, they crashed against each other like two meteors, one red and one white.


Rumble! As these two Stellar Energies of opposite nature clashed against each other, the pair exchanged nearly a hundred strikes in that split second.


"Aaaaah!"


While everyone was transfixed by the battle in the air, Zhao Wujiang suddenly screamed as one of Jiaosiluo's paws struck his chest and sent him flying.


Boom!


Dust plumed into the air as Zhao Wujiang's descent sundered the earth.


"General!"


The surrounding Tang soldiers instantly paled in fright and yelled.
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"Hahaha, what Zhao Wujiang? He wasn't much at all!"


The Swordfanged Beast Jiaosiluo couldn't help but laugh after sending Zhao Wujiang flying. Zhao Wujiang was quite the famous figure in the southwest. Solely his relationship with Duan Wuzong and the Whitestone Corps was enough to classify him as a member of the southwest's upper echelon.


Being able to defeat an extremely well-known general of the Great Tang like Zhao Wujiang with a single palm was undoubtedly a great honor for Jiaosiluo.


"I just need to kill Zhao Wujiang and I'll have killed twelve famous Great Tang generals!"


Jiaosiluo heartily laughed.


Zhao Wujiang's war halo was clearly inferior to his Swordfanged Beast Halo. At the very least, his attacks were not strong enough to pierce through his transformation. As someone who had inherited a secret technique from the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple, Jiaosiluo possessed an almost impervious defense. Only the likes of Wang Yan or Xianyu Zhongtong, or perhaps the encirclement of many experts, would be able to break through it.


"Zhao Wujiang, don't think about running!"


The Swordfanged Beast put its four legs to use, its massive body suddenly leaping off the metal wall, headed straight for the place that Zhao Wujiang had landed.


"Move out!"


Zhao Wujiang had reacted faster than Jiaosiluo. Before the Swordfanged Beast had landed, a bloody light rushed out of the dust, charging up the mountain.


"Hahaha, you can't escape!"


Jiaosiluo howled with laughter, his eyes narrowing as they exuded an intense killing intent. Zhao Wujiang was still extremely far from the summit. Even if Wang Yan, Xianyu Zhongtong, or the other generals of the Great Tang were coming to assist, they would still need some time.


"Now is the best time to kill you!"


Jiaosiluo's killing intent was inflamed. A character like Zhao Wujiang was incredibly hard to kill in normal circumstances. He was currently injured and couldn't run very quickly, giving Jiaosiluo his best chance.


"Die for me!"


Jiaosiluo shook two of his paws, jolting away the surrounding Annan Protectorate army soldiers.


"Protect General!"


All around him was chaos as soldiers madly rushed at him.


"Out of my way!"


Jiaosiluo's Stellar Energy exploded. He was a prehistoric beast, his Stellar Energy so thick and condensed that it was almost corporeal, and his reverberating Halo of Thorns was as sharp as a saber. It was practically impossible to get within three zhang of him.


Bang!


His four paws dug into the ground and pushed as Jiaosiluo swiftly pursued Zhao Wujiang.


"Not good—Jiaosiluo has gotten too carried away!"


At the base of the mountain, Fengjiayi couldn't help but raise his eyebrows as he watched Jiaosiluo plunge alone into the ranks of the Annan Protectorate army. 'Don't chase a cornered enemy' wasn't just a saying that applied to forest bandits. It was also appropriate for the battlefield.


By chasing down Zhao Wujiang without even his personal guards, Jiaosiluo was breaking a major taboo.


"This fellow knows nothing at all about the art of war. He has to be brought back!"


Fengjiayi felt a deep concern.


Fengjiayi didn't have much of a good impression of the other Tibetan generals, but he felt a deep connection with Jiaosiluo. The two had worked together to kill no small number of Tang generals.


The two had perfectly complemented each other on the battlefield.


"Wait a moment!" Geluofeng called for Fengjiayi to stop, his expression solemn as he stared at the mountain.


"Look over there. Haven't you noticed anything?"


"What?"


Fengjiayi's eyes focused, and a hint of surprise flickered across his face.


"You underestimate Jiaosiluo too much. If he was really this lacking in intelligence, do you think he would have reached his current position? And he's even ranked second of the Five Tiger Generals. Look carefully at the Great Tang soldiers around him. What do you see?"


"Ah! Royal Father, you're saying…"


Fengjiayi's eyes narrowed as he finally realized.


"Those soldiers are all doing their utmost to protect Zhao Wujiang. If there is an ambush, they would never look like this. In these circumstances, there are only two possibilities. The first is that there is no ambush. It's only because he's seen this that Jiaosiluo would dare to chase after Zhao Wujiang. The second possibility is that there is an ambush, but only Zhao Wujiang knows about it, and the rest of the soldiers are clueless."


"This!!"


Fengjiayi was dumbfounded.


"However, Jiaosiluo was only mobilized a few moments ago while Zhao Wujiang was dispatched to deal with Duan Wuzong. If it is the second possibility, that would mean that when Zhao Wujiang emerged to deal with Duan Wuzong, he had already predicted that Jiaosiluo would appear and also prepared to intentionally get injured. But that seems a little too inconceivable, so I still lean toward the first possibility. Haven't you noticed that Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang are also hesitating?" Geluofeng said.


Fengjiayi turned his head. Sure enough, Huoshu Huicang's fae was tinged with hesitation. It was clear that he was thinking the same thing as Geluofeng.


"It really is the case!"


Fengjiayi's brow quickly relaxed.


Geluofeng was extremely perceptive, so he quickly noticed the change in Fengjiayi's attitude and gave him a mental nod of approval. Fengjiayi was the Crown Prince of Mengshe Zhao and also the son that he was most pleased by.


He was an exceptional martial artist, had received a traditional Tang education in the capital of the Great Tang, had met the Sage Emperor, learned the art of war, and gained an understanding of how the Great Tang political system worked.


At his age, there were far too few people who could match well with him. Crucially, his young age meant that he lacked experience, had not been sufficiently tempered.


He could perceive many things, but it still wasn't enough.


For example, he knew that it was inadvisable to charge alone into enemy ranks, but he hadn't noticed the reaction of the surrounding Tang soldiers. This shouldn't have been the case given Fengjiayi's abilities.


It was just that his mind was unsettled and he lacked a little maturity and composure. These were the disadvantages brought about by his young age and lack of experience.


"This fellow Jiaosiluo really might be able to kill Zhao Wujiang!" Geluofeng muttered to himself as he looked up at the mountain.


The martial arts of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple were completely different from those of the Central Plains, and even more different from those of Mengshe Zhao. Zhao Wujiang might have been able to defeat Duan Wuzong, but there was a real possibility that he could suffer a disastrous defeat against the even more formidable Jiaosiluo.


"However, even if that's the case, we can't just ignore the possibility. Jiayi, ready yourself. After a little while, the situation might require you to go to Jiaosiluo's aid!"


"Yes, Royal Father!"


Fengjiayi immediately left to carry out this order.


"Hold on a second. Don't go too quickly. We don't want to act before the Tibetans do!" Geluofeng said.


The Tibetans had only moved to save the Mengshe Zhao soldiers. If Mengshe Zhao acted now, the Tibetans would inevitably feel rather embarrassed. If their help was of use, it would be fine, but if not, then the Tibetans would only feel displeased by their unnecessary actions.


"Your child understands!"


Fengjiayi nodded and left.


………


On the other side, Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang were carrying on a conversation in Tibetan.


"Fengjiayi has gone!"


These were the first words out of Dalun Ruozan's mouth.


"I saw it!"


Huoshu Huicang nodded, his face emotionless. The two were focused on the mountain and had not even turned their heads to look in the direction of Geluofeng and Fengjiayi, but no action could be hidden from this pair.


"That Crown Prince of Mengshe Zhao seems to have quite the good impression of Jiaosiluo!" Dalun Ruozan noted.


"That's normal! Jiaosiluo is outwardly rough but inwardly kind. Fengjiayi's attitude is very typical!" Huoshu Huicang indifferently said.


If Fengjiayi had heard these words, he would definitely be stunned, as this pair was clearly discussing him.


"However, we should also make our preparations. With Jiaosiluo moving, the Great Tang can't be doing nothing." Dalun Ruozan waved his fan as he spoke.


"Mm, I understand! I've already made arrangements!"


With this said, both Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang fell silent, neither saying a word.


……


While Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, Geluofeng, and Fengjiayi were discussing what to do, on the summit, Jiaosiluo's pursuit of Zhao Wujiang underwent a sudden transformation.


Bang!


Seemingly because Jiaosiluo was coming too quickly, Zhao Wujiang staggered in a moment of carelessness and almost fell. This delay immediately created a fatal flaw.


"An excellent chance!"


Jiaosiluo's eyes brightened at this sight as he immediately seized upon this chance. Rumble! Jiaosiluo's dantian shook as it unleashed a thunderous clattering of metal that caused the ground beneath him to shake.


Borrowing this repulsive force, Jiaosiluo massively accelerated, instantly covering the distance between him and Zhao Wujiang as he descended with the weight of Mount Tai.


"Fierce Beast Stomp!"


Jiaosiluo gathered up all the energy in his body and let out a primordial roar in midair. The claw of a giant beast manifested in the air, the size of a small mountain, and lunged at Zhao Wujiang.


"Hahaha, the twelfth!"


Jiaosiluo roared with laughter. One Zhao Wujiang at peak condition was already no match for him, let alone an injured one.


"Hahaha, you're right on time!"


In a flash, the panicked Zhao Wujiang's eyes suddenly shone with the dazzling light of the sun as Jiaosiluo caught up to him.


"Jiaosiluo, you've taken the bait!"


Boom!


A bloody flame suddenly soared into the sky. As Jiaosiluo looked on, the injured Zhao Wujiang suddenly pushed his palm under him and charged with all his strength at the lunging Jiaosiluo.


At the same time, Jiaosiluo heard heavy booms at his ear. He could sense that several abnormally powerful figures had suddenly appeared amongst the Tang soldiers.


They had been hidden there for some time, only launching their attack once he had chased Zhao Wujiang into the ambush zone.


"Jiaosiluo, hand over your life!"


Boom! There was an earth-shaking explosion as an extremely sharp energy pierced into the sky, so sharp that it seemed like it could tear the sky to pieces.


Iron Spear Luo!


Jiaosiluo felt his heart chill as this thought flashed through his mind. Only that invincible spear user of the Annan Protectorate army, Luo Ji, could unleash such terrifying energy!


I've been ambushed!


As this thought flew through his mind, Zhao Wujiang, Luo Ji, Xu Shiping, Xu Andun, and the six Black Dragon Bandit elites—Zhang Long, Zhao Hu, Chen Qiong, Li Zhi, Fang Tang, and Zhou Han—converged on him from all sides.


These ten people had cut off all of Jiaosiluo's angles of retreat!


Although Zhao Wujiang and Luo Ji were the strongest amongst the ten, the true killing move was embodied in Xu Shiping, Xu Andun, and the Six Black Dragon Bandit elites.


If one looked down from the sky, one would be able to see that all eight of their bodies were glimmering, their Stellar Energies fused into one whole, with the flickering image of a black scythe within.


Death's Scythe! In that calamity, this had been one of the most powerful of the small-scale joint attack formations!
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There were many joint attack formations, especially in the army. Whether it was the Great Tang, Ü-Tsang, or Mengshe Zhao, they all had these kinds of joint attack skills, some well-known and some secret. By combining the strength of many weaker individuals and the strength of the formation, they could challenge and even kill powerful experts.


However, such formations had never been easy to cultivate. They required mutual understanding and cooperation, so as a result, only small-scale joint attack formations were currently in use.


Joint attack formations only truly came into prevalence after the foreign invaders appeared.


All the warriors of the continent, whether they were from the Great Tang of the Central Plains, Ü-Tsang, the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates, or the distant Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu, had realized that none of their attacks were very effective against these otherworldly invaders.


All their attacks were half as powerful when used against these invaders, so they all had to think about other methods. Thus, the small-scale joint attack formations suddenly became the focus of attention.


All the empires and cultures of the world, including the Great Tang and the countries surrounding it, began to devote a large amount of manpower to researching and developing joint attack formations.


A great number of joint attack formations were developed at this time. In a short period of time, the small-scale joint attack formations reached their peak power, and Death's Scythe was an outstanding example from this era.


Although time had been short and Xu Shiping, Xu Andun, and the six Black Dragon elites had still not trained extensively in Death's Scythe, the combined power of these eight was more than enough to deal with Jiaosiluo.


Boom!


Zhao Wujiang and Luo Ji worked together with the Death's Scythe joint attack formation, and it took only a few seconds for the ten people to enclose Jiaosiluo. Even if Jiaosiluo had been ready, it would have still been too late to escape!


"Ah!"


Vast waves of Stellar Energy surged as eleven people clashed in midair and the surrounding soldiers looked on in shock. Jiaosiluo screamed as his Swordfanged Beast transformation was forcefully dispelled, the energy scattering from Jiaosiluo's human form.


Squelch!


A dark red spear, shining with a bloody light, plunged through Jiaosiluo's chest, narrowly missing his heart as it thrust through his organs and out the center of his back.


Luo Ji!


Invincible Iron Spear Luo Ji!


Only one person in the Annan Protectorate army possessed such mighty spear arts that could completely disregard the defense of Jiaosiluo's tough flesh and Stellar Energy: Iron Spear Luo!


Wang Chong's Wootz Steel spear coupled with Luo Ji's terrifying spear arts had pierced straight through Jiaosiluo's Shanzhong acupuncture point, tearing apart the organs in his chest. Even more terrifying was that Luo Ji's incredibly sharp Stellar Energy had already entered Jiaosiluo's body through his spear and was now wreaking havoc amongst his meridians.


"Jiaosiluo!"


"General!"


……


Roars came from all around as the eyes of the distant Tibetan warriors instantly turned red.


Sudden!


Too sudden!


Jiaosiluo had clearly been the pursuer, seemingly unstoppable and incomparably valiant, slaying all who dared to stand before him. Moreover, he had seemed ready to take Zhao Wujiang's life when the situation was reversed in the blink of an eye. Jiaosiluo had turned from pursuer to pursued, to the ambushed.


At the base of the mountain, the commanders of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army felt their hearts stop!


Ambush!


This had been a through-and-through ambush. Zhao Wujiang's injury and escape had all been an act to lure Jiaosiluo into range!


"Damn it! We've been fooled!"


Dalun Ruozan's pupils constricted as the fan in his hand stopped. His eyes turned up to that thin youth on the summit.


Although Iron Spear Luo was famed for his spear arts, he was not known for his wit.


Zhao Wujiang could never have anticipated that it would be Jiaosiluo who would appear after these fierce exchanges!


Dalun Ruozan could think of only one person who could predict, when Duan Wuzong was entering the field, that Jiaosiluo would eventually show up. It was that young Great Tang boy, Wang Chong!


We've fallen for his scheme!


Dalun Ruozan's sleeves fluttered as his right hand clenched his feather fan. For the first time, he felt like he had lost his poise.


There were very few things in the world that could make him feel like he had lost his poise, but this incident was definitely one of them. Dalun Ruozan's loss of poise was certainly not because of Jiaosiluo. Jiaosiluo had merely induced it.


The true reason was that Dalun Ruozan felt that he had encountered a true opponent.


Jiaosiluo was someone that Huoshu Huicang had arranged to send out on the spot. When Duan Wuzong's Whitestone Corps was just beginning its assault, no normal person could have been thinking about trapping Jiaosiluo, and sent out Zhao Wujiang to deal with both.


Dalun Ruozan didn't understand military affairs!


But this incident now had nothing to do with military affairs. Dalun Ruozan felt like he had encountered an opponent who exactly matched him… Even if they weren't at his exact level, they were definitely a strategist on the same tier.


We can't let this brat stick around!


Dalun Ruozan's eyes narrowed as his killing intent blazed to life. He had originally felt that this boy's life should be preserved if possible so that he could obtain his military strategies, but now, Dalun Ruozan had changed his mind.


This level of opponent had to be killed without the slightest delay!


Kaclack!


Sounds like that of popping beans came from next to Dalun Ruozan. Huoshu Huicang remained motionless, his stalwart figure looming like a mountain, but his tightly clenched hands and ashen complexion clearly divulged his emotional state.


Although the offensive capabilities of Jiaosiluo's Swordfanged Beast transformation were inferior to the abilities of Longqinba, it far surpassed Longqinba in terms of the toughness of its flesh, the strength of its defense, and its abilities to safeguard one's life.


The Swordfanged Beast transformation was a supreme defensive technique of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple. Jiaosiluo had chosen to pursue a completely different path from Longqinba, and it was precisely because of this that neither Dalun Ruozan nor Huoshu Huicang had been very worried when Jiaosiluo had gone off in pursuit of Zhao Wujiang.


But Huoshu Huicang could have never predicted this sight taking place before his eyes.


"Tell Huoba Huiyuan to get ready to attack!"


"Yes, Milord!"


……


Putting aside the movements at the base of the mountain, everyone on the mountain was dumbstruck by Jiaosiluo's situation.


"Aaaaah!"


A howl of terrible pain resounded through the sky. As Jiaosiluo and his assailants began to drop down from the sky, Jiaosiluo suddenly snatched Luo Ji's spear with his right hand, preventing Luo Ji from further pushing the spear into his chest.


Bang!


A steely palm fiercely shot toward Luo Ji. As everyone looked on, palms met, and Jiaosiluo borrowed the force of his collision with Luo Ji's palm to break free of the spear and streaked toward the ground, covered in bloody light.


"Get out of my way!" Jiaosiluo roared, his arms opening wide as majestic Stellar Energy flooded out along with a canopy of blood.


"Aaaah!" Screams filled the air as Tang soldiers were cast aside.


Jiaosiluo, stimulated by the pain, was even faster than before, carving out a bloody path through the crowd as he charged down the mountain.


"Don't let him escape!"


In the rear, Luo Ji's spear hit the ground with a bang while a look of surprise flashed through his eyes. Jiaosiluo had still been able to run despite his Shanzhong acupuncture point being run through and the Stellar Energy wreaking havoc in his body!


The constitution of this foreign cur was far more formidable than he had imagined.


Without another word, Luo Ji gripped his spear and began to run after Jiaosiluo with a cold glint in his eyes. Jiaosiluo had already been run through by his spear, and if he really did manage to escape, Luo Ji would become a laughingstock!


"Hand over your life!" Luo Ji bellowed, the mountain trembling at the fury in his voice.


Jiaosiluo was on his list of people who had to die! In this war, he had killed countless soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army, and Luo Ji had wanted nothing more than to find and duel him.


Alas, Jiaosiluo had been incredibly vigilant, almost always noticing him and fleeing. Moreover, he had almost always been accompanied by a large number of soldiers and was practically inseparable from the Crown Prince of Mengshe Zhao, Fengjiayi.


Although Luo Ji was extremely confident in his spear, he did not have the confidence to deal with Jiaosiluo and Fengjiayi at the same time, much less the large number of experts around them!


Bang! Bang! Bang!


Luo Ji pushed his movement techniques to their maximum extent, leaving behind blur after blur as he moved down the mountain.


"After him!"


Xu Shiping, Xu Andun, Zhang Long, Zhao Hu, Chen Qiong, Li Zhi, Fang Tang, and Zhou Han stared blankly for a few moments before quickly giving chase. The smoothness of this fight had caught them by surprise.


Although Death's Scythe had been taught to them by Wang Chong, there had been too little time for them to confirm its strength.


It could actually dispel Jiaosiluo's Stellar Energy transformation. I simply can't believe it! Xu Andun thought as he continued to accelerate.


The closer one was, the more one understood just how powerful Jiaosiluo was. This sort of ferocity and brutality was like that of a primordial behemoth. It wasn't something any ordinary person could deal with.


In addition, he had far more Stellar Energy than the vast majority of generals.


But no one could have expected that single strike to instantly dispel his transformation.


Young Master's planning abilities are truly inconceivable. A brute like Jiaosiluo is nothing more than a plaything in Young Master's palm!


Zhang Long, Zhao Hu, Chen Qiong, Li Zhi, and the other elites were also invigorated.


Zhao Wujiang's feigned retreat was a secret from almost everyone. Only they had understood from the beginning that this was a trap, a net meant to snare Jiaosiluo. It was precisely because they knew this that they all felt a deep admiration for Wang Chong.


The more time they spent with Wang Chong, the more the Black Dragon Bandits admired him. They also now completely understood why their lord, who had managed to singlehandedly defeat the Black Dragon Bandits, showed so much respect to only Wang Chong.
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"Anyone who stops me dies!"


Putting aside Zhang Long, Zhao Hu, Chen Qiong, Li Zhi, and the others in the rear, up ahead, Jiaosiluo was bellowing as he plowed a bloody path, charging forward with more strength than he had ever used in his entire life.


Impossible! Impossible! My Swordfanged Beast Halo is a supreme technique of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple! Master said to me before that with my abilities, as long as I didn't encounter someone like Wang Yan or Xianyu Zhongtong, no one would be able to menace me. How could it be dispelled in a single move?!


How could the Great Tang have someone like this?


It was impossible to describe the panic in Jiaosiluo's heart.


The joint attack had completely annihilated all his confidence. Right now, Jiaosiluo only had a third of his original Stellar Energy, and this Stellar Energy was being depleted at an astonishing speed.


Such were the results of having his beast transformation forcefully dispelled.


A joint attack skill? Which skill was it?


In this battle, only Jiaosiluo was aware that the truly lethal blow that had blown away his Stellar Energy was not Luo Ji's spear or Zhao Wujiang, but the joint attack formation formed by those eight other people.


By the time Luo Ji's spear had stabbed into his body, his Stellar Energy had already been broken.


The Great Tang definitely doesn't have this sort of formation. It must be that brat, it must be…


Jiaosiluo was both astonished and afraid, his entire body trembling. That figure had risen unbidden in his mind. If there was one person who could design such a formation, it was unquestionably that brat.


In this more than a month, Jiaosiluo had never seen such a joint attack formation from the Great Tang. If they had such a thing, they would have used it long ago.


Damn it! Damn it! Damn it…


Jiaosiluo's entire body was shaking, but not with rage. The only thing in his mind was a profound fear. He could guarantee that Zhao Wujiang's feigned defeat to bait him was planned by that boy.


In Jiaosiluo's entire life, he had never felt such fear toward a youth who was weaker than him.


Although that boy was clearly much weaker in terms of strength, Jiaosiluo could not stir any thoughts of revenge. All he felt was fear and an ardent desire to leave this place, leave this mountain.


From the battle together with Fengjiayi to the ambush in the rain and then the ambush of Zhao Wujiang and nine others just now… Jiaosiluo could find no interest in fighting in front of that youth.


Jiaosiluo had felt this feeling before, in front of the Great Minister!


Rumble!


A peal of thunder came from below the mountain as the neighs of countless horses and the clattering of armor mixed together. Jiaosiluo could sense that the Great General had already begun to move and that a new batch of cavalry and experts was currently charging up the mountain. But they would arrive too late.


I have to get back to the army. Only by returning to the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang ranks can I have any hope of survival!


Jiaosiluo's heart was beating fast and he could smell the stench of death. Never had Jiaosiluo felt death so close. It felt like a dagger was prodding into his back, pursuing him like his own shadow. No matter where he went, he could not escape.


"Hand over your life!"


A heaven-shaking roar suddenly rose behind him. After such a long time, Luo Ji had finally caught up. Clang! While a dragon's call echoed through the skies, Luo Ji stomped a foot on the ground. His entire body took off like a cannon shot, the spear in his hands seeming to dance. It was no longer some simple spear, but a dragon, a flood dragon rising from the depths of a deep pool.


Roar!


Luo Ji's eyes turned cold as the spear in his hand called out. Suddenly, it transformed into a bolt of lightning aimed right at Jiaosiluo's back.


"Not good!"


Jiaosiluo was greatly startled, feeling like his soul had left his body. In the past, he would have been able to block Luo Ji's spear, but right now, his strength was utterly insufficient.




Boom!


Suddenly, a Tibetan scimitar flew out of the void and struck Luo Ji's spear. This spear which had been imbued with destructive energy was jolted away.


"Protect General!"


A mustachioed Tibetan officer riding on a horse brushed past Jiaosiluo, his eyes narrowed and gleaming with a sharp light as he leaped toward Luo Ji.


"Kubatuo!"


Jiaosiluo's eyes widened in shock. He recognized this officer, but it wasn't one of his subordinates…


But Kubatuo paid no attention to Jiaosiluo! Clang! His scimitar was already slashing at Luo Ji!


"Impudent!"


Such was Luo Ji's strength that even Jiaosiluo was wary of him, so why did he need to fear these other Tibetan officers? Bang! A single palm was enough to shatter the horse's head and send the body of that muscular highland steed flying off together with the general on its back.


But mere moments after he dispatched the Tibetan officer, more neighs could be heard as another seven or eight Tibetan officers charged forward on their highland steeds.


These Tibetan officers all had fierce gazes and seemed anxious to fight, their Halos of Thorns shining under their feet. They were clearly ready to offer their lives to take down their enemies. Luo Ji blocked five or six of these exceptionally fierce Tibetan officers, but even a peerless spearman like Luo Ji was somewhat slowed by this onslaught of Tibetan officers and was unable to continue his pursuit.


Bangbangbang!


Luo Ji was far from the only being delayed. These Tibetan officers who had seemingly come out of thin air were heedlessly charging at Xu Shiping, Xu Andun, Zhang Long, Zhao Hu, Chen Qiong, Li Zhi… all the people chasing Jiaosiluo were being obstructed.


"Damn it! Even like this, he still managed to escape!"


On the summit, Chen Shusun was stamping his feet in vexation.


Jiaosiluo was an enormous threat on the battlefield, and he had killed a great number of Tang soldiers. If he managed to escape from Wang Chong's trap this time, then it would be even more difficult to kill him in the future.


Moreover, though Luo Ji's spear had pierced through his chest and dealt him a severe injury, this sort of injury was not enough to be lethal. Besides, the Tibetan army had no small number of medicines from the secret reserves of the Great Snow Mountain with them.


As long as Jiaosiluo didn't die, he might soon be bursting with energy once more. By that time, his renewed caution and his inherent ferocity would lead to the deaths of countless more Tang soldiers.


But this was not the greatest of Chen Shusun's worries.


"Aaaaah!"


While Luo Ji, Xu Shiping, Xu Andun and the others were being held by the Tibetan officers, they suddenly heard a scream. This scream was not from Jiaosiluo, but from Zhao Wujiang behind them.


"Longqinba!"


Zhao Wujiang hollered as he was suddenly sent flying out of the ranks like a ragdoll, hurtling toward the summit. Bang! The metal walls trembled as Zhao Wujiang smashed against one of these thick steel pieces. Vomiting blood, his entire person seemed much weaker.


At some point, a stalwart figure, brimming with a destructive aura, had stood up from the crowd. His hair lay spread out behind his back in a wild fashion and the scarlet scimitar in his hand was striking beyond compare.


"Longqinba!"


This sudden sight stupefied everyone. Even Luo Ji paled, and in his panic, almost lost a limb to a Tibetan officer. He recognized that muscular figure. The Annan Protectorate army and the Tibetan could both recognize the high-ranking generals of the opposing side.


Longqinba, the head of the Five Tiger Generals!


The strongest offensive general under Huoshu Huicang's command!


This person's fighting power was even more terrifying than Jiaosiluo's, and his martial arts far surpassed Jiaosiluo. But this was far from Luo Ji's only concern.


How did he appear here?


Luo Ji's heart shivered as he suddenly felt an intense danger. Longqinba was the leader of the Five Tiger Generals, but Luo Ji had not noticed him at all until he struck.


Moreover, only a short time had elapsed since the initial ambush of Jiaosiluo. Even if the Tibetans wanted to rescue him, they didn't have time, not unless…


Dalun Ruozan!


In the blink of an eye, Luo Ji and Chen Shusun, in separate places on the battlefield, immediately had the same thought.


There was only one possibility for Longqinba's swift appearance: before Jiaosiluo's ambush, he had already quietly mixed into the army.


Only two people could have made such arrangements. If it wasn't Dalun Ruozan, then it was Huoshu Huicang!


"Zhao Wujiang's in trouble!"


There was no time to think. A chorus of neighs and furious bellows came from the summit as the high-ranking generals of the Annan Protectorate army began to mount their horses and charge down to Zhao Wujiang's location.


But all of this was too late!


Jiaosiluo was no fool, so for the sake of baiting him, Zhao Wujiang had truly taken a blow. It was only because Longqinba had noticed this that he had thought of ambushing Zhao Wujiang.


At present, Jiaosiluo was still alive while Zhao Wujiang seemed to have entered desperate straits.


Bang!


With an arch of his right foot, Longqinba jumped off the ground like a loosed arrow aimed straight at Zhao Wujiang. His sharp and fierce energy penetrated through space to lock onto Zhao Wujiang!


Boom! This massive strike sent that metal wall section weighing several thousand jin flying away while Zhao Wujiang himself barely managed to dodge.


"Stop him!"


"Quickly save Lord Zhao!"


……


This sudden mishap had truly taken everyone by surprise. At almost the same time, Luo Ji, Xu Shiping, Xu Andun, Zhang Long, Zhao Hu, Chen Qiong, Li Zhi and others all put aside Jiaosiluo and lunged toward Longqinba.


Jiaosiluo had already avoided one disaster, and the experts of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army had already gathered around him. Pursuing him was not guaranteed to result in anything, but if they ignored Zhao Wujiang, then he truly might die.


Longqinba was not an easy person to deal with.


"Hahaha, Great Minister, Great General!"


Jiaosiluo rejoiced upon seeing that Longqinba had come to his aid. He didn't need to think much to know that this had been a plan of the Great Minister and Great General. The Tang had schemed against him, but the Great Minister had schemed against the Tang.
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Great Minister, I knew that you wouldn't stand around and do nothing!


Jiaosiluo was immediately relieved, and that feeling of sharpness at his back had completely vanished. Jiaosiluo knew that he had successfully escaped.


This time, Jiaosiluo had no desire to stop or any thought of achieving any more merit for himself, much less turning around and working together with Longqinba. The urgent task was currently to preserve his life.


As he ran down the mountain, Jiaosiluo failed to notice that a pair of eyes was watching him, though these eyes quickly vanished.


……


"Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang, this minister and general from the Ngari Royal Lineage, truly aren't easy to deal with!"


At the base of the mountain, Geluofeng suddenly sighed.


Even he had not been informed that Longqinba was hidden amongst the army. It was clear that Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang had long ago laid their plans, and that the youngest son of the Wang Clan had fallen for Dalun Ruozan's scheme.


"His reputation as a wise minister was no vain boast!"


A cold and indifferent voice came from behind him, one that could only belong to Mengshe Zhao Great General Duan Gequan. His voice was as calm as water, and placid as an ancient well. Not even Longqinba's appearance had elicited much emotion from him.


"However, not even a wise minister could have predicted Zhao Wujiang trapping Jiaosiluo!"


"Mm, even without the ambush against Jiaosiluo, Longqinba would still have been seeking an opportunity to ambush the Tang. Dalun Ruozan has never done anything for purely one purpose. It looks like the rumors aren't false."


Geluofeng sighed, but this time, he was using a voice transmission art.


It was no secret that experts at his level could control sound waves to send messages over short distances. It was evident that Geluofeng did not wish for Dalun Ruozan or Huoshu Huicang to overhear his conversation with Duan Gequan.


"Gequan, in the future, when we interact with the Tibetans, especially with Dalun Ruozan, we have to be very careful," Geluofeng said.


"Being allies with them is enough! With one Great Tang, they won't have the time to deal with us," Duan Gequan indifferently remarked.


……


In the middle of the mountain, the situation was looking dire.


"Hurry and protect Milord!"


From the moment Longqinba revealed himself, the Tang soldiers in a radius of several hundred zhang began to move, one square after another beginning to charge toward the leader of the Five Tiger Generals.


Boom!


But before they could get close, a majestic burst of Stellar Energy arose from Longqinba's body. Screaming, the neat formations of the Annan Protectorate army were thrown into the distance, these elite soldiers crashing to the ground with bones broken and muscles torn, their blood spattering the ground.


Longqinba's offensive abilities were far greater than Jiaosiluo's, so the Tang soldiers had far greater injuries than the ones who were attacked by Jiaosiluo.


Bang! After casting aside one formation, Longqinba once more charged toward Zhao Wujiang.


"Halt!"


The worried Xu Shiping immediately lunged toward Longqinba. In the pursuit of Jiaosiluo, he had been the one farthest behind, so he was the first to arrive on the scene.


Zhao Wujiang is currently heavily injured and definitely won't be able to last for long. I have to stop him! Xu Shiping said to himself. He had never once felt so worried.


"Shiping! Careful!"


"Lord Xu, careful!"


"Quickly, protect Lord Xu!"


……


At this very moment, a burst of alarmed shouts came from around him. Xu Shiping was still trying to understand why when a massive energy suddenly began to thunder toward him.


"Not good!"


Before Xu Shiping could react, an iron elbow imbued with a terrifying destructive force smashed into his chest.


"Aaaaah!"


Xu Shiping screamed as half his chest caved in and blood exploded from his mouth.


"Go and die!"


While everyone was watching, Longqinba had suddenly stopped pursuing Zhao Wujiang and turned toward Xu Shiping. His elbow had struck his chest and sent him flying.


"Somebody, catch Milord!"


The Tang soldiers paled in fright as they rushed up to catch Xu Shiping. Luo Ji's eyes reddened as he also rushed to assist.


"Halt!"


Raising his spear, Luo Ji blocked the scimitar that Longqinba was slashing down at Xu Andun. Clang! The clash of scimitar and spear made Luo Ji's hand go numb, and he was forced to retreat seven or eight steps. Meanwhile, Longqinba stood like a towering mountain, coldly sneering at Luo Ji.


This is looking bad!


At this moment, Luo Ji's heart was sinking like a stone.


Longqinba's attacks were even sharper than his and far more powerful. But this was not Luo Ji's greatest worry.


Young Master's formation is broken…


This thought flashed through Luo Ji's mind.


Longqinba was even more cunning and difficult to deal with than Jiaosiluo. Although he had acted like he was aiming for Zhao Wujiang, he had actually been planning to injure Xu Shiping. With Xu Shiping heavily injured, the eight-person joint attack formation was immediately shattered.


And without Wang Chong's Death's Scythe joint attack formation, none of the people present would be able to deal with the head of the Five Tiger Generals.


"Hmph!"


As Longqinba towered above like some demonic god, he stared at Luo Ji and snorted with undisguised contempt in his eyes. Then his body swayed as he began charging up the mountain, ignoring Luo Ji.


"Not good!"


Luo Ji's expression immediately tightened as he began chasing after Longqinba.


"General, I've come to help you!"


At the same time, Xu Andun, Zhang Long, Chen Qiong, Li Zhi, and the others arrived, and the nine of them chased after Longqinba together.


……


Action was taking place in two places, each with its own story.


While Longqinba was chasing after Zhao Wujiang with no one able to stop him, elsewhere, Jiaosiluo was about to reach his horse.


Blood was ceaselessly flowing from his body and his injuries were only growing more severe. That condensed and tyrannical stream of Stellar Energy that Luo Ji had unleashed was still wreaking havoc in his body. But Jiaosiluo was not terribly worried, as the Great Minister had a very close relationship to the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple.


In addition, the Great Minister had many secret medicines from the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple with him. Just one of them would be enough to staunch his wounds and put him on the path to recovery. Perhaps he would only need a few days to recover fifty to sixty percent of his strength and return to the battlefield.


And perhaps if he asked very kindly, he could obtain one of those divine medicines that would soon have him vigorous and energetic in no time.


The Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple had a long legacy that even surpassed the Ü-Tsang Empire. It had a few top-class medicines with effects that outsiders could never imagine.


Bzzt!


As Jiaosiluo was staggering along, only a few zhang from his warhorse, a figure suddenly appeared. A Mengshe Zhao soldier covered from head to toe in armor had seemingly accidentally blocked his path.


"Get out of my way!"


Jiaosiluo's right hand extended, impatient to push this soldier out of the way. But just when Jiaosiluo was about to push, the Mengshe Zhao soldier suddenly raised their head to glance at Jiaosiluo.


At that moment, Jiaosiluo felt like he had seen a light of dazzling cold in that soldier's eyes. His two hands paused in midair as his heart froze, gripped by the feeling that disaster was about to strike.


……


"Aaaaah!"


On the mountain, Longqinba was doggedly pursuing Zhao Wujiang, hindering the nine other members of that pursuit party and sweeping away everything before him. He had attracted everyone's attention, even causing the lines of the Annan Protectorate army to crumble. Suddenly, however, he heard a scream.


So heartrending was this scream that it gave everyone a fright.


This was not a scream a normal person would give. Only a dying person could make such a scream.


"Jiaosiluo!"


At the base of the mountain, in the middle of a sea of armored cavalry, Dalun Ruozan suddenly paled as he twisted his head toward that scream. He recognized the voice as Jiaosiluo's.


But hadn't he dispatched Longqinba and already saved him?


Moreover, wasn't he already in the middle of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang ranks? Why did he make such a grievous scream?


Dalun Ruozan suddenly had an extremely bad feeling.


At almost the same time, in the Mengshe Zhao camp, Geluofeng's strongest subordinate, Great General Duan Gequan, suddenly opened his mouth and declared with a tiny hint of emotion in his voice, "Jiaosiluo is finished!"


Time seemed to stop at this moment.


Finally, everyone noticed where that voice had come from.


Right where the Mengshe Zhao and Tibetan armies intersected, a young 'Mengshe Zhao soldier' had pierced his spear through Jiaosiluo's heart and was now raising aloft his giant figure.


The Swordfanged Beast Jiaosiluo, who had once freely reigned over the southwest battlefield, slaughtering countless Great Tang soldiers, was now a lifeless piece of meat hanging from the spear of a Mengshe Zhao soldier, his hands and feet lightly swaying in the wind.


Killed!


Jiaosiluo had been killed! And killed an inch away from success, mere moments from reaching his steed, by a 'Mengshe Zhao soldier'. But even so, everyone knew that this was no Mengshe Zhao soldier!


"Wang Chong!"


Without any reason, that thin figure and the brash and domineering aura it exuded immediately made Dalun Ruozan think of one person. Dalun Ruozan could only think of one person who, in these circumstances, on the complicated battlefield, could predict Jiaosiluo's path of retreat and successfully kill him at the last moment: Wang Chong!


That Great Tang youth who had caused all the problems for the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army!


Swoosh!


A dark red sword plunged into Jiaosiluo's body, sucking out the last drop of his Stellar Energy. That 'Mengshe Zhao soldier' suddenly swelled in strength, his aura only continuing to grow stronger.


"Ha!"


With a shake of the spear, Jiaosiluo's body was thrown several zhang away like a pile of trash. While the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army was still dumbstruck, that 'Mengshe Zhao soldier' immediately began to charge up the mountain.


"Seize him!"


"Spy!"


He's a Tang!"


"Don't let him escape!"


……


Cries of fury and alarm echoed through the sky as the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers began to roar in their respective languages as they pursued that 'Mengshe Zhao soldier'. In particular, the faces of the Mengshe Zhao soldiers were pale from rage.


A valiant general of Ü-Tsang had actually been killed by a Mengshe Zhao soldier! If this caused a misunderstanding with the Tibetans, it would present a major threat to Mengshe Zhao.


More importantly, a person like Jiaosiluo could never have been killed by some ordinary Mengshe Zhao soldier. This person had to be a Tang!
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"Jiaosiluo is dead! Duan Wuzong is injured! All generals, hear my order! Ignore Longqinba! Full advance! Wipe out the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army!"


While everyone was chasing that 'Mengshe Zhao soldier', a thunderous voice suddenly exploded through the air.


Everyone was extremely familiar with this voice. It was Wang Chong's.


While the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army might have been indifferent the first time Wang Chong said those words, when he repeated them in the languages of Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao, everything instantly changed.


Boom!


With a startling rumble, the entire Tang army suddenly underwent a transformation. All the Tang formations gave up the pursuit of Longqinba and began charging down the mountain, acting like the leader of the Five Tiger Generals simply did not exist.


"Kiiiill!"


At the same time, the tens of thousands of Tang soldiers stretching from the middle of the mountain to the summit, who had all been following their orders and not participating in the battle, suddenly yelled out and surged down the mountain like a wave.


From the moment Jiaosiluo led his Tibetan soldiers up the mountain, from the moment Longqinba appeared, the nature of this battle had changed. This was no longer some probing offense, but a true battle.


Buzz!


The Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army that had originally been chasing Wang Chong finally began to appear fearful. Even the bravest of these warriors began to show fear in their eyes when they saw the fresh Tang troops rushing down the mountain in a flood of steel.


The voice had been completely correct. Duan Wuzong had left the battlefield with heavy injures while Jiaosiluo had been killed. Meanwhile, the only commander left who could fight and lead the army was Longqinba, who was up the mountain trying to take down Zhao Wujiang.


The Whitestone Corps and the Tibetan army were truly a host of dragons without a leader!


Regardless of Longqinba's initial plan, from the moment he infiltrated the Tang army and ambushed Zhao Wujiang, he had taken leave of his own troops.


Longqinba's existence was currently unrelated to the state of the army!


"Damn it!"


In the roiling tide of troops, Longqinba's figure was like that of a fierce beast, his domineering aura inspiring dread. But when he saw that tide of steel howling down the mountain, Longqinba couldn't help but pale as a hint of apprehension entered his heart.


A sufficient number of ants could even kill an elephant. In the current situation, no matter how strong he was, he would soon end up too deep in the enemy ranks. Once figures like Xianyu Zhongtong and Wang Yan appeared, it would be too late to retreat.


Although Wang Chong had said to ignore Longqinba, this order actually made Longqinba even more fearful.


"Hmph, no matter what, I'll think about what to do after killing Zhao Wujiang!"


Longqinba's expression hardened as he made his decision. No matter what decision the Great Tang made, he first had to kill Zhao Wujiang. With Jiaosiluo dead, Zhao Wujiang also had to die.


Besides, he had suffered heavy injuries and wasn't far from death!


Bzzt!


Longqinba brought his palms together. Clangclangclang! There was a series of deafening metal clanks as if gears were coming to life. A massive ten-armed bodhisattva of dark golden hue manifested behind Longqinba. Its ten arms unfurled like ten sharp swords, appearing like some sort of metallic sun in the air.


At the same time, a massive grinding came from beneath Longqinba's feet. With the support of a massive black Halo of Thorns, Longqinba became as strong as a demonic god.


Boom!


Longqinba swayed before he suddenly swept forward like a black gale.


Rumble! Wild winds brashly swept over the mountain, and powerful waves of energy swept aside Luo Ji, Xu Andun, the Black Dragon Bandit elites, and the surrounding Annan Protectorate army soldiers.


Longqinba's strength was now at a truly stupefying level!


Clang!


A cold light flashed through the air as Longqinba leaped forward, the scimitar in his hand leaving a long scar through the air as it hurtled toward Zhao Wujiang ten-some zhang away.


So fierce was this scimitar that it immediately stirred a fierce wind and seemed ready to tear open the skies.


Longqinba's ambush and the injury Zhao Wujiang had received from baiting Jiaosiluo left him utterly drained of Stellar Energy and unable to dodge.


Just when Zhao Wujiang was about to die to Longqinba's scimitar…


Boom!


There was a glint of light as a sword infused with Stellar Energy smashed against Longqinba's scimitar. The force of this collision sent the wielder of this sword flying back along with his sword. However, Longqinba's certain-kill strike had been thrown off course.


Crash!


Hitting the ground, the muscular figure of an Annan Protectorate army general staggered back a few steps, his chest heaving. It appeared that he had come off much worse in this clash.


"Lin Wushou!" Luo Ji yelped in surprise, an elated look on his face as he charged forward with Xu Andun and the rest of the Black Dragon Bandit elites. Together with the high-ranking general Lin Wushou, they opposed Longqinba.


"Hmph, it's useless. You lot aren't enough to stop me!"


Longqinba's eyes flashed with a fierce light as a majestic Stellar Energy began to roil through his body like a storm. He didn't have much time left, but it was enough time to kill these few people.


In a flash, just when Longqinba was about to commence a mass slaughter, a voice suddenly rang out. "Luo Ji, Xu Andun, Zhang Hu, attack his right rib together! Lin Wushou, an annihilating strike two inches to the left of the Baihui point on his head!!"


Luo Ji was the first to respond. Boom! The halo under Luo Ji's feet flashed as the thick silver spear left his hand and instantly arrived at Longqinba's right rib.


Lin Wushou reacted right after. With a rumble, a light stabbed straight toward Longqinba's head.


"Milord!"


"Young Master!"


……


The last to react were Xu Andun and the Black Dragon Bandit elites as they finally recognized Wang Chong's voice. Clangclangclang! The seven people immediately shot forward, the Wootz Steel weapons in their hands slashing toward the muscular figure of Longqinba.


And behind these seven was the final attacker: Wang Chong.


Clang! A stream of light zigzagged through the crowd. Before anyone could react, Wang Chong had come with his sword, using his most powerful technique.


"Leaping Dragon Art!"


A massive flood dragon seemed to coil up into the air. Upon reaching a certain height, it suddenly streaked down like a bolt of lightning, crackling down over Longqinba's head.


Boom!


There was a heaven-shaking boom as Luo Ji's spear, Lin Wushou's sword, Wang Chong's Leaping Dragon Art, and the combined attacks of Xu Andun and the Black Dragon elites were all stopped by an invisible barrier.


In a split second, a majestic and hardy wall of Stellar Energy had expanded out of Longqinba's body.


Hiss!


A chorus of gasps came from the surrounding area as all the Annan Protectorate army soldiers who witnessed this sight felt a shiver run down their backs. Longqinba's reserves of Stellar Energy had reached an unthinkable level.


Although he didn't have a sturdy transformation like Jiaosiluo's Swordfanged Beast, he had been able to rely on his vigorous reserves of Stellar Energy to achieve a similar result.


Whoosh! While everyone was stunned at Longqinba's mighty Stellar Energy, there was a flash of bloody light. Without any warning, a stream of Sword Qi pierced through Longqinba's many layers of Stellar Energy, shooting straight toward his head.


Longqinba almost immediately tilted his head, causing this lethal strike to miss him by a hair. The Sword Qi instead struck his back. Shlick! A wound suddenly appeared, blood gushing forth.


"Stellar Energy Piercer!"


Wang Chong's strike had actually managed to trigger the rare effect of the Stellar Energy Piercer.


"What martial art is this?" Longqinba roared. Even someone of his composure couldn't help but pale at this point.


As someone raised by the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple, he had seen all kinds of martial arts, yet he had never encountered such a thing. His Stellar Energy had clearly stopped Wang Chong's attack, yet that stream of Sword Qi had inexplicably managed to get through all of it.


Even Luo Ji couldn't do such a thing, yet the weakling Wang Chong had succeeded.


If he hadn't reacted so promptly, Wang Chong's Sword Qi would have struck a critical point on his head.


Bzzt! Instead of answering, Wang Chong unsheathed a sword from his waist with his left hand and stabbed it toward Longqinba. The more times he attacked, the more chances the Stellar Energy Piercer would have to trigger.


Although he still didn't have a complete grasp over it, he was certain of one thing: as long as he attacked four times, the Stellar Energy Piercer would undoubtedly activate on the fifth attempt.


This was the best method to deal with an expert with reserves of Stellar Energy as deep as Longqinba's.


This was also Wang Chong's only way of threatening him.


This time, however, before Wang Chong could strike, Longqinba pushed out with his arms, causing a fierce wave of tyrannical Stellar Energy to explode from his body.


There was only a massive boom as Wang Chong, Luo Ji, Lin Wushou, Xu Andun… everyone was jolted away.


Longqinba was inconceivably powerful.


But this time, despite the success of his attack, no pleasure could be seen on Longqinba's face, nor any of that previous confidence.


Damn it, this brat can have his formidable military arts, but where did he learn that strange technique from!


Longqinba stood like an iron tower on the mountain slope, his dreadful eyes burning with killing intent as he stared at Wang Chong in the back of the crowd. Wang Chong's appearance had suddenly made this battle extremely disadvantageous to him.


It wasn't merely because of Wang Chong's strange 'Stellar Energy Piercer' that couldn't be defended against. More importantly, the places Wang Chong had pointed out moments before were the flaws in his defense that he had still not properly tempered.


The martial arts of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple were famed for their power, but they were also famed for being difficult to cultivate. Despite cultivating them for ten-some years, achieving great success, he was still clearly quite some distance from perfection.


And his right rib and the Baihui point on his head were precisely the locations of his flaws.


Wang Chong had even managed to specifically pinpoint his weakness as being two inches to the left of the Baihui point, which truly made Longqinba apprehensive.


That location was his fatal weakness.


A fierce killing intent instantly began to boil within Longqinba's mind. But Wang Chong had already made ready, positioning himself behind Luo Ji and Lin Wushou. Even if Longqinba wanted to strike, his chances of success were zero.


"Longqinba, withdraw!"


A voice rang out like a peal of thunder. At the base of the mountain, the looming figure of Huoshu Huicang, the unmoving mountain, had suddenly taken a step forward and issued an order in Tibetan.


Bzzt!


This order was so sudden that let alone Longqinba, even Wang Chong was shocked.


Longqinba had been doubtful at the start, but he quickly noticed something. Turning around, he jumped forward and began to charge down the mountain without another word.
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"What a pity!"


As Wang Chong watched Longqinba streak down the mountain like a bolt of lightning, he couldn't help but sigh.


"That's right! Truly a pity! If we had managed to delay him for just a little longer, Longqinba wouldn't be able to leave even if he wanted to! Although he didn't react, Huoshu Huicang did!" Luo Ji replied.


"What a waste of an opportunity!"


A voice came from the rear, only around fifty zhang from Wang Chong's group, as a few figures began to emerge. Longqinba had left, so these people no longer needed to conceal their energies. One by one, they began to exude auras as mighty as storms.


Every one of them was at the level of Luo Ji and Lin Wushou. It was clear that these people were some of the highest-ranking generals of the Annan Protectorate army.


The Annan Protectorate army might not have much of anything else, but it was replete with high-ranking generals.


If Longqinba had been just a little slower, these ten-some generals would have joined with Wang Chong and Luo Ji's group, and then together with the thousands of Annan Protectorate army elites in the surroundings, they would have forced Longqinba to remain.


"Kiiiill!"


With the fight over, it was only these heaven-shaking roars that made them realize that a fierce battle was still taking place.


Without Duan Wuzong or Jiaosiluo, and with Longqinba retreating, the remaining Whitestone Corps soldiers and Tibetan cavalry were incapable of stopping the charge of the Annan Protectorate army. Like a receding tide, they retreated back down the mountain.


"Young Master, what should we do now?"


Everyone began to look toward Wang Chong.


"Hmph, Huoshu Huicang wants to retreat, but can he retreat without leaving anything behind?"


Wang Chong was still wearing the Mengshe Zhao armor as he looked down the mountain and sneered. Before retreating, the dense ranks of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army had gotten almost halfway up the mountain.


Right now, the surface of the mountain was covered with eighty to ninety thousand Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers.


Wang Chong had already achieved the initial objective of his plan!


If Huoshu Huicang thought that he could have his army retreat in one piece at this time, then he was truly underestimating him.


"Begin the plan. Generals, return to your positions and begin the harvest!"


"Yes, Young Master!"


……


Everyone had complete faith in Wang Chong by now, and each of them swiftly left, even Luo Ji. As for the heavily injured Zhao Wujiang and Xu Shiping, there were people ready to take them elsewhere for recovery.


The slopes were covered in the sounds of fighting, with the charging Great Tang soldiers succeeding in holding down many Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang warriors.


"It's about time!"


Wang Chong coldly laughed as he raised the curtain to the most important part of this battle.


Boom!


Wang Chong raised his right foot high and then smashed it into the ground. For a moment, the entire world seemed to grow quiet, with even time seeming to come to a stop.


As Wang Chong's right foot hit the ground, ripples began to expand across the battlefield.


None of the Great Tang soldiers noticed these ripples, but there was a flash of light beneath the feet of a Mengshe Zhao soldier some one hundred zhang from Wang Chong, the flickering of a milky-white halo. Then there was a second, a third, a fourth… In just a few seconds, all the Whitestone Corps and Tibetan soldiers on the mountain were touched by these ripples.


Without any warning, in the space of a few seconds, the cultivation level of all the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers on the mountain rapidly dropped several tiers!


"What's going on here?" they all shouted in alarm.


The Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers had been on nearly equal strength with the Annan Protectorate army, but at this moment, their power suddenly dropped several layers in all aspects: strength, speed, dexterity. Even those who were fleeing could feel their speed dropping.


None of them could have ever expected such a thing!


On the other side, all the Great Tang soldiers were energized. Given that they were mortal enemies, they were far too familiar with the soldiers of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang.


The Annan Protectorate army had immediately noticed the change in the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army.


"Kiiiill!"


A burst of astonishing roars filled the skies as the entire Annan Protectorate army redoubled their efforts. Bangbangbang! One after another, Mengshe Zhao and Tibetan soldiers fell.


These opponents who had once been like violent gods had suddenly become unbearably weak. What was already a losing battle coupled with the sudden drop in strength resulted in close to ten thousand deaths on the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang side in mere moments.


"Flee!"


The rout spread through the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army like the plague, with even the Tibetan cavalry, famed for their valor, falling into complete panic.


"Kill!"


While the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang forces madly fled in the front, the Annan Protectorate army madly pursued from the rear. Corpses covered the ground and rivers of blood flowed.


All this happened without any guidance from Wang Chong.


"Dalun Ruozan, now it's my turn to see what moves you have!"


Wang Chong coldly chuckled as he turned around and began to leisurely stride toward the summit. The fully-armored soldiers of the Great Tang were charging past him, but whenever they got close, they would always yield to the sides of their own volition.


"Young Master!"


On the summit, Chen Shusun was elated and gave a respectful bow. His expression was even more reverential than the one he would show to Xianyu Zhongtong or Wang Yan.


Chen Shusun had completely submitted himself to Wang Chong.


Dalun Ruozan had arranged for Longqinba to mix into the army with the intent of ambushing and killing a Tang commander. In the end, however, he had been missing that final step. Not only had his plan been ruined by Wang Chong, he had even had to pay one Jiaosiluo.


Jiaosiluo had managed to escape disaster after disaster, had even managed to reach the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, only several zhang from his mount. But he had still fallen before Wang Chong.


From start to finish, he had never managed to escape Wang Chong's schemes.


This fierce Tibetan general who had killed so many of the Great Tang's soldiers had finally been slain at Wang Chong's hands.


If Wang Chong had not killed him, it was difficult to say how many more Tang soldiers he would have killed.


"There's no need for all this courtesy!"


Wang Chong waved his hands, took off the Mengshe Zhao helmet, and threw it to the side. In the battle with Fengjiayi, he had obtained a few suits of Mengshe Zhao armor which he had finally used on this occasion.


In the war between the Great Tang and Mengshe Zhao, the people of Mengshe Zhao had many times disguised themselves as Tang to seek out news, spy on the Tang forces, and even attempt assassinations. The people of Mengshe Zhao had used this method, so Wang Chong was only giving them a taste of their own medicine.


Once he had removed the Mengshe Zhao armor, Wang Chong reached out his right hand toward that unmoving other 'Wang Chong' standing beneath the banner.


"Young Master, your subordinate did not let you down!"


The bodyguard who had been disguising himself as Wang Chong removed his helmet and bowed as he respectfully placed the helmet in Wang Chong's hands. Although Wang Chong was still very young, no one in the army dared to underestimate him.


"General Chen, have you finished preparations for the next phase?" Wang Chong unhurriedly asked as he took the armor from the thin guard and slowly began to put it on. "With the losses the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army took this time around, they definitely won't let the matter go. This battle is far from over!" As he spoke, his gaze drifted down the mountain to where the battle-hardened elites of the Great Tang were silently standing in their ranks like a forest of spears.


These approximately forty thousand warriors were Wang Chong's last move and his last resort.


It was still far too early for them to be used.


"Young Master, be at ease. Everything has been done as you ordered!" Chen Shusun sternly replied.


He basically regarded Wang Chong as a god at this point. No matter what order Wang Chong had for him, even if it was telling him to jump off a cliff, Chen Shusun would carry it out without hesitation.




"Mm."


Wang Chong smiled and nodded, saying no more.


Dalun Ruozan, it's your turn!


Zhao Wujiang and Jiaosiluo's fight was only the first exchange between Wang Chong and the wise minister of Ü-Tsang, Dalun Ruozan.


Now came the second exchange!


Wang Chong was deeply aware that he now had the complete attention of the Ngari Royal Lineage's Great Minister. Longqinba's appearance had been the best evidence of this.


You've truly got me caught up in anticipation! Dalun Ruozan, with me here, you will never succeed!


Wang Chong once more stood at the summit and looked down at that silk-robed figure with his feather fan at the base of the mountain.


Even to Great Generals of the Central Plains like Geshu Han or Fumeng Lingcha, Dalun Ruozan was still an extremely troublesome existence!


It was said that the Tibetans had only come south due to the requests from the King of Mengshe Zhao, Geluofeng.


But in Wang Chong's view, the Tibetans would have come south even without Geluofeng's request. Dalun Ruozan was the director behind the curtains, the one who had ordered those more than two hundred thousand cavalry to charge down the plateau.


Huoshu Huicang was only the knife in his hand.


The southwest had never been his objective. Dalun Ruozan's ambitions were far greater than Geluofeng's, and what he wanted was far more than Geluofeng could ever give.


If no one stopped him, Dalun Ruozan would eventually become a mortal affliction for the Great Tang.


…So, come then! This place will be your final stop, Dalun Ruozan!


Wang Chong's clothes flapped in the wind as he aimed his fiery gaze at that distant figure down below.


At the same time, a fierce wind was also gusting down below. Dalun Ruozan stood in the ranks of the army, his hair blown into disarray by the gale. Dalun Ruozan's mind at this moment was as difficult to calm as the wind.


On the mountain, the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army was being cut down like weeds, their corpses rolling down the mountain. This sight was a heavy shock to the entire army.


At this moment, the entirety of the army had an unprecedented understanding of the strength of the one hundred thousand Tang soldiers on the mountain!


But things were different for Dalun Ruozan.


Dalun Ruozan could sense in the air an unspoken challenge.


He's challenging me!


Dalun Ruozan's expression turned grave as he gazed at that figure on the summit.


No one dared to use this sort of method to challenge him at this sort of place. Not even Zhangchou Jianqiong had ventured to do such a thing. Yet this boy from the capital of the Great Tang had dared.


Jiaosiluo's death was not some isolated incident!


It was a silent pronouncement and challenge!


It was a challenge that Wang Chong had issued to him!
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"All troops, prepare to attack!"


On the mountain, both the Whitestone Corps and the Tibetan cavalry were fleeing. At this moment, not even a fierce general like Longqinba could do anything. Seeing all these soldiers being cut down like weeds, Huoshu Huicang finally issued an order.


"Wait a moment!"


Dalun Ruozan suddenly came to his senses and told Huoshu Huicang to stop.


"There's no need to send more troops, nor would there be any meaning to it. Didn't we get a batch of Celestial Wolf Bows from the Western Turks not too long ago?"


"Great Minister means…"


With a thought, Huoshu Huicang seemed to understand what Dalun Ruozan was getting at.


"It's about time to use those Celestial Wolf Bows anyway. Tell them to move out!" Dalun Ruozan said.


This time, Huoshu Huicang had no objections. Although Dalun Ruozan was somewhat overstepping his bounds by meddling in military matters as a civil minister, Huoshu Huicang had always known that he had never been a purely civil minister.


After all, it was from him that he had first obtained those military texts from the Central Plains.


Although Dalun Ruozan's methods might have been unsuitable at other occasions, they were ideal at this time. But it did seem a little cruel.


"Didn't you hear? Celestial Wolf Cavalry, prepare to move out!"


Huoshu Huicang's eyes gleamed as he made up his mind.


Dust began to rise as the sounds of horses trotting rose from within the army.


It took mere moments for a unit of fully-armored Tibetan cavalry to gallop out of the army. Unlike other Tibetan cavalry, each one of these horsemen was carrying a massive Celestial Wolf Bow on his back.


Each Celestial Wolf Bow was made from top-quality Phoebe Zhennan wood, and was four to five feet tall, towering over the heads of the riders. The gray wolf fur used to cover these bows clearly indicated their origins.


Only the Western Turks who lived on the steppe and deserts to the northwest of the Great Tang used this kind of bow.


Although the Western Turks were far inferior to the Great Tang in terms of metal smelting and weapon forging, and had always been lacking in access to metals, they were head and shoulders above the Great Tang in terms of bow-making.


The bows of the Western Turks possessed a power second only to the power of Great Tang ballistae. And compared to a ballista, these bows were much easier to construct.


"Get ready!"


In response to this resounding voice, the Celestial Wolf Bows creaked as they were pulled taut. A forest of arrowheads was aimed at the mountain.


"Release!"


Twangtwangtwang!


With an almost deafening clatter, thousands of arrows whistled through the sky, dragging out trails in the air before landing on the mountain.


"Aaaaah!"


Screams suddenly filled the air. One Mengshe Zhao soldier had barely walked two steps when an arrow ended his life, stabbing through his throat, penetrating through his collarbone, and sinking into his internal organs.


The Mengshe Zhao soldier thudded to the ground, smashing into a pool of blood. And as if this was some sort of signal…


Thwishthwishthwish!


Thousands of arrows followed, gleaming with cold light as they covered the skies in a lethal rain.


Mengshe Zhao, Tibetan, Tang… Huoshu Huicang's attack was all-encompassing. In a circle covering the entire mountain, the intersection of the Tang, Mengshe Zhao and Tibetan forces came under an intense arrow volley.


There was no friend or foe, no particular target. Everyone within this area was struck down!


"Aaaaah!"


Screams resonated through the mountain slopes as countless Mengshe Zhao, Tibetan, and Tang soldiers immediately collapsed under this sudden rain of arrows.


"Enemy attack!"


"Careful!"


……


When they discovered that these arrows were not coming from the Great Tang, but from their own side, all the Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers fighting were stupefied. They could understand firing at the Annan Protectorate army, but why were they also the target of this attack?


"What in the world is going on?"


Soldier after soldier crashed to the ground, their eyes wide in confusion.


"It's the Celestial Wolf Bows and Celestial Wolf Arrows of the Western Turks!"


"Careful!"


"Hurry, dodge!"


On the slope, the Annan Protectorate army soldiers began to get out of the way of the Celestial Wolf Bows. The charge in the rear was also beginning to come to a halt.


"Your Majesty, what are the Tibetans doing? Have they gone crazy?"


"They're attacking their own!"


"Damn it, these madmen!"


……


As they watched the warriors of the Whitestone Corps fall to arrows from their own side, the Mengshe Zhao generals' eyes went red from rage. The Whitestone Corps was the primary force in this offense, with the Tibetans only looking to lose around ten thousand soldiers on the mountain at maximum.


The majority of the people dying under this attack were Mengshe Zhao soldiers. Moreover, the Tibetans were wearing plate armor, which had a defensive power that surpassed even the armor worn by the Annan Protectorate army, let alone the Mengshe Zhao army.


Their plate armor and their few numbers meant that the Tibetans suffered far fewer casualties.


"Your Majesty, let me bring some people to talk with the Tibetans!"


"What if I lead the army to save our brothers? That would be fine as well!"


……


The Mengshe Zhao generals were all extremely distraught at the sight of so many casualties on the slope.


"There's no need!"


Geluofeng waved his sleeve, his expression hard and cold.


"Given the state of the Whitestone Corps, it doesn't matter if we send any troops. The method employed by the Tibetans is the best one. This method will actually result in the smallest number of casualties. Otherwise, the Whitestone Corps might truly be wiped out!"


"Ah!"


The generals' jaws dropped, all of them dumbstruck.


"His Majesty is correct. Right now, this is truly the best method!"


A cold and indifferent voice came from behind.


This voice silenced all the generals. If even the Great General approved of Geluofeng's words, then it truly was the case.


……


"Geluofeng is truly an excellent partner!"


On the other side, Dalun Ruozan nodded and smiled upon seeing the Mengshe Zhao generals so quickly pacified.


Geluofeng had a burning ambition, and he also had the insight necessary to carry out such ambition, the ability to see the essence of the problem at a glance. There were many things that didn't even need to be explained to him. As a partner and ally, Geluofeng truly was quite suitable.


"Get ready. We're done probing. It's time for the real battle to begin!" Dalun Ruozan said as he slowly turned to Huoshu Huicang.


'The righteous do not grasp for profit and the kind do not command soldiers.' A general required a callous heart and a prioritization of the overall situation. Although the battle on the summit had seemed extremely fierce, this was barely the beginning for people like Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang.


All of this was merely the prelude.


With these words, Dalun Ruozan quickly turned around and began to walk toward the rear. The moment he turned around, behind him, a resounding voice came from the distant summit.


"Get ready! Fire!"


Dalun Ruozan quickly turned back around, just in time to see a volley of arrows descend like locusts over the earth. This time, however, this dense volley of arrows was not fired from the Tibetan army, but from the Annan Protectorate army.


"Aaaaah!"


Screams filled the air as a great number of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers at the base of the mountain were felled.


Dalun Ruozan froze for a moment, and then he raised his head to glance at that thin figure on the summit, a hint of surprise in his eyes. But he quickly smiled and vanished into the army with a wave of his sleeve.


"Congratulations to user for killing 6780 Tibetans!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 49861 Mengshe Zhao soldiers!"


……


At the summit, a string of messages rang out in Wang Chong's mind. As he gazed down at the minor turmoil within the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, a faint smile crept onto his lips.


He had killed more than fifty thousand Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers in this battle. He had killed Jiaosiluo and killed almost half of the Mengshe Zhao Whitestone Corps. If it wasn't for the fact that a significant portion of the Whitestone Corps hadn't managed to charge very far up the mountain, the casualties would have been even greater.
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"Young Master, we've won!"


On the summit, Chen Shusun watched on in excitement as the remnants of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army madly fled down the mountain in complete disorder, his joy difficult to suppress. This was no small battle. Now that the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army had withdrawn, they had left behind a mountain piled with the corpses of their brothers, and shattered weapons strewn across the slope.


The banners of the Whitestone Corps were scattered everywhere, standing askew in piles of corpses!


This cruel scene was the greatest symbol of the Great Tang's victory!


One hundred thousand soldiers of the Great Tang had contended against one hundred and ten thousand soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, and forty thousand Tang soldiers had not even participated!


In the end, however, more than seventy thousand, close to eighty thousand, soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army had died on this mountain. The Whitestone Corps that had been such an enormous problem on the Erhai plain and had killed so many Tang soldiers was now almost completely crippled. Even Duan Wuzong had been left severely wounded. To the soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army, this was a victory beyond their wildest dreams.


And in this battle, the Great Tang's losses didn't even reach ten thousand!


To the soldiers who had experienced the cruel battle by the Erhai, this was simply unimaginable!


On the summit, the eyes of Wang Chong's guards were glimmering as they looked toward Wang Chong with respect. Although Wang Chong was only a teenager, his body still extremely thin and frail, this youth's voice was unprecedentedly majestic, as steady and firm as a mountain.


"Reporting! The old general has sent a message that arrogance is a cardinal sin on the battlefield! He hopes that Milord can continue to remain modest and calm!"


"Reporting, the Lord Protector-General has sent a message. Young Master's achievements are obvious to all. Lord Protector-General will report everything to the Imperial Court and highly recommend Young Master!"


……


Two messengers with signal banners flying from their backs arrived on the summit, expressing the will of the two highest commanders of the southwest. Hearing these words, Wang Chong subconsciously turned to the dense and unmoving ranks of the nearby army.


Although the mountain was packed with soldiers, Wang Chong had recognized at a glance the backs of his father Wang Yan and the Annan Protector-General Xianyu Zhongtong.


The two were respectively to the east and the west, their backs facing him.


Although he could not see the looks on their faces, and neither of them had even shot a glance in his direction, Wang Chong could feel that the pair had been paying attention to him all this time.


"Father…"


As Wang Chong gazed at the stalwart figure of his father, as firm as a mountain, he felt a warmth in his heart.


His father rarely praised him, as it was not in his nature to say such things. The words of the messenger also did not contain a single hint of praise. But Wang Chong knew deep in his heart that given his father's personality, this was already incredible praise.


There was no doubt that his father had also seen the good points of his son.


From those few words, Wang Chong had felt his father's deep support!


"Young Master, look over there; what's that?"


Suddenly, a flabbergasted voice rang out by his ear, breaking his stupor. Wang Chong turned his head, and though he couldn't see anything clearly, he could hear a roar as if thousands of people were shouting at once.


Looking down from the summit, Wang Chong could see that countless porters, peasants and laborers were busy working on something in the middle of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army.


They're people from Mengshe Zhao!


This thought flashed through Wang Chong's mind. The Tibetans needed to travel long distances to reach this place. Moreover, the Tibetans raised livestock for a living and mostly consisted of shepherds. Only Mengshe Zhao could gather so many porters, peasants, and laborers.


"Milord, what are they doing?"


On the summit, Luo Ji and the Black Dragon Bandit elites also walked out, looking down the mountain with perplexed looks. The distance and the cover of the army meant that it was hard to see what was going on from the summit.


Wang Chong silently stared down the mountain at the source of the ruckus, countless thoughts working through his mind.


"Siege weapons!"


A glimpse of half a wooden log instantly made a thought occur to Wang Chong.


"What?!"


Chen Shusun's expression flickered at Wang Chong's words. Siege weapons? Didn't the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army use those at Lion City? But siege weapons were large and heavy, making them difficult to carry over long distances. Many armies constructed them from local materials and abandoned them once they were done using them.


But he couldn't see any large siege weapons in the surrounding area, much less any trees that could serve as material. Where exactly did these siege weapons come from?


Dalun Ruozan truly is formidable!


Wang Chong was not as puzzled as Chen Shusun, as it took only a moment's time for him to understand. Modular design was a skill that came from that other world, and it was the principle that had guided Wang Chong in creating these metal walls on the mountain.


Each of these walls was actually constructed from smaller metal pieces.


It was clear that Dalun Ruozan did not have as great of an understanding of this concept, and siege weapons were a much less complicated concept, but it was clear that he and Wang Chong were thinking along the same lines.


The Great Tang had dominated the world through their valiant infantry and positional defense, and Xianyu Zhongtong himself was even more an expert in defending city walls. Dalun Ruozan, following the principle 'know yourself and know your enemies, and you will never be defeated', had clearly already anticipated that he might encounter a problem like this at Lion City, leading him to have these siege weapons dismantled and transported here to be reassembled.


There was no question that the current situation just happened to coincide with his plans. The metal walls that Wang Chong had transported to this place had made this mountain into a fortress that surpassed Lion City.


At the very least, Lion City had not been so tall and steep, and the Tibetan cavalry would not have been so greatly hindered if they were charging into the city.


He's truly a powerful foe! Wang Chong said to himself. If the commander today had been Xianyu Zhongtong, the Annan Protectorate army would have been doomed. Unfortunately, Dalun Ruozan was facing Wang Chong.


"Pass on my order! All troops should get ready!" Wang Chong ordered with a wave of his sleeve.


"Yes, your subordinate will go!"


The order began to quickly work its way down from the summit.


Dalun Ruozan, let me see who's the more formidable one! My friend, let me see how you'll break my walls.


Hwoom!


The fierce winds gusted. At some point, dark clouds had blanketed the sky, right over the mountain where the Annan Protectorate army resided. As a storm seemed ready to set in, the Great Tang army was quiet as a grave.


Across from them, deep within the enemy army, the sounds of construction seemed to have gotten even louder. A stifling mood had settled in.


Although a phase of the battle had ended, the oppressive and tense mood that followed was simply suffocating!


Boom!


After what seemed like mere seconds and like countless years, a light flashed within the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army. A massive ball of fire like a rising sun rose out of the enemy ranks, growing larger as it howled through the air and quickly flew to the mountain where Wang Chong's forces were garrisoned.


"Ah!"


Cries of surprise rose from the mountain, as all the Tang soldiers were momentarily stunned.
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Before the fireball could land, rumbling came from the distance as one fireball after another began to rise from the rear of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, swiftly hurtling toward the mountain.


Time seemed to slow to a crawl, the massive fireballs floating in the air seeming to inch toward the mountain like giant snails.


One, two, three, four… dozens of these massive fireballs dotted the sky, transforming the sky into a sea of fire. Even the dark clouds in the sky were painted with a layer of red light.


"Enemy attack!"


"Dodge!"


……


Shrill cries rang out from the summit. Even though all the soldiers were dumbfounded by this sight, all the officers, from the highest-ranking generals to the five-man and ten-man commanders, managed to maintain their calm.


A report of everything that could possibly happen had already passed down from the summit to the dense ranks of the army. Although none of them had expected Mengshe Zhao or Ü-Tsang to use this method of attack, Wang Chong had given specific plans for what to do if the army came under attack from siege weapons or arrow volleys.


Everyone had to hide!


"Remember to stay hidden!"


……


Energetic voices rang out like giant bells across the mountain slope. It took mere moments for the Great Tang soldiers to react.


All the Great Tang soldiers began to follow their square formations to hide behind the metal walls. The mountain slope was already inclined, and Wang Chong had even designed the modular metal walls so that several metal pieces protruded from the tops of the walls to ward off projectiles.


At this moment, all the metal walls immediately revealed this additional ability.




Boom!


One of the massive fireballs crashed down on the mountain behind the soldiers, sending dust and flames billowing. The dust plumed ten zhang upward and the entire mountain trembled.


Everyone paled at the power behind this strike.


The strength of this fireball was enough to render any level of soldier into ash in seconds. No soldier of the True Martial realm could possibly block such a blow.


Not even high-ranking commandants like Xu Andun could block it!


On the summit, Luo Ji and the other generals of the Annan Protectorate army also paled. The level of this Tibetan attack was already enough to threaten generals on their level.


Every one of those massive fireballs weighed several thousand jin, and given the height that they were falling from, their might could easily be imagined.


But this was only the beginning.


Bang! Bang! Bang!


As if time had suddenly sped up, countless massive fireballs suddenly began to plunge down from the heavens. Boom! One of them smashed against the several-zhang-high metal wall. The sturdy wall instantly bent inward, a massive depression formed by the impact.


The massive power contained in these fireballs was enough to cause the entire metal wall to tremble and sway, making it seem like it would fall over at any moment.


"These fireballs… are too powerful!"


Behind the steel walls, the Great Tang elites paled even more.


All of them felt like these massive fireballs could knock the metal walls over at any moment and smash all of the soldiers hiding behind them into pulp.


"Young Master, careful!"


On the summit, a massive fireball suddenly plummeted toward Wang Chong's position. Alarmed, Chen Shusun immediately pushed Wang Chong away with a palm.


Boom!


The fireball smashed into the ground several zhang behind Wang Chong, sending out a rain of fire and gravel. And where Wang Chong had originally been standing was a massive scorched hole with black smoke billowing out.


Arabian Kerosene!


A powerful barrier of steely Stellar Energy shrouded Wang Chong, blocking the explosive rain of fire and debris. Wang Chong quickly retracted the Stellar Energy and walked out. As he examined the scorched ground and the still-burning hole, his expression turned grave.


Arabian Kerosene was a product of the Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu in the far west. According to Wang Chong's memories, this product should still have been a small-scale industry that had still not been completely developed.


Not even the Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu should have had much of it.


Ü-Tsang was based on the Tibetan Plateau, with Sindhu separating it from the Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu. Logically speaking, this product should not have appeared in the Tibetan army. The situation before him could only mean one thing…


Ü-Tsang was already collaborating with the Abbasid Caliphate!


Although the two were far from reaching the level of alliance shared between Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao, there was no doubt that the Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu had given the Tibetans a little support.


The Abbasid Caliphate's desire for the Central Plains might have started far earlier than I imagined!


As Wang Chong stared at the hole, his mind was abuzz with thought.


It would actually be a long time before the Abbasid Caliphate truly broke out in conflict with the Central Plains. Wang Chong recalled that the Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu had not shown much ambition toward the Great Tang until after the relationship between Gao Xianzhi and Feng Changqing of the Anxi Protectorate soured.


And Arabian Kerosene also wouldn't become a strategic asset until far in the future.


But right now, things had clearly changed.


Right now, there are only two possibilities. The first possibility is that my appearance caused this change out of line with history to occur. The other possibility is that Ü-Tsang had already begun to interact with and collude with the Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu much earlier than I thought, and this Arabian Kerosene had been sent to Ü-Tsang a long time ago.


It was just that Xianyu Zhongtong and the Annan Protectorate army weren't worthy enough for the Tibetans to take out their siege weapons, as they were simply wiped out on the Erhai plain. As a result, the Great Tang never knew that the Tibetans had this kerosene.


Wang Chong's mind was in a state of turmoil.


The southwest war had already undergone a massive transformation due to his interference. At the very least, he had never heard about the southwestern war lasting this long or the Annan Protectorate army being so fierce as to require the Tibetans to use siege weaponry.


But regardless of what the truth was, there was one thing that was certain: the Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu were supporting Ü-Tsang. The Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu definitely did not harbor any good intentions for the Great Tang.


Boomboomboom!


Massive objects in the rear of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army were constantly being loaded and constantly flinging massive fireballs, which streaked like lightning bolts to smash into the mountain.


As these fireballs continued to explode over the mountain, flames began to spread. In a few moments, the entire mountain had become a sea of fire.


The corpses of horse and soldier alike were set ablaze.


Such was the immensity of this fire that even the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers at the base of the mountain could feel the heat.


"Hahaha! The Tang are already completely suppressed!"


The Mengshe Zhao generals began to laugh, their expressions much more relaxed. The previous phase of the battle had left all of them struggling to breathe.


Although it was Duan Wuzong's Whitestone Corps that had taken part in the battle and not their own armies, the teeth would feel cold if the lips died, and the hunting dogs would be cooked once the rabbits were hunted. The Whitestone Corps was one of Mengshe Zhao's elite corps. If even it was beaten so badly, with not even thirty percent of its original force remaining, one could easily imagine the pressure placed on the remaining commanders.


"The strength of these fireballs is truly superb. It wasn't in vain that we mobilized so many peasants, laborers and porters to construct so many catapults!"


All the Mengshe Zhao generals watched on in excitement as the mountain blazed.


The kerosene had been provided by the Tibetans, and Dalun Ruozan had proposed that so many siege weapons be constructed. Dalun Ruozan had even made alterations to the schematics.


But the actual operation, the fireballs, and the construction of the siege weapons… the Tibetans, with their half-nomadic, half-farming lifestyle, would never have been able to do such a thing.


Without the cooperation of Mengshe Zhao, even Dalun Ruozan, the wisest of the Ngari Royal Lineage, an existence that even Zhangchou Jianqiong was wary of, would have been powerless to carry out his plans.


Moreover, the fortifications the Tang had constructed on the mountain were targeted at Tibetan cavalry. As for Mengshe Zhao, which relied primarily on infantry, such objects had little effect.


"Don't get too happy just yet! These fireballs are only suppressing them. It's still too early to talk about victory!" Geluofeng suddenly said. His gaze was fixed on the mountain, his brow deeply furrowed.


Fiery light illuminated the sky and the blazing mountain was the very image of hell. The Tang seemed completely suppressed, with none of their soldiers to be seen, yet Geluofeng was far from relaxed.


This boy is even harder to deal with than I imagined! Geluofeng said to himself.


He could see far more than most. Although explosions were covering that mountain, transforming it into a sea of fire sprinkled with the occasional dying scream, upon careful consideration, the number of Tang dying to these fireball attacks was far fewer than expected.


The actual killing power was inconceivably low!


After all the energy Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao had consumed to construct these more than one hundred siege weapons, such few deaths was absolutely impossible to imagine.


Geluofeng's gaze flitted over the mountain, quickly falling on those scale-like metal walls scattered across its surface.


Each of these metal walls was several zhang high and weighed several thousand jin.


These thousands of metal walls formed a sturdy defense and fortress for the Annan Protectorate army, allowing one hundred thousand to contend against five hundred thousand. Duan Wuzong's one hundred thousand Whitestone Corps soldiers had charged up the mountain and come back with less than thirty thousand, and their own commander severely wounded.


Just yesterday, in the pouring rain, this place had been bare. A single day's delay had resulted in the seemingly miraculous appearance of the metal walls…


This was simply inconceivable!
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Lion City, the strange military strategies, the metal walls on the mountain… Geluofeng had no idea how many more secrets this Great Tang youth was hiding, how many more mysterious objects he had on his person.


I've heard that Wang Jiuling was a pillar of the Great Tang, that as long as Jiuling did not fall, neither would the Great Tang. I didn't want to believe it before, but it now seems that if I want to deal with the Great Tang, I first have to exterminate the Wang line!


Geluofeng closed his eyes for a moment as an irrepressible killing intent surged through his mind.


Once, on a visit to the capital, he had had the chance to meet Duke Jiu. He had been a man of mediocre appearance, nothing more. And he had been far too kind, his style of doing things completely different from his own.


Afterward, he no longer paid this Duke Jiu much mind!


Geluofeng had never expected that so many years later, his son and grandson would become the stumbling blocks in his conquest of the Great Tang's southwest, one of those stumbling blocks that he could not ignore!


"Father, let me lead some soldiers up. Right now is the best chance to deal with the Tang!"


A voice at his ear roused Geluofeng from his thoughts.


Fengjiayi was seated on a white steed, his eyes filled with loathing as he stared at the summit.


As the Crown Prince of Mengshe Zhao, Fengjiayi had always had a very far-reaching gaze. Only figures like Huoshu Huicang, Zhangchou Jianqiong, Gao Xianzhi, Geshu Han, Zhang Shougui, and Wang Zhongsi were worth his gaze.


Fengjiayi had never imagined that he would have to regard a mere teenager, someone younger than him, with the same level of respect, and this fellow was still a complete nobody.


But Wang Chong had succeeded in this feat.


"You want to avenge Jiaosiluo?"


Geluofeng's eyes widened. Although he showed no emotion on this surface, there was a deep displeasure in his heart. Jiaosiluo was a Tibetan. No matter how close Fengjiayi felt to him, this fact could not be altered.


If someone should avenge Jiaosiluo, it should be a Tibetan, not the Crown Prince of Mengshe Zhao.


This was the complete opposite order!


If Fengjiayi was willing to risk the lives of the people of Mengshe Zhao for the sake of some foreign general, then Geluofeng would truly have to ponder the candidate to inherit the throne of Mengshe Zhao!


Fengjiayi froze a moment before sternly replying, "Yes, Royal Father! But it is not the entire reason!"


"Oh?"


Geluofeng's brow visibly relaxed.


"Royal Father, my friendship with Jiaosiluo was a private one, and I can still tell the difference between the public and private. If Jiaosiluo had died elsewhere or for other reasons, even if your child wanted to help, he would go alone.


"But our Mengshe Zhao is fighting with the Great Tang, and Jiaosiluo died on the mountain when he was helping us attack the Great Tang. His death was not a private affair, but for the public good!


"Since Jiaosiluo died for the public good, it is my duty as Fengjiayi to avenge him!"


The moment Fengjiayi finished speaking, both Geluofeng and Duan Gequan instantly began to view their crown prince in a different way.


"Correct. That you can think on this level means that you have not let down your father's regard. However, it is not our turn yet. The first clash had just been a probe, but we almost ended up paying with the entire Whitestone Corps. Right now, it's the turn of Huoshu Huicang and his Tibetan army!


"It's not that I don't want to let you avenge Jiaosiluo, but it's not your turn yet! We'll have many chances to work with the Tibetans in the future. You need to learn the gaze of the superior man, one that can see much farther and much higher," Geluofeng said.


"Your Highness Crown Prince, even if you want to help, your appearing now would only be overreaching and make the Tibetans believe that we're looking down on them. This will only be a detriment to our partnership," Duan Gequan added from behind.


He acted like a nonexistent person, always standing in Geluofeng's shadow.


"Just look at the Tibetans and you will understand."


Fengjiayi turned his head and saw in the blustering wind that a valiant Tibetan general, a single-handed saber at his waist, had just finished bowing to Huoshu Huicang and was now walking away.


Although this person was even shorter than the people of Mengshe Zhao, the energy he exuded was as fierce as wind and fire, as vast as the mountains and seas, forming a stark contrast with his height.


It's him!


A thought suddenly occurred to Fengjiayi.


In this war, Huoshu Huicang's subordinate generals had either been killed or injured. Of the Five Tiger Generals, only the strongest, Longqinba, was left. But this did not mean that he was lacking soldiers who could carry out his orders.


The people of the Tibetan Plateau were completely different from those of Mengshe Zhao or the Central Plains. That their empire was divided into four large regions controlled by the four Royal Lineages was already strange enough, but even stranger was the foundation of their society.


When not in war, Ü-Tsang was actually divided into various tribes. Each tribe worked separately from the others, and each one had a chief. In normal times, they did not accept the administration of the government.


But during large-scale wars in which the Ü-Tsang Empire battled with other empires, they would receive the summons and come from all over to form a massive army.


If the Great Tang or Mengshe Zhao attempted to employ this method, then the morale of their army would be so terrible that they wouldn't be able to harbor any hopes of the army putting up a fight.


But Ü-Tsang was different. The Tibetans were a plucky people who found honor in fierce battles, surpassing even the Turks in this aspect.


The Turks had fierce personalities, but the Tibetans worshiped the fierce and yearned for war. The two were on completely different levels.


But they were both powerful fighting forces.


Thus, when the Tibetans used this method, the fighting power of their armies was not in the least bit affected, and they could fight on the same level as other armies.


Moreover, although the Tibetan tribes were normally scattered across the empire, their lifestyles were not too different from the lifestyles of soldiers. From birth, every one of them would begin military training, cultivating the military martial arts system passed down by the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple.


Thus, even though they had this strange tribal system, the Tibetans were by no means a weak fighting force.


But it was solely this problem of tribes that prevented Huoshu Huicang, the Great General of the Ngari Royal Lineage, from controlling all the generals of the Ngari Royal Lineage. The subordinates available to him to carry out missions were usually just the Five Tiger Generals.


But Ü-Tsang actually had many fierce generals.


That general called Tumi Sangzha was one of them.



                                                                        Chapter 584: The Decisive Battle! The King of Black Iron! 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




In terms of pure strength, Tumi Sangzha couldn't compare to Longqinba, but he was not one bit inferior to Jiaosiluo, and in terms of valor, he even surpassed Jiaosiluo.


Fengjiayi had once attempted to interact with him, but this person didn't even respond, making it very hard to communicate with him.


Jiaosiluo once said that although Huoshu Huicang might not be able to control many people, as the Ngari Royal Lineage's Great General, he has the right to choose subordinates… The Five Tiger Generals were the people he had chosen, so as long as they remained, Huoshu Huicang had no right to choose any new subordinates.


But now that most of the Five Tiger Generals have either died or been injured in battle, he must have chosen this Tumi Sangzha! Fengjiayi said to himself.


Clang!


While Fengjiayi was attempting to guess at Tumi Sangzha's strength, the person in question was sitting erect on his horse, the clanging of metal rising from his dantian. With this sound, a massive black Halo of Thorns began to spread to his soldiers.


This was not the Halo of Fortress that the Tibetans specialized in, but a powerful, purely offensive halo!


Immediately afterward, Tumi Sangzha stretched out his arms behind him and slowly unsheathed two curved scimitars.


"Attack!"


Rumble! Warhorses charged forward, Tumi Sangzha immediately taking the lead. Thousands of Tibetan cavalry howled and followed like a tide of black steel. Under the cover of the rain of massive fireballs, they thundered toward the mountain.


"Kiiiill!"


Behind him, the Tibetan cavalry swiftly began to take formation: one echelon, two echelons, three echelons… hundreds of echelons, aimed at the gaps between the steel walls, charged toward the summit.


This time, there were no Mengshe Zhao soldiers on the mountain, no Tang shieldmen holding the line, nothing to stop the hooves of the Tibetan mounts.


"The victor is king while the loser is plundered! Those who retreat will die!"


Tumi Sangzha's killing intent soared to the heavens as he led his forces charging toward the mountain.


"Kiiiill!"


"Kiiiill!"


"Kiiiill!"


……


Under the thick rain of fireballs and the sea of fire enveloping the mountain, the Annan Protectorate army was so suppressed that it couldn't even raise a head. At this moment, the army led by Tumi Sangzha was a knife fiercely thrust into the Tang.


Although Wang Chong had nearly one hundred thousand soldiers on the mountain, none of them were capable of showing their power at this time.


Let's see how the Tang deal with this!


Geluofeng, Duan Gequan, Fengjiayi, Huoshu Huicang, Longqinba, and all the other generals of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army were watching the mountain. The first probe had concluded, so it was now time for the real battle to begin.


Although the Annan Protectorate army was commanded by Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong, everyone knew by now that the true threat to the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army came solely from that youth standing on the summit.


"Aim all the fireballs at the middle of the mountain. Divide the front from the rear so that the Tang can't send any troops.


"Kill all the Tang troops from the middle of the mountain and down, and then deal with the army at the summit!


"I wonder, what will that boy do next?"


……


In the rear of the army, where the large siege weapons towered over the earth, Dalun Ruozan stood, his gaze focused on the distant Wang Chong. He had already discussed all the offensive plans with Huoshu Huicang last night.


One wave of attacks after another, like the ceaseless tide, would persist until no more Tang soldiers remained. Only when the last of their foes in the southwest were wiped out would it stop.


This plan was not his, nor was it Huoshu Huicang's. It was the crystallization of their combined wisdom, Huoshu Huicang's military tactics coupled with his schemes… This was the mutual understanding the pair had shared for a very long time now.


Long ago, the two had relied on these methods to suppress the wildly ambitious Zhangchou Jianqiong and his 180,000 Annan Protectorate army elites. Now that Zhangchou Jianqiong had moved to the capital, their target had changed to that teenager, that immature boy.


Fifty zhang, thirty zhang… the Tibetan force was getting closer and closer, yet there was no sign of activity from the mountain.


When the Tibetan army was only twenty zhang from the mountain…


Boom!


Suddenly, a rumbling came from the mountain. Right when the Tibetan cavalry were about to charge onto the mountain, the soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army suddenly appeared in the gaps between the walls.


The moment they appeared, a large construction made from steel was also pushed out.


"Barricades!"


The sight of that large metal construction caused the Tibetans to immediately open their eyes in shock. Large steel platforms had been pushed out, their sloping sides covered in sharp and chilling teeth, like the fangs of a beast, all of them pointed down the mountain slope.


All around the mountain, thousands of these metal barricades were pushed out.


"This is impossible!"


The army had almost reached the foot of the mountain, and so even someone as valiant as Tumi Sangzha had to pale at the sudden appearance of these heavy steel barricades. In the previous battle, he had clearly seen Duan Wuzong lead the Whitestone Corps up the mountain and Jiaosiluo lead ten thousand cavalry up.


All these soldiers had been charging up the mountain, but none of them had seen any barricades!


"Where did these barricades come from?"


Tumi Sangzha's eyes widened in astonishment.


Much less him, even some as composed as Huoshu Huicang couldn't help but look up to the summit with raised eyebrows.


It's this again! It seems like he also prepared for this!


It had only taken a day for Wang Chong to produce these steel walls, and now, in front of their eyes, he had suddenly produced these heavy barricades. Huoshu Huicang was rarely moved, but even he was somewhat affected by Wang Chong's ability to move around all these barricades in complete secrecy while surrounded.


There was no doubt that Wang Chong had already planned this out.


Huoshu Huicang had been fighting wars for so long, encountering all sorts of formidable opponents, but he had never met one so hard to deal with.


Alas, you're facing Tumi Sangzha this time!


Huoshu Huicang's eyes flashed for a moment before he regained his composure. At the same time, as if responding to Huoshu Huicang, Tumi Sangzha let out a furious howl.


"Hmph, you think this can stop me? Naive! Get out of my way!"


While everyone else was slowing in the face of these barricades, Tumi Sangzha bellowed, his entire body exploding with a majestic momentum as his mount sped up and broke free from the ranks of his army. The earth quaked as black ripples began to spread out around Tumi Sangzha.


These black ripples seemed to be alive, stretching through the void to enclose the steel walls and barricades.


"Black Iron Spirits, rise up!"


Tumi Sangzha's eyes sharpened as he roared and swung down at the ground. Rumble! The entire mountain seemed to tremble. As everyone looked on, space seemed to blur, and these massive steel walls suddenly began to fall, crumple, and twist.


Roaaarr!


Soldiers on both sides watched as four steel walls several zhang from Tumi Sangzha suddenly pulled themselves out of the ground and transformed into four steel giants, several zhang tall.


Thick limbs, massive heads, and terrifying strength… a storm of energy began to explode from these steel giants.


!!!


In an instant, everyone paled, including Wang Chong, who was supervising the entire battle from the summit.


The most shocked of all was the Crown Prince of Mengshe Zhao, Fengjiayi.


“This fellow's Black Iron Halo has actually reached this level!"


Fengjiayi had never known that Tumi Sangzha cultivated the Black Iron Halo, a halo very similar to his own, but the most frightening thing of all was that Tumi Sangzha had cultivated his Black Iron Halo to a level that far surpassed his own!


At the very least, Fengjiayi's abilities were not at the level where he could transform the steel walls erected by the Tang.


"Young Master, what do we do?"


At the same time, on the summit, Chen Shusun turned to Wang Chong.


The greatest defenses offered by this mountain were the modular steel walls that Wang Chong had erected. Without the shelter of these metal walls, the Mengshe Zhao and Tibetan cavalry could charge all the way from the foot of the mountain to the summit.


Infantry were skilled in defense!


But if they didn't have the defense of these walls, the Annan Protectorate army would not be able to exert their full abilities.


And the existence of Tumi Sangzha was now the most concerning variable in this defensive framework, the greatest threat!



                                                                        Chapter 585: The Decisive Battle! Threat! 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




"There's no need to worry!"


Wang Chong looked down from the summit in the direction of Tumi Sangzha. In the distance, Tumi Sangzha was exuding an astonishing aura. His massive Halo of Thorns was covering the earth, drawing out countless grains of metal powder from underground and condensing them into metal soldiers.


Tumi Sangzha's Halo of Black Iron was much stronger than Fengjiayi's halo, and he could summon many more metal soldiers. It took only a few seconds for nearly one hundred metal men to appear around Tumi Sangzha.


This was not all. As a Tang infantry formation charged toward Tumi Sangzha, before they could get close, the armor on their bodies began to writhe, breaking free of their former owners to transform into even more metal men.


The limbs of these metal men transformed into sabers, swords, and spears, and quickly began to fight the Annan Protectorate army soldiers.


These metal men did not have the protection of Stellar Energy, but they had the advantage of constantly morphing attacks that simply couldn't be defended against. Moreover, they didn't need to defend themselves as they could never die.


In a few moments, without Tumi Sangzha even needing to personally strike, his army of metal men had thrown the charging Tang formation into chaos.


And even more terrifying was the damage that Tumi Sangzha's Halo of Black Iron did to the steel walls.


Under the effect of Tumi Sangzha's halo, these tall and unmoving walls suddenly began to twist and transform into steel giants that now charged up the mountain.


Boom boom boom!


These metal giants smashed their fists down, each with the weight of one thousand jun, their every strike raising clouds of dust and causing the earth to quake. Even these Great Tang elites who had survived through the battle of Erhai and Lion City could not take a single blow from these metal giants.


A casual strike, smash, toss, or collision from these massive steel soldiers was enough to plow through the Annan Protectorate army and fling its soldiers screaming into the sky.


Not a single person on the mountain could take even a single blow from them.


And Tumi Sangzha was still summoning more steel giants. Coupled with the massive fireballs still careening out of the sky, it seemed like the defenses that Wang Chong had put so much effort into were about to be annihilated.


Even so, Wang Chong was still smiling, a leisurely expression on his face.


"…Although I don't know who this Tibetan general is or how he managed to cultivate such a powerful Halo of Black Iron, if he thinks that this will be enough to destroy the metal walls that I had made in the capital specifically for this battle, then he's truly too naive."


"Eh?!"


Chen Shusun was dumbstruck, his face a picture of confusion.


From a certain perspective, he had watched Wang Chong as he grew up. But at this moment, Chen Shusun felt like he couldn't see through this smiling and relaxed youth.


Even though he was much older than Wang Chong.


"These metal walls are covered in toughening inscriptions, with each wall holding thousands of all sizes. If that foreign general only wants to transform four of them, he's completely capable of that, but if he wants to twist all of them into metal men, that's nothing more than wishful thinking!" Wang Chong said nonchalantly as he looked down the mountain.


Although he was still young, Wang Chong's experience and insight left even a veteran general like Chen Shusun in the dust. If Chen Shusun knew that this youth at his side had the soul of the most powerful and revered 'War Saint' in the history of the Central Plains, he would probably be so scared and shocked that he wouldn't be able to speak.


The southwestern war was the first war the empire would face, and also the most important one.


The first domino to fall was here. This war concerned the future of the Great Tang and the Central Plains, so Wang Chong had no place to retreat. He had to put forward everything he had.


Not even Wang Chong had expected experts with Metal element halos like Fengjiayi or Tumi Sangzha to appear, much less that someone would have an even more powerful halo than Fengjiayi, presenting a massive threat to Wang Chong's defensive arrangements. However, these modular metal walls were bound to the lives of the one hundred thousand Tang soldiers and the almost one million civilians of the southwest.


Thus, when constructing these metal walls, Wang Chong had expended all his capital, investing the Hyderabad ore and the fortune made from selling the Wootz Steel swords into the venture.


Besides that, Wang Chong had even sold off more than half of the spirit vein mountain to obtain even more funds, making the nobles, wealthy clans, and even the princes and princesses of the palace descend into a buying frenzy.


The fortune accumulated from these various avenues was enough to make Wang Chong one of the richest people in the empire. Even if he constructed several more cities like Lion City, he would still have extra.


But Wang Chong had invested all of it into constructing these steel walls.


Beneath the ordinary exterior of these steel walls, each piece of metal had been affixed with a large number of inscriptions. Wang Chong had gathered almost all the inscription masters of the capital and had them take part in this undertaking of unprecedented size.


No such undertaking had ever appeared before in the capital. No one had ever attempted such a thing.


One could say that the price of these modular metal walls was far more expensive than the ordinary person could imagine. This was an incredibly costly venture, but Wang Chong did not have the manpower to alter the course of this war, so he could only use wealth.


If Tumi Sangzha wanted to deal with Wang Chong by transforming all these metal walls into his desired metal army, he would first have to overcome the countless toughening inscriptions within the walls.


Although someone with Tumi Sangzha's abilities could definitely do this, it was impossible for him to do it without paying a price!


Buzz!


Space seemed to blur as Tumi Sangzha's halo continued to expand. The steel walls on the base of the mountain seemed to come to life, twisting and deforming. This time, Tumi Sangzha's Halo of Black Iron covered more than ten of these steel walls.


If he succeeded, not only would ten more undying steel giants of boundless strength appear on the mountain, a massive gap would be torn through the defenses of the Annan Protectorate army.


But in the next moment, Tumi Sangzha suddenly paled as if he had suffered some heavy blow, his forehead suddenly covered in sweat. Those steel walls to his left and right which had seemed on the verge of transforming suddenly returned to normal, as if the connection between them and Tumi Sangzha had been cut off.


The transformation of these walls into giants had been halted!


Although Tumi Sangzha was very far away and the massive fireballs were still plummeting out of the heavens, Chen Shusun was able to quickly notice that Tumi Sangzha had paled and fiercely turned his head to the summit. Wang Chong truly had been correct.


"He truly couldn't transform them!"


Stunned, Chen Shusun suddenly understood.


"Not even a Great General of Huoshu Huicang's level could be guaranteed to transform all the steel walls I brought into metal men, let alone this foreign general. Given his abilities, four metal giants is his absolute limit. Any further attempts to summon a metal giant will consume a massive amount of Stellar Energy… If an expert on his level wants to do that, then I welcome it with open arms!" Wang Chong said with a chuckle.


Before the imposing War Saint, no one could do things so easily. Not even Dalun Ruozan could have it easy, so why these foreign generals? Battles were fought step by step. If Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao hoped to use this method to defeat him, then they hoped in vain.


On the other side, Tumi Sangzha had clearly understood this principle and swiftly altered his plans.


Rooaaar!


With a furious bellow, the pitch-black halo under Tumi Sangzha's feet began to explode outward. All the metal men currently engaged in furious battle on the front lines were suddenly magnetically attracted to him, flying through the air to attach to his body.


Clangclangclang! Countless metal men along with the metal grains rising from deep underground began to attach to Tumi Sangzha, all of them quickly fusing together into a thick suit of armor that completely enclosed him.


Tumi Sangzha's body continued to grow taller and taller, and he was quickly replaced with a metal giant, ten-some zhang tall, appearing like some demonic god.


Dust plumed around him as a powerful aura rose from the giant's body.


"Where, where, where did this fellow come from! Isn't he too powerful?"


"Not even Jiaosiluo was this powerful, right?"


"The Tibetans still had a powerful expert like this!"


……


At this moment, the most shocked were the soldiers of Mengshe Zhao. After fighting together with Ü-Tsang for several months, they had grown very familiar with Huoshu Huicang's Five Tiger Generals.


As for the person before them… although they had run into him once or twice, it was generally the Five Tiger Generals leading the charge into enemy ranks. They truly had no impression of this valiant general.


A voice came from behind Fengjiayi as Mengshe Zhao's Great General Duan Gequan chose this moment to speak. "Of the Five Element halos, the Metal element has the fewest people possessing the talent to cultivate it, as it is the most difficult, with a chance of success far smaller than the other elements. This Tibetan can already use the Halo of Black Iron to this level, meaning that he's already reached or is close to reaching the even higher Halo of Bronze. Using it requires putting in one's heart and soul. Through the method used by this general, in terms of defense, he's already surpassed Jiaosiluo.


"Your Highness Crown Prince, you cultivate the same kind of metal halo. You must pay attention to this person's every action. Learn from him. It might be of great assistance to you."


"Jiayi understands. Many thanks to Great General for this advice," Fengjiayi earnestly replied.


Fengjiayi had always treated this Great General who had always stood in his father's shadow with the utmost respect.


Silence quickly settled in around him.


Everyone, both Mengshe Zhao and Tibetan, was focused on Tumi Sangzha. All of them had to admit that this strength displayed by this tribal warrior far surpassed their initial expectations.
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Boom!


The metal giant, ten-some zhang high, smashed a fist down, instantly sending a metal wall flying along with ten-some Tang soldiers. After flying around ten zhang, it crashed down to the ground, unleashing a cloud of dust.


"Jiaosiluo was a useless thing! Watch as I kill these Tang and tell you what a true expert of the plateau is like, what it truly means to be an eagle that lords over the skies!"


Tumi Sangzha's resounding roar in Tibetan echoed through the skies. He began to stride up the mountain, each step crossing seven or eight zhang. Boom! Another fist casually struck out, sending another heavy steel wall flying away in a cloud of dust.


Upon seeing this sight, even Wang Chong couldn't help but widen his eyes in shock.


Metal element halos were considered the strongest of the Five Element halos, but even so, the strength Tumi Sangzha displayed was abnormal. Although he was relying purely on savage strength, it was precisely this sort of method that was more troublesome and difficult to deal with.


"Not bad!"


At the base of the mountain, Huoshu Huicang stood like an imposing mountain, his posture giving off the feeling of a boundless ocean or unending mountain range, that nothing could ever shake him. As for Tumi Sangzha's performance, only he remained unsurprised.


Jiaosiluo had always been in conflict with tribal generals like Tumi Sangzha, as this was the particular selection method used by Ü-Tsang. The tribal generals were in competition with the Five Tiger Generals, and only the true experts could survive to take up a position in the Five Tiger Generals.


Whether it was Longqinba, Jiaosiluo, or the other deceased generals, they had all been chosen through this method. Thus, Huoshu Huicang actually hadn't cared that much about Jiaosiluo's death.


"I wonder what you'll do next?"


As Huoshu Huicang looked up at the summit, the hint of a smile appeared in his eyes. The massive fireballs carpeting the sky and a fierce general like Tumi Sangzha would probably leave even someone like Zhangchou Jianqiong helpless.


But with regards to that youth who had handed so many defeats to his subordinates, Huoshu Huicang felt a sliver of anticipation.


Politics was something that only people like Dalun Ruozan considered. As a pure soldier and general, Huoshu Huicang was only interested in the appearance of powerful opponents and their eventual destruction at his hands.


"Old Eagle, it's about time for you to go," Wang Chong suddenly said. "Your cultivation should have just about reached the proper level, right?"


"Yes, Young Master!"


With this familiar voice, a familiar figure emerged: Wang Chong's faithful follower, Old Eagle, walking out from the rear. After a period of absence, Old Eagle seemed to have reached a whole new level, his entire body bursting with energy.


"I have already broken into the Profound Martial realm and reached around Tier 3 or 4. I have also grasped the method behind the Six-armed Ksitigarbha! Right now, I should be strong enough to fight against an expert at Tier 6 or 7 of the Profound Martial realm!"


Old Eagle had a brilliant expression, brimming with confidence.


As an older expert from the capital, Old Eagle had remained at Tier 9 of the True Martial realm the longest of his old companions. His lack of talent had prevented him from crossing the threshold.


But it was also for this reason that he had accumulated much more energy than a normal expert could hope for. Old Eagle had originally believed that he would never be able to cross the threshold of the Profound Martial realm no matter how much energy he accumulated.


But the Six-Armed Ksitigarbha had given him just this chance to break through.


As a result, Old Eagle had broken through and, like a flood unleashed, immediately risen to Tier 3 of the Profound Martial realm, bordering on Tier 4.


The current Old Eagle was now someone with powerful abilities who could tip the balance of power.


This was also the reason Wang Chong had not used him until now.


"That foreigner is extremely powerful. Only our Wootz Steel swords are capable of breaking through his technique. However, you alone aren't enough. Luo Ji, you go as well!" Wang Chong firmly ordered with a glance to his left.


Luo Ji bowed and said, "Yes, this general will go!"


There was currently no one in the Annan Protectorate army who dared to disobey Wang Chong. Everyone treated Wang Chong as the Annan Protectorate army's savior. Without him, the Annan Protectorate army would have been wiped out long ago. Besides, Wang Chong also had Zhangchou Jianqiong's private token.


Wang Chong looked behind Luo Ji and ordered, "General Lin, you go as well!"


"Yes, your subordinate will go," Lin Wushou immediately replied.


By now, Wang Chong had been acknowledged by the soldiers of the southwest as the best and most suitable commander. Even General Wang and Protector-General Xianyu had ceded their authority to him, much less others.


"But just you won't be enough. Zhang Long!"


"Your subordinate is here!"


"Give your Wootz Steel sword to General Lin!"


"Yes, your subordinate will comply!"


……


In the Annan Protectorate army, only Wang Chong's subordinates were equipped with Wootz Steel swords, and only Wootz Steel swords could deal with a Metal element halo expert like Tumi Sangzha.


Ordinary sabers and swords would be transformed or snatched away and made into metal men before they could get close, so they were completely useless!


Gallop!


Old Eagle, Luo Ji, and Lin Wushou, equipped with Wootz Steel swords, rode off. They were also wearing the Meteoric Metal armor of the Black Dragon Bandit elites.


Boomboomboom!


Massive fireballs were still crashing out of the sky, leaving seas of fire around the mountain, but Old Eagle, Luo Ji, and Lin Wushou seemed utterly unaffected, easily weaving through these obstacles.


This trio was at a level where these fireballs could not even touch them, much less threaten them.


The three moved with such speed that they needed only a few moments to reach the base of the mountain.


"Foreign general, take my strike!"


With a heaven-shaking roar, Old Eagle leaped forward. His entire body suddenly disappeared, replaced by a Six-Armed Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian, its six arms actually wielding six Wootz Steel swords. Clang! The Six-Armed Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian lunged forward with inconceivable speed. With a slash of its six Wootz Steel swords, a large amount of refined iron was immediately shorn off the metal giant enclosing Tumi Sangzha.


"The Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian!!! You're using Batunlu's technique!"


A furious roar echoed through the battlefield as Tumi Sangzha glared. Like some primordial beast from before history, he smashed a fist at Old Eagle.


"The Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple's things are not for you to take! Give it back!"


"Careful!"


Only close up could one feel the power of Tumi Sangzha's steel giant, its unstoppable strength. And the thick layers of metal made it difficult for any weapon to truly threaten Tumi Sangzha within.


Bangbangbang! Roaring, Luo Ji and Lin Wushou soared into the air, brandishing Wootz Steel weapons. Four experts of the Profound Martial realm fell into an intense melee.


On the other side, nearly ten thousand Tibetan cavalry were fighting against the Annan Protectorate army.


"Get ready!"


Wang Chong's gaze rested on Old Eagle, Luo Ji, and Lin Wushou for only a few moments. A commander's focus could not remain long on a battle between two generals. He needed to focus on the overall situation and determine what would decide victory or defeat.


Leading the army to the final victory was a problem of tactics, a matter that the commander needed to handle.


"Tumi Sangzha won't be able to cause too much stir. In a little while, Huoshu Huicang should be sending even more cavalry in a large-scale assault. Pass on my order! Get ready to reinforce the lines and fight with the Tibetans!"


"But, Young Master, in the current situation, those constant fireballs make it impossible for us to get close," Chen Shusun worriedly said.


"Hmph, relax. It's no easy task to prepare these fireballs. The southwest is a land of hills and plains, making it very difficult for Dalun Ruozan to get his hands on so many boulders. Moreover, I might not know about much else, but I know that the Tibetans can't have very much Arabian Kerosene. These fireballs will soon be all used up. From the very start, Huoshu Huicang's goal has always been to destroy the defenses I deployed. Call Master Zhang over and tell him to get ready. The workers will need to take advantage of that break to repair the damaged walls."


The 'Master Zhang' Wang Chong referred to was naturally Zhang Shouzhi of the Bureau of Works. The greatest advantage of the modular walls was the ease in dismantling, moving, and repairing them.


It was impossible for Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan's attack to destroy these steel walls.


"Yes, I'll make the arrangements."


Chen Shusun immediately left to carry out his orders.
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Huoshu Huicang's assault arrived much earlier than anticipated.


Huoshu Huicang stared at the summit and suddenly ordered, "Ciren Xiangxiong, you go as well!"


"Yes, General!"


A voice came from behind him, and armor clanged as a burly and fierce Tibetan general mounted his horse and quickly took off.


"Follow me!"


With this order, the stalwart figure of Ciren Xiangxiong charged forward, thousands of cavalry following behind.


"Young Master, the Tibetans have moved." Chen Shusun turned his head and notified Wang Chong.


Once more, Chen Shusun felt an indescribable admiration. Wang Chong had once more predicted everything.


"Have all my orders been passed on?" Wang Chong said as he calmly surveyed the battlefield.


"All your orders have been passed on."


"Then begin," Wang Chong indifferently said.


Boom!


Sounds of fighting could be heard all over the mountain. Thousands of Tibetan cavalry were charging up the mountain, madly rushing up to the barricades, steel walls, and soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army. At the same time, waves of fireballs were continuing to crash down, cutting off the front of the Annan Protectorate army from the rear.


"Push aside the barricades! Use ropes to pull them aside!"


"Some of you, dismount and push aside the barricade!"


"Go over to where General Tumi Sangzha is and attack them from the rear!"


……


The Tibetan officers hollered out their orders, wanting nothing more than to tear open the Tang defenses. At the same time, the Annan Protectorate army soldiers on the lower half of the mountain were sacrificing their lives.


"Hold! Hold! Milord has ordered that no one is allowed to retreat!"


"Shieldmen! Shieldmen!"


"Guard the barricades—don't let them get dragged away!"


"If they're allowed to breach the defenses, we'll all be dead!"


……


The atmosphere was fraught with tension. One side was attempting to push its way to the summit and sweep away the final obstacle to the southwest, while the other side was doing all it could to defend and survive, and neither side was backing down.


As Huoshu Huicang viewed the intense melee, he suddenly furrowed his brow and ordered, "General Zhajie! You go as well!"


"Yes, General!" another tribal general of the Tibetan Plateau quickly replied.


"Follow me!"


With this order, another plume of dust rose into the air as nearly ten thousand Tibetan cavalry charged toward the mountain like a bolt of lightning. With this, Huoshu Huicang had committed thirty thousand soldiers, a significant number.


Cavalry was a more powerful force than infantry, and thirty thousand cavalry was enough to deal with three hundred thousand infantry on flat terrain. But at this moment, their opponents were the approximately one hundred thousand soldiers garrisoned on the mountain.


Boomboomboom!


The slams and kicks of horses against clanging shields filled the air, as did calls to hold the line. A single shield of the Annan Protectorate army had at least two or three people holding it, sometimes even five or six.


All of them were packed behind the shields, using all their power to stop the Tibetan charge.


Huoshu Huicang frowned and issued yet another order. "You go as well!"


In this mountainous terrain, the simultaneous charge of forty thousand cavalry was essentially complete saturation. Any more soldiers would not be able to insert themselves into the fight.


Not until they broke the first defensive line of the Annan Protectorate army!


"Kiiiill!"


Fierce roars filled the air as the fourth wave of Tibetan soldiers arrived. If one looked down from the sky, one would be able to notice that the base of the mountain was completely covered by Tibetan soldiers.


"Slaughter them all!"


Similar shouts in Tibetan could be heard all across the battlefield. Against these terrifying waves of Tibetan attacks, all the Annan Protectorate army soldiers on the front lines felt an unimaginable pressure.


The fragile defensive line could crumble at any time.


And the worst of all was that path opened up by Tumi Sangzha. An endless stream of Tibetan soldiers were charging through this gap and up the mountain. One second, two seconds, three seconds… every moment of time seemed to last for an eternity.


The Great Tang's defensive lines swayed, on the verge of breaking.


"Redouble the assault! They're about to break!"


Tibetans continued to launch endless waves of attacks, but the true person to break the first defensive line was someone no one had expected.


Boom!


At some point, Tumi Sangzha had thrown off Luo Ji, Old Eagle, and Lin Wushou, breaking out of their encirclement and sending a fist flying toward a heavy metal wall.


Buzz! As if this was some sort of signal, all the barricades and shields in the surrounding area were suddenly destroyed. Before anyone could react, the first defensive line had been broken.


"Kiiiill!"


After a momentary silence, the Tibetan cavalry noticed what had happened and were filled with energy. Even the Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers watching the battle felt excited and energized.


"Wonderful, kill them all!"


All of them could smell victory. It seemed like they had finally found a method to defeat the Tang. But in the next moment, before those forty thousand Tibetan cavalry could charge up, before the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army's joy and excitement had lasted more than a few moments, the greatest change of all occurred.


With their barricades dismantled, shields destroyed, and defensive line broken, all the Annan Protectorate army soldiers immediately hid behind the steel walls to their sides.


Swish!


With a metallic howl, a thick bolt flew through the sky, piercing through a Tibetan horseman. The muscular highland steed barely had time to neigh before it was sent crashing to the ground with its rider.


That thick bolt continued behind them. Bang! It struck a second rider, and then a third, a fourth, a fifth, a sixth…


In their frenzied assault, a massive number of Tibetan soldiers had gathered at the base of the mountain, densely concentrating their ranks. And at this moment, this Tibetan strategy had become a fatal error.


Bangbangbangbang!


Only after this bolt had run through ten-some Tibetan cavalry, leaving a straight and bloody path, was its strength finally expended.


"Tang ballistae!"


A panic-stricken voice rang out, a voice that caused all the other soldiers to tremble. At this moment, all the Tibetans at the base of the mountain felt like their blood had frozen in their veins.


The Tibetans were famed for their thick plate armor, but this plate armor had a mortal foe: the Great Tang ballistae.


The massive bolts fired by these ballistae could easily blow a straight line through the Tibetan ranks.


That dreadful sound was one that all of them recognized: the sound of Great Tang ballistae.


Thwishthwishthwish!


In a flash, and before they could react, Wang Chong revealed his hidden hand. The sounds of countless ballistae firing rose up from the upper half of the mountain.


Countless ballistae lined up on the mountain were currently firing.


The blazing flames and plummeting fireballs could block the Annan Protectorate army soldiers, but they could not block the famed ballistae of the Great Tang. Bangbangbang! Thousands of ballista bolts howled through the air, piercing through countless Tibetan cavalry.


The dense ranks of cavalry barely had time to make a noise before a thick bolt would shoot through them. Bodies toppled to the ground like wooden pillars, impacting with a heart-chilling thud.


All went according to plan as the Tibetans arrayed before the metal walls were shot down.


Slaughter!


This was a true slaughter!


In a few seconds, these ballista bolts had killed more Tibetans than the number that had been charging the Tang defense line.


The bolts came one after the other, callous and determined.


And that blazing sea of flames was a barrier that protected the ballistae from the Tibetan cavalry!
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"Bastard! This brat is too cunning!"


In the Mengshe Zhao army, Fengjiayi tightly clenched his fist. He felt sure that Wang Chong had only moved those ballistae during Tumi Sangzha's assault.


Because in the previous battles, those ballistae simply hadn't been there.


"He's even used the sea of fire to his advantage. This fellow is truly terrifying. The Wang Clan is praised as a clan of ministers and generals, but this sort of reserve is simply absurd."


The Mengshe Zhao generals were all stupefied, a profound apprehension emerging in their minds.


What sort of person was Dalun Ruozan?


What sort of person was Huoshu Huicang?


Although Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang were not enemies, there was no one in the southwest who didn't understand who these two people were. If either one of this pair appeared on the Mengshe Zhao border, everyone would immediately act like they were facing down a powerful foe.


But this boy called Wang Chong was taking them head-on, succeeding in both attack and defense.


He had even used Dalun Ruozan's fireballs to protect his own forces, neutralizing the Tibetan weapons.


They even suspected that this Wang Chong had intentionally made the Tibetans gather forces around the base of the mountain, and waited for the ground to be saturated with Tibetan troops before bringing out the Great Tang ballistae.


In normal circumstances, the Great Tang ballistae at their most effective would only kill three or four people with each shot, and this would be if the enemy was charging straight at them. But right now, the cavalry were so packed together that a single bolt was enough to kill ten or more.


A few of the ballista bolts had even punched through fifteen or sixteen cavalry before finally stopping.


Under this short rain of ballista bolts, the Tibetan casualties had already climbed to four or five thousand. Rumble! Another volley of bolts howled down from the mountain. The results were not as obvious as the first wave's, but still two or three thousand Tibetans were sent crashing to the ground along with their horses.


Blood gushed down the mountain in bubbling streams while the anguished whinnies of horses filled the air. The entire mountain was in chaos.


This sight caused Huoshu Huicang's eyes to twitch.


Even after all his years in the southwest, all the battles he had fought against the Tang, all the times he had witnessed the power of Great Tang weaponry, Huoshu Huicang still found it hard to remain calm in the face of the might being displayed by Wang Chong's ballistae.


Although the Ngari Royal Lineage possessed more than two hundred thousand cavalry, so the loss of several thousand cavalry was not really that significant, these two-hundred-thousand-some cavalry had taken more than thirty years to build up on Ü-Tsang's part, had required a massive amount of time and energy to forge.


It would be no easy to task for the Tibetans to forge another such army.


Huoshu Huicang suddenly raised his arm and firmly ordered, "Change the target. Destroy those Great Tang ballistae!"


"Yes, General!"


But before this order could travel out of the rear, the situation on the slopes changed once more. Without the slightest hesitation, after firing two waves of bolts, the Great Tang ballistae were quickly pushed back behind the steel walls.


It took only a few seconds for the ballistae to disappear, just as quickly as they appeared.


Tumi Sangzha, Ciren Xiangxiong, and Zhajie Xiji, these three mighty tribal generals, felt a deep fear. The Great Tang withdrawing these ballistae was far more terrifying than if they had continued firing.


Because nobody knew when they would reappear and resume the barrage.


This was simply impossible to defend against.


Moreover, the Great Tang ballistae needed to be reloaded and tightened every two to three shots. By withdrawing them now, Wang Chong could have the ballistae reloaded and ready to go when he next needed them to appear.


And that occasion would inevitably be yet another slaughter!


As they gradually began to understand Wang Chong's strategy, all of them felt their hearts turn ice-cold. The Great Tang ballistae were certainly not new weapons, but no one had ever used them to such terrifying effect as Wang Chong had.


"Damn it! Hold them down for me. As long as we can hold them, they won't be able to fire down at us!"


"Someone, get soldiers up there and destroy those ballistae!"


"Remember to use their steel walls to avoid any volleys!"


……


The Tibetan army did not lack smart individuals. A few had immediately noticed the crucial point of the matter.


If they were engaged in close melee with the Tang, then the Annan Protectorate army on the slopes above wouldn't fire for fear of shooting their own forces. At the same, the steel walls that Wang Chong had established around the mountain could also be used to avoid ballista fire.


But the Tibetans were famed for their cavalry charges and were skilled in offense. Defense and holding the line were the field of the Great Tang infantry. If the cavalry were hiding behind the steel walls, they would have lost sight of their objective.


"Bastard! Follow me!"


Wrapped in his massive giant of steel, Tumi Sangzha suddenly roared, his pitch-black Halo of Thorns vibrating in response. The Tang soldiers cried out in alarm as their armor was ripped from their bodies and transformed into hundreds of metal men who immediately crossed the sea of fire and charged at the location of the ballistae.


At the same time, Tumi Sangzha broke free of Old Eagle, Luo Ji, and Lin Wushou, his small mountain of a figure leaping up the mountain. That scorching sea of fire couldn't even reach the giant's knees and thus posed no threat to him.


Boom! The mountain trembled under Tumi Sangzha's feet, but Tumi Sangzha was only able to take a few steps before he suddenly stopped, his body shivering as he raised his head up to the sky.


In the dark clouds, a massive fireball was rapidly expanding like a miniature sun. Crash! It landed in a place ten-some zhang from Tumi Sangzha, sending out ripples of energy and flames.


But with the landing of this fireball, the heavens fell silent. No more fireballs were plummeting out of the sky.


After some time, the siege weapons in the rear had finally used up all their fireballs, bringing this rain of fireballs to an end.


For a moment, the entire mountain was completely devoid of sound.


"It's over!"


On the summit, Wang Chong smiled as he watched that final fireball crash into the ground. Everything was as he had expected. No matter how wise Dalun Ruozan was or how much he had planned, he would have never planned for Wang Chong's appearance or for the fact that Wang Chong would build both Lion City and this steel fortress in the southwest.


The short time available guaranteed that Dalun Ruozan would not have sufficient reserves.


So this rain of fireballs was guaranteed to not last for long.


Caressed by a gentle breeze, Wang Chong looked down the mountain and indifferently said, "Move out!"


Roar!


A roar that could shatter mountains rose from the mountain. As if time had stopped and was now beginning to flow once more, the deserted mountainside was instantly covered in soldiers.


It was finally the Annan Protectorate army's turn to counterattack.


"Kiiiill!"


Cries of battle echoed into the horizon as the Tang soldiers hiding behind the steel walls charged out, forming a flood of steel as they swept down the mountain.


Their momentum was enough to sweep over the world, to topple mountains and reverse the seas!


"Foreign swine! Hand over your lives!"


Fierce shouts rose from the mountain as countless officers of the Annan Protectorate army fell in with their soldiers and charged down the slope, powerful auras bursting from their bodies.


Even someone as brash as Tumi Sangzha widened his eyes in shock at this moment.


Although the Great Tang had spent these recent years indulging in peace and pleasure and was no longer as strong as it used to be, a starving camel was still stronger than a horse, and its army was still bursting with talent. It had far more generals than Ü-Tsang or Mengshe Zhao.


Old Eagle, Luo Ji, and Lin Wushou were already hard enough to deal with, and now even more people were charging down.


"Retreat! Retreat! Hurry!" Tumi Sangzha suddenly bellowed.


Thirty thousand Tibetans were no match for all these Tang. Without the cover of the fireballs, the Tibetans had lost their advantage.


Neigh!


The ballista barrage had already caused the morale of the Tibetans to plummet. Now that the tides of battle had suddenly reversed, the Tibetans at the base of the mountain were beginning to flee.


The cavalry further up the mountain also began to turn their mounts around and flee.


Tumi Sangzha and the other generals brought up the rear for a little longer before turning around and fleeing down the mountain.


In this sort of battle, getting caught up in battle was a death sentence!


"Ha!"


Seeing that the Tibetans were fleeing, the mountain instantly exploded with cheers.


……


In the middle of his army, Geluofeng looked up at the summit, his eyes flickering to and fro. After a long time, he finally spoke up. "Huoshu Huicang has also failed!" His gaze was deep and thoughtful, but nobody could tell what he was thinking.


"In constructing these things for Dalun Ruozan, we invested a large number of resources. In the end, however, their killing power was limited."


A cold voice came from behind Geluofeng.


"It wasn't because Huoshu Huicang was too weak."


"Yes."


Another voice added, "The crux of the issue is that child. He is even harder to deal with than we imagined."


"The Great Tang is already strong enough. It was enough that they had Duke Jiu back then. They don't need a second or a third…"


Geluofeng's eyes began to glimmer with cold light. Like Dalun Ruozan, he had not experienced last night's battle. He had only heard the recounts of the people who had returned.


But those few recounts were enough for Geluofeng to want to kill that boy.


"In this battle, it's no longer important to annihilate the southwest's protectorate army. But this boy called Wang Chong must be killed!"


With these final words, Geluofeng's eyes shone with a shocking killing intent.


"Your Majesty, be at ease. He will not be able to leave alive."


With these last words, nothing more could be heard from behind him.
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The battle quickly concluded.


The Tibetans did not launch a new wave of attacks, and the Annan Protectorate army did not continue their pursuit. The base of the mountain seemed to serve as an invisible furrow that divided the Annan Protectorate army from the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army.


Both sides minded their own business.


But once one side crossed this boundary, it would mean that another round of fighting was about to begin.


"How is it? Have you finished counting up our casualties?"


On the summit, Luo Ji, Lin Wushou, and the other generals of the Annan Protectorate army had convened to take stock of their losses.


"From the start of the battle to now, our losses total 8764 people!"


Lin Wushou glanced at the book sent over by the registrar officer before raising his head and speaking to the gathered generals.


"This also means that we only have 91,000 soldiers left."


These words seemed to immediately cause even the air to grow heavier. From Lion City to here, everyone had been focused on the number of soldiers under their command. After every battle, they would always count up how many troops they had left.


The Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army was simply too large, stretching on to the horizon no matter where they looked. This sort of pressure was actually quite significant.


If the Annan Protectorate army wanted to survive, they had to cherish each and every soldier.


That this first exchange had resulted in a loss of nearly one-tenth of their manpower was very heavy news for these generals.


"How many troops did the enemy lose?" a one-armed general asked. Although he only had one arm, this general still seemed extremely strong and brave. The energy exuded by his body was even more formidable than Luo Ji's or Lin Wushou's.


The most unique thing about him was still that seemingly extremely heavy saber in his hand. This saber was half a foot wide and six feet long. The blade itself was extremely thick and heavy. One could tell at a glance that it had been specially forged.


This person was called Chen Guanshun, and he was one of the high-ranked generals of the Annan Protectorate army. His nickname was 'Mountain River Saber' and his rank was even higher than Luo Ji's. In terms of pure strength, he was definitely ranked in the top five of the Annan Protectorate army.


"Let me take a look!"


Lin Wushou flipped to the next page.


"This… The Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army has suffered losses of more than eighty thousand, bordering on ninety thousand! Based on the registrar officer's words, this is only a conservative estimate."


"Ah!"


The eyes of the officers lit up as they began to raise their heads.


"General Lin, you're sure that's right?" one of the generals excitedly asked.


They knew that the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army should have lost a great number of people in this battle, but none of them knew just how many. Now that the results were out, they had to admit that the number had far exceeded their expectations.


"It can't be wrong! All of you should know the strictness of the military law in the Annan Protectorate army. They would never make this sort of mistake!" Lin Wushou firmly answered.


The registrar officers were responsible for recording losses in battle. This was extremely important to an army, and any mistake would result in execution.


"A ten-to-one ratio of casualties… that's simply absurd. Not even Protector-General Zhangchou ever managed to achieve this sort of record. That scion, that scion…"


The Annan Protectorate army general was so excited that he could barely speak.


Military strategists were not in short supply in the southwest, and both Zhangchou Jianqiong and Xianyu Zhongtong were rather decent experts of the art of war. But Wang Chong was on a completely different level.


"I suddenly understand why Lord Zhangchou gave his token to this young sir."


Lin Wushou sighed.


"Does the Young Master know of this matter?"


Chen Guanshun suddenly turned his head farther up the summit. On the vastness of the mountain, Wang Chong's figure seemed extremely tiny. Even though they were familiar with him by now, all these generals still felt like they were looking at Wang Chong for the first time.


"The registrar officer has already given this information to Young Master," Luo Ji said, his voice brimming with respect.


All their lives were in Wang Chong's hands, and across the southwest, no more formidable strategist or tactician could be found. No! Not just in the southwest. At this moment, everyone felt like the scion behind them was probably the greatest master of the art of war in all of the Central Plains.


"Let's go! Let us also meet with Young Master. In addition, spread the news of the casualties around. I would like to see if anyone in the army will still dare to oppose Young Master. If there's still someone who can't change with the times, then they truly can't blame us for being rude!" Lin Wushou said.




"Mm."


Chen Guanshun nodded. There were actually still quite a few soldiers in the Annan Protectorate army who were somewhat conflicted about Wang Chong commanding the entire army. Otherwise, Wang Chong wouldn't have been so limited in the number of generals he could order about.


But these people did not publicly express their objections, so Wang Chong couldn't do anything about them.


However, as a general of the Annan Protectorate army, Chen Guanshun knew about these private grumblings. No matter what it was like in the past, starting from now, he would not permit anyone to defy Wang Chong's orders.


This was a consensus shared by all the generals present.


They quickly began to make their way up the mountain.


……


On the summit, Chen Shusun flipped through the book and noted, "Young Master, the Tibetans and Mengshe Zhao people have only around four hundred thousand soldiers left."


"Mm, but we only have around ninety thousand soldiers."


Wang Chong nodded and spoke, but his gaze remained fixed down below. Standing on the summit gave him the advantage of being able to see anything that the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army did. The earlier battle had concluded, but both Wang Chong and the other Great Tang generals were well aware that the overall battle was far from over.


Huoshu Huicang would not so easily concede, nor would Dalun Ruozan. Neither member of this duo had truly mobilized, nor had Geluofeng or Duan Gequan.


And his father Wang Yan and Protector-General Xianyu Zhongtong were also still standing on the summit.


With neither side's elite fighting forces having mobilized, this conflict was still far from reaching its end.


"The battle will only get more intense from here!" Chen Shusun suddenly said.


"Mm, most certainly."


Wang Chong nodded.


The earlier attacks by the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army were only probes. The soldiers with the lowest fighting power would always be dispatched first. Both the Whitestone Corps and Jiaosiluo's troops were far from being the most elite of the enemy's forces.


The further this war progressed, the crueler and more intense it would become.


"Young Master Chong, are you still not willing to come out for a meeting?"


A resounding voice suddenly rose from the base of the mountain like a thunderclap. This voice instantly silenced the entire mountain. Wang Chong, Chen Shusun, and Old Eagle stopped and looked down the mountain.


Old Eagle looked behind him at Wang Chong and said, "Young Master, it's Dalun Ruozan." With the battle over, he had returned to Wang Chong's side.


"Do you want to respond to him?"


Chen Shusun cautioned Wang Chong, "Dalun Ruozan is praised as a wise minister, as wily as a fox. He can't have any good intentions by requesting to speak with Young Master at this time."


"It's fine."


Wang Chong waved his hand and faintly smiled.


"At this sort of time, what sort of tricks can he possibly play? And besides, even if he wants to play some trick… that would only be if I permitted it."


An expression of extreme confidence appeared on Wang Chong's face.


He knew that the person standing across from him was a 'wise minister' of Ü-Tsang, but this wise minister had no idea that the person standing across from him was the War Saint. No matter what sort of reputation or military record Dalun Ruozan held in the southwest, these were nothing to fear to Wang Chong.


With a sweep of his sleeves, Wang Chong took two steps forward and spoke. "Wang Chong is here. Is the Great Minister present?"


Fwoosh!


At almost the same time, the Tibetan army below suddenly parted. The robed form of Dalun Ruozan, wielding his feather fan, leisurely walked out from within.


"Is it Wang Chong, Young Master Wang, the descendant of the Great Tang's Duke Jiu?"


Dalun Ruozan raised his head, his eyes fixed on the summit.


On the summit, Xianyu Zhongtong and Wang Yan glanced at each other, the shock evident in their eyes. That Dalun Ruozan was able to guess at Wang Chong's name was surprising enough, but he had also guessed that he was a descendant of Duke Jiu. It was obvious that he had thoroughly seen through Wang Chong's identity and background.


"Not bad!"


In front of these three armies, Wang Chong had no intention of hiding anything.


"What does Great Minister want to request of me, to have me come out at this time?"


"Hahaha, Young Master Wang, you truly like to tell jokes. Look around you. Is it not our Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao that are surrounding you?"


Dalun Ruozan opened his arms and chuckled.


"Haha, since Great Minister is already so self-assured of victory, why waste energy wagging tongues. Simply order your soldiers to advance and finish things."


Wang Chong grinned.


"Ha, Young Master is youthful and vigorous. This Dalun Ruozan admires you. However, are those Tang soldiers like you, fearless and heedless of death? This minister cherishes talents. If Young Master is willing to surrender the Annan Protectorate army, this minister is willing to release Young Master out of respect and leave Protector-General Xianyu a path of survival."


Dalun Ruozan looked up at the summit, his face the picture of sincerity.


"A good plan from Great Minister. Then might I ask what would happen to the soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army?" Wang Chong scornfully said.


"Young Master, be at ease. Dalun Ruozan will naturally leave them a path of survival. But they are still soldiers. Nurturing a tiger will only result in being bitten by it. If they return to the Central Plains and once more enter the army, then we would only be releasing the tiger back into the mountain so that it can resume being our foe. Thus, if both sides can reach an agreement, if they are willing to put down their weapons, we are willing to release them in Ü-Tsang or Mengshe Zhao to live out their retirement… This is already a great compromise."


Dalun Ruozan continued to speak with a look of utter sincerity.


"Haha, Great Minister, I have an even better plan. Does Great Minister wish to listen?"


Wang Chong finally couldn't help but laugh.


"Please explain."


Dalun Ruozan lightly chuckled.
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"If Great Minister is willing, have the Tibetan cavalry offer themselves as prisoners, and then have the Tsenpo enter the capital to seek forgiveness for his crimes from the Sage Emperor. Perhaps Ü-Tsang can still remain at peace on the Tibetan Plateau. Otherwise, it will face a great disaster!"


Wang Chong's words caused Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, and all the other generals of the Ngari Royal Lineage to instantly pale. Wang Chong had clearly used Tibetan to speak these words.


"Impudent brat, you dare to offend the Tsenpo!" a Tibetan general furiously roared, his entire body brimming with rage. The faces of the other generals were also tinged with anger. Ü-Tsang might have been divided into four Royal Lineages, but the Tsenpo's position was supreme.


Even Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang were incredibly respectful in front of the Tsenpo, neither daring to step out of line.


"Young Master Wang, I thought that you were a person of culture and that we could talk with each other. I didn't think that you were so impudent. Flowery words and insulting the Tsenpo will be of no benefit to you," Dalun Ruozan said with great displeasure.


In Ü-Tsang, the Tsenpo's status was even higher than the Sage Emperor's. The reason was very simple. Although the Ü-Tsang Empire seemed to be divided into four Royal Lineages, the Tsenpo reigned over all.


And its internal hierarchy was even stricter than the Great Tang's!


"Ha, Great Minister believes that I am intentionally angering you?"


Wang Chong grinned, regarding the anger of the Tibetan generals with complete disdain.


"Great Minister is blinded by greed, only seeing victory and defeat in a single war, but Wang Chong is looking at Ü-Tsang and the Great Tang. The Great Tang stands in the center of the four extremes and eight wildernesses, its strength placing it above the other kingdoms. Great Minister has not forgotten about those old events, right?


"Within the four seas, the eight wildernesses, and the six directions1, no empire can compare to the Great Tang. Ü-Tsang… is no exception! Even if Great Minister has worked with Mengshe Zhao to gather an army of five hundred thousand, so what? It still cannot deal with a meager army of one hundred thousand. And the Annan Protectorate is only one of the protectorates.




"Great Minister is only thinking about gathering an army today to deal with the Great Tang. Has Great Minister thought about what would happen in the future when the Great Tang gathers its armies to deal with Ü-Tsang?"


Wang Chong's words clearly had an effect on the Tibetans below.


Ü-Tsang's strength was inferior to the Great Tang's, but no one had ever stated it so bluntly as Wang Chong. Moreover, even if this army won this war and occupied the Great Tang's southwest, when the entire Great Tang Empire was involved, not even Huoshu Huicang would dare to speak lightly.


The Great Tang still had Geshu Han, Gao Xianzhi, Zhang Shougui, Wang Zhongsi, and even Zhangchou Jianqiong in the capital… and still many, many more. This time, if the Tibetans had not worked together with the other countries, and if Geluofeng had not pulled off a surprising victory against the Great Tang by the Erhai, allowing the other countries to see the Great Tang's weakness and giving them a chance to strike, just Ü-Tsang alone would not have been enough to challenge the Great Tang.


This brat… is truly much harder to deal with than I imagined.


Dalun Ruozan's brow furrowed. He could clearly sense the change in the surrounding soldiers' morale, and it was certainly not the result he had wanted. He had intended to summon Wang Chong to break the Great Tang morale, but the exact opposite had been achieved.


"Great Minister, there's no need to say any more. This child is difficult to handle."


A vigorous voice came from his side.


Huoshu Huicang, his brow furrowed, had made the rare decision to intervene. He rarely involved himself in Dalun Ruozan's actions and plans, but this time, Huoshu Huicang felt forced to interfere.


It wasn't because he didn't believe in Dalun Ruozan, but because the discrepancy in strength between the Great Tang and Ü-Tsang was clear and undeniable. Not even Huoshu Huicang would dare to claim that Ü-Tsang could surpass the Great Tang.


If that truly was the case, there would have been no need for the alliance with Mengshe Zhao.


A centipede could die, but it would never fall over. Even though the Great Tang was no longer at its peak, as the strongest empire of the continent, its existence cast a massive shadow on the surrounding countries.


"Hahaha, Young Master Wang is truly a good talker. But a tree that stands out from the forest will be the first to be blown down. If Young Master has the time, you should first worry about yourself. As for Ü-Tsang… in all these centuries, the Central Plains have never been able to subjugate Ü-Tsang, so it will naturally be impossible in the centuries to come."


Dalun Ruozan gave a faint smile.


Speaking frankly, Dalun Ruozan actually felt some admiration for this Wang Chong. Unfortunately… Wang Chong was a Tang, an enemy of Ü-Tsang.


"Haha, the Tang have never been able to step onto the plateau in the past, but there's no guarantee that this will be the case in the future. And besides, Ü-Tsang can flee to the plateau, but can King Geluofeng?"


Standing on the summit, Wang Chong smiled and turned to another direction.


Buzz!


Before Dalun Ruozan could respond to Wang Chong's words, Geluofeng, Fengjiayi, and the other Mengshe Zhao generals began to pale. They had all been watching the exchange between Wang Chong and Dalun Ruozan, but none of them had expected Wang Chong's spear to suddenly turn to them.


The alliance between Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang had always concealed a hidden danger. Just like Wang Chong had said, Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao were different. Once defeat seemed imminent or something happened, the Tibetans could retreat to the plateau to protect themselves.


But Mengshe Zhao could not do this.


The Six Zhao of Erhai were exposed, and once Ü-Tsang extracted its troops, Mengshe Zhao would be left alone to bear the fury of the Great Tang. And the strength of Mengshe Zhao could never resist such an assault.


Thus, Mengshe Zhao, from the lowest subject to King Geluofeng, had always worried about Ü-Tsang. They also worried that Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang wouldn't be willing to commit everything and might leave at any time.


But this was an extremely sensitive matter, so neither side had brought this up as they were drawing up the terms of the alliance, intelligently avoiding the matter. Now, however, Wang Chong had placed this dreaded matter in front of them.


A Mengshe Zhao general at Geluofeng's side couldn't help but caution, "Your Majesty, this fellow's tongue is too sharp. You cannot answer him. Although Dalun Ruozan is praised as a wise minister, he truly chose the wrong target this time."


He hadn't really felt anything while Wang Chong and Dalun Ruozan had been talking, but once Wang Chong had aimed his spear at them, everything was different. This simple question had caused all their hearts to shiver in dread. These generals felt that nothing good would come of speaking with him, that there was no advantage to be gained.


"It's fine!"


Geluofeng's eyes flickered for a few moments, but he quickly calmed himself and waved his hand.


"It's just a teenager. Since our foe has started the conversation, if we pretend he said nothing, we'll seem too cowardly. If we don't even have this courage, if we quail without even seeing the Great Tang's Sage Emperor, then what right does our Mengshe Zhao have to contend against the Great Tang?"




"This…"


Geluofeng showed little hesitation. As the hegemon of the southwest, as a local powerhouse, if he lacked even this daring, he was letting down his own authority.


"Young Master Wang is a man of culture and talent. As your elder, I will not bicker with you. There are reasons for the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang alliance, and Young Master Wang need not worry about it. However, now that I think about it, I am an old acquaintance of your Wang Clan. I once had the opportunity to meet your grandsire in the capital. As I think about it, his demeanor and conduct were truly admirable. If Young Master can return, please give him my regards."


"Young Master, this Geluofeng is a cunning fox. You can't take his bait."


Old Eagle's eyes widened as he hurriedly advised caution. After spending so long in the capital, his eyes and ears listening in on everything, Old Eagle had learned many things. If Geluofeng's words were to find their way to the capital, the capital's old censors would certainly deluge the Imperial Court with a flurry of impeaching memorials.


With so many people serving as witnesses, there was no escaping the charge of the Wang Clan colluding with Mengshe Zhao to betray the Great Tang. Even if this charge were to be cleared in the future, the stain would forever remain. The descendants of the Wang Clan would forever find it difficult to advance, whether in officialdom or in the army.


"It's fine."


Wang Chong smiled. As someone who had spent so long in the capital, and as a scion of a great clan, he completely understood what Geluofeng's aim was. The Imperial Court had always been a place of groundless accusation, and the battle for political power had always been abnormally intense.


In order to overturn their opponents, each side was willing to resort to any method. At the very least, once King Qi learned of this news, he would definitely do his utmost to use this opportunity to suppress the Wang Clan.


"Geluofeng is also a powerhouse of the southwest. He's a master of those political schemes that are played out in the capital. If I ignore him, then there really will be a problem. Old Eagle, I know what you mean, but in dealing with Geluofeng, there's no need to be so passive, much less so afraid."


Saying this, Wang Chong stepped forward, appearing transcendent and unearthly, even before this army of hundreds of thousands.


"There's no need for any regards. Grandfather is a man of all-seeing insight. In the capital, this humble one heard him evaluate the heroes of the world. He said that Geluofeng is a man of gentle face and cold heart, a disloyal man who seems kind but is inwardly vicious, someone who was certain to betray the Great Tang in the future. Everything has proved Grandfather's judgement to be correct. Grandfather has always hated and loathed rebels and traitors like King Geluofeng. When people share different principles, there is little ground for understanding. It is better if King Geluofeng does not mention anything about sending regards!"


Wang Chong's voice resounded over the vast army.


Rumble! His voice echoed over the field. Wang Chong had used a bit of Stellar Energy so that his voice could be heard within a radius of several li.


Upon seeing this sight, Geluofeng actually chuckled.


"Royal Father, did Wang Jiuling really say such words?" Fengjiayi asked.


Everyone said that Wang Jiuling had a good eye for people. As long as one had visited the capital of the Great Tang, whether they were from Mengshe Zhao, the Abbasid Caliphate, or Charax Spasinu, they would know of Duke Jiu's name, and they would all feel great respect for it.


The Great Tang's prosperity was inextricably tied to Duke Jiu. Even the distant foreign countries knew the stories about how the sagacious minister Duke Jiu had served as the Sage Emperor's arms and legs.


Fengjiayi, who had been a hostage in the Great Tang's capital, naturally held great respect for the name of Duke Jiu. In this aspect, he was completely different from the rest of Geluofeng's sons.


Geluofeng grinned and replied, "Hmph, you also believed that? It's just a nonsense story made up by that brat."

______________
1.The eight wildernesses refer to the lands extremely far from the Central Plains, to the north, northeast, northwest, southeast, etc. The six directions include the normal four directions as well as up and down. It is usually used to refer to the whole world.↩
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"If Wang Jiuling were truly this formidable, he wouldn't be a man, but a god, and our Mengshe Zhao would never have stood a chance. So how could we have arrived at today's battle?"


The Wang Clan was truly quite famous, and that former Prime Minister of the Great Tang was even more famous. However, Wang Chong's words could only deceive those people who didn't know the inside story. To formidable characters like Geluofeng, Wang Chong's words were complete nonsense. It would be stranger if they had believed a single word.


"Damn it!"


Fengjiayi quickly realized and cursed at himself. It was all because Duke Jiu's reputation was too inflated, with everyone talking about how virtuous and noble he was, with the entire world praising him as a sagacious minister.


Fengjiayi had fallen for this first impression and treated Wang Chong's story as the truth.


"This despicable and cunning scoundrel!"


Geluofeng waved his hand and said, "There's no need to get angry at him about this. When two countries fight, every method is on the table. That's how it's always been. The urgent task at hand is to think about how we should attack the Annan Protectorate army."


Truthfully, if it hadn't been so necessary to sweep over the southwest as quickly as possible and subjugate this area, Geluofeng was actually quite interested in Wang Chong. It had been a very long time since he had met such a formidable youth. Whether on the attack or the defense, he covered up every possible angle and left no flaws to exploit.


The crime of rebellion, with Geluofeng himself making the charge, truly might have made any other person fall for his trap. But Wang Chong had quickly nullified this most dangerous of political schemes. This was not something any ordinary person could do.


Putting aside his knowledge of military strategy, his attainments in the realm of politics and schemes meant that he truly wasn't an ordinary person. This was also why Geluofeng immediately put aside any further attempts to make trouble.


"Follow me!"


With a sweep of his great robe, Geluofeng turned and strode in the direction of Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang. At the same time, Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang were leading the Tibetan generals in Geluofeng's direction.


Although they were people of differing principles, as formidable characters of the southwest, the two of them thought on exactly the same level.


"What sort of ideas does Great Minister have?"


Geluofeng cut straight to the point with his stern question.


"This brat is difficult to handle."


Dalun Ruozan took in a deep breath before continuing.


"The urgent task is to remove the defenses he erected on the mountain. Without those metal walls, the one hundred thousand soldiers of the Annan Protectorate won't stand a chance against our army."


"That's right!"


Geluofeng also gave a long sigh.


"The Great Tang dominated the world through its infantry, and their expertise is in positional warfare and defensive battles. And the people from the Wang Clan also seemed to be experts in these aspects. In the battle of Erhai, we were able to completely rout the Annan Protectorate army, but we're completely helpless here."


Geluofeng and the Mengshe Zhao army were the ones who had most profoundly felt this change in the Great Tang. Previously, they had relied on pure numbers to swiftly topple the Great Tang, but now, they had lost nearly seventy thousand soldiers on the mountain. The Annan Protectorate army seemed to give off a completely different feeling, as different as the heaven and the earth.


"We underestimated this boy. He clearly came with a plan. In this entire war, he's the one that we underestimated the most," a Mengshe Zhao general suddenly said.


These words instantly plunged all of them into silence. He was right. Compared to saying that they had underestimated the entire Annan Protectorate army, it was better to say that they had underestimated one person. Whether it was Lion City or this fortress before them made up of scattered steel walls, or even the profound transformation of the Annan Protectorate army, all of it was caused by one person.


From a certain perspective, this war was really a war between the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army and a single person.


The Great Tang had only sent a single person, yet this had been enough to completely overturn the war and upset the foregone conclusion.


Fengjiayi suddenly spoke, a pensive look on his face. "Royal Father, Great Minister, sir generals, I feel that we also shouldn't overestimate this boy too much."


"Oh?"


Everyone immediately turned to him.


"Does His Highness the Crown Prince have some wisdom to share?"


Dalun Ruozan faintly smiled, appearing to be deeply interested in hearing whatever there was to say.


"I wouldn't dare to call it wisdom, but has everyone forgotten why the Tang chose to break out of Lion City?" Fengjiayi asked.


Buzz!


The moment Fengjiayi finished speaking, everyone's eyes lit up. It was true that in terms of safety, Lion City was much safer than this mountain. The Annan Protectorate army had only chosen to break out for a very simple reason…


"Their provisions ran out!" a Mengshe Zhao general suddenly said, his words immediately getting to the heart of the matter.


"Correct! The Annan Protectorate army left Lion City back then because their provisions were about to run out. The provisions to feed nearly one hundred thousand soldiers is not a trifling number."


Fengjiayi's eyes seemed to glow, his gaze turning sharper and sharper.


"No matter how formidable that brat is, could he possibly produce enough supplies to feed one hundred thousand soldiers? The southwest war has only lasted for a bit more than a month. Rations and fodder have to move before the troops can mobilize. I stayed in the Great Tang for some time, so I was lucky enough to understand somewhat how it works.


"The Great Tang isn't like our territory. Its territory is vast and expansive. In order to gather the resources to feed one hundred thousand soldiers, they would need to collect it from all the counties and prefectures. The entire process is extremely time-consuming and requires a long time to complete.


"I studied in the Great Tang capital for a time, and I had the opportunity to inspect the historical records of the Great Tang. The empires of the Central Plains need to gather provisions for at least three years to fight a war of three months. Moreover, their lands grow less fertile and less productive the farther north one goes. While our Mengshe Zhao also grows rice, we have plentiful sunlight and fertile lands, so we produce much more than they do.


"So I am certain that the Great Tang cannot prepare the provisions for one hundred thousand soldiers in a short time. Even if we gave that brat wings, he still wouldn't be able to conjure the provisions for one hundred thousand soldiers out of thin air.


"Even if they guard the mountain so tightly that not even a drop of water can leak in, as long as we simply besiege them and refuse to attack, their deaths are assured. When the time comes, it won't be on us to attack them, but on them to think about ways to break out and leave this place."


With these final words, Fengjiayi clenched his fists, his eyes blazing.


Putting aside his status as Crown Prince of Mengshe Zhao, Fengjiayi had never encountered someone like Wang Chong, who had completely outshone him in terms of reputation. Although Fengjiayi did not show it on the outside, he internally regarded Wang Chong as a thorn in his side.


A Mengshe Zhao general immediately voiced his agreement. "Your Highness Crown Prince is correct. Even if we do nothing, as long as we don't let the Annan Protectorate army escape, then without sufficient provisions, they're sure to quickly crumble. No matter what happens in this war, isn't their defeat assured?"


Geluofeng slightly frowned, but he remained quiet.


Dalun Ruozan suddenly spoke, a faint smile on his lips. "Haha, Your Highness Crown Prince happens to be thinking along the same lines as this humble one. But right now, there is still a small problem."


"Oh?"


Fengjiayi raised his brows, but he quickly lowered his head. "I humbly ask to hear the Great Minister's wisdom!"


"Heh, Your Highness Crown Prince is a dragon among men, so it's already rather decent for you to have noticed all this. Provisions are truly the lifeblood of the Tang, but this war is somewhat different from the ones of the past… Why does Your Highness Crown Prince believe that we can stand here and attack the Great Tang without worrying about being attacked from anywhere else?"




"This…"


A hint of doubt appeared in Fengjiayi's eyes. "What has Great Minister noticed?"


"Just like that Wang Chong said, the Great Tang has the four protectorates of Annan, Andong, Anbei, and Anxi as well as Longxi's Big Dipper Army, making a total of five armies. Right now, the reason the other four armies can't come down and deal with us is because we've reached a consensus with the Abbasid Caliphate, Charax Spasinu, the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates, the Goguryeo Empire, the Xi, and the Khitans. A tree that stands out from the forest is bound to be knocked down by the wind. It's not just us that wants to deal with the Great Tang. They wish to as well, so they are willing to help us by holding down the Great Tang's armies.


"But if we draw things out for too long and fail to conquer the southwest, the situation will change. The moment they realize that the Great Tang is still the invincible Great Tang of the past, they'll retreat. When that time comes, all of you should know what we'll be facing!"


Dalun Ruozan's voice cast a silence over his surroundings.


In truth, this was not some profoundly deep problem. It was just that, as generals, they had subconsciously placed their thoughts on the battle at hand and not on the overall situation.


Given the state of the southwest war, there was no time to delay, and they certainly couldn't wait for the Annan Protectorate army to fall apart on its own. If the Annan Protectorate army could be defeated a day earlier, they could settle the southwest a day earlier, strengthening the resolve of the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates, Goguryeo, the Xi, the Khitans, and the other foreign powers, and having them enter the war.


Time flew by quickly, and the longer they delayed, the more unfavorable the situation would become for the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army. No one was more worried about this than Geluofeng. After all, the Tibetans had the ability to retreat, but Mengshe Zhao did not.


At this point, he was actually willing to pay any cost. Thus, despite the great losses Mengshe Zhao had suffered in the last two days, including the heavy damage to the Whitestone Corps, Geluofeng had not mentioned it once.


Geluofeng was undoubtedly qualified to be a ruthless man of ambition.


But it was clear that Fengjiayi was not that sensitive to his father's worries.


"The question of the Great Tang's provisions can be a problem for the future!"


Geluofeng abruptly inserted himself into the conversation.


"Great Minister, do you have any wisdom to share with regards to the current situation?"


"There are currently no other methods!"


Dalun Ruozan shook his head and firmly declared, "If we want to deal with the Annan Protectorate army, we must remove the steel walls. If we cannot do this, it will be just like before, and we will pay a massive price!"


"But that Qilin son of the Wang Clan isn't a simple person. If my guess is right, he probably has a group of craftsmen with him that are ready to repair those steel walls at any time. If we attack and they repair, we'll never be able to make any progress. It might even be that if we attempt to force the issue, we might pay a price even larger than we expected."


"If Great Minister is worried about those steel walls, then leave it to us. Duan Yangyan, I'll leave it up to you!"


Geluofeng turned his head to a fair-skinned and refined general at his side.
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"Your Majesty, be at ease. Your subordinate will definitely complete this mission!"


The general called Duan Yangyan immediately turned around and left, his armor clattering.


"Since Your Majesty already has plans, then Dalun Ruozan will wait for the good news. If Your Majesty requires anything, please inform us, and Ü-Tsang will do it all it can to assist," Dalun Ruozan quickly said.


"Mm, I have troubled Great Minister. It should be our turn to put forth a little effort."


Geluofeng only nodded his head before leaving Dalun Ruozan and heading back to his own army.


……


As they left the meeting area, Huoshu Huicang abruptly asked, "Do you really believe what His Highness the Crown Prince said? That the Tang will collapse without any need to attack?"


While Geluofeng and Dalun Ruozan talked, he had kept quiet, not stepping into the conversation. But he couldn't hold back his question now.


"Hah, there are some things that shouldn't be said in front of His Highness the Crown Prince," Dalun Ruozan said with a leisurely wave of his feather fan. "Think about it: since that brat has already come with a plan in mind, preparing all those steel walls, do you think that he wouldn't prepare sufficient provisions?"


Buzz!


Huoshu Huicang's face froze as he immediately halted. But he very quickly caught back up with the Great Minister.


"But, the foodstuff of the Tang is completely different from ours. We can drink horse milk and goat milk, and eat meat without rice, but they cannot. And in this short period of time, could they really manage to pull it off? They prepared Lion City for so long, but didn't it take only a month to consume all their provisions?"


"For this matter, I'm also not sure."


Dalun Ruozan stopped for a moment upon hearing this question.


"But haven't you already seen the results from this battle? That fellow can't be judged with common sense. Although I don't believe that he could gather so many provisions using the old practices of the Central Plains dynasties, I also don't think that he would have come completely unprepared.


"But regardless, we should first think of a way to overcome the Annan Protectorate army. As for provisions… we'll quickly find out how many provisions they have stocked up."


Dalun Ruozan quickly began to stride forward once more.


……


"Has it all been prepared?"


On the summit, beneath the fluttering banner of the Great Tang, Wang Chong and Zhang Shouzhi were standing together. Zhang Shouzhi's face was covered in sweat and he seemed extremely tired. Starting from the construction of Lion City until now, it had been a long time since he had had a good rest.


Wang Chong also found it somewhat difficult to bear Zhang Shouzhi's exhausted appearance.


But with the fate of the Great Tang and the soldiers of the southwest tied to this battle, Wang Chong had no time for such feelings. He couldn't even bring himself to say 'rest a little'.


"Young Master's modu… modular walls are truly exquisite. Although they seemed to have been battered very badly, many of them were still reusable after just a little repair. And the damage inflicted on them wasn't very bad.


"Working according to Young Master's plans, we've already repaired ninety percent of the walls," Zhang Shouzhi said.


"It's fine. Ninety percent is enough."


Wang Chong nodded.


The rain of massive fireballs used by the Tibetans had still been somewhat effective. Nearly ten percent of the walls had suffered significant damage. But this was no longer important to Wang Chong. Losses were inevitable in war, and his opponents were prestigious figures like Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang.


A ten percent loss was completely normal. Moreover, ninety percent of the steel walls was still perfectly sufficient to defend the Annan Protectorate army, and the loss would have no effect on the battle.


"In addition…"


Zhang Shouzhi smiled as he opened his mouth, but before he could say any more, his body began to totter and he almost fell to the floor.


"Sir, are you okay!"


Wang Chong's heart tightened as he hurriedly went to support Zhang Shouzhi.


"Master! Master!"


Several of Zhang Shouzhi's disciples also hurried over to help Zhang Shouzhi. These were Zhang Shouzhi's closest disciples who had been with him for seven or eight years. They all regarded Zhang Shouzhi as their father.


"It's fine, I'm fine. I'm just a little tired and didn't rest very well."


Zhang Shouzhi waved his hand, a smile on his face. It was only now that Wang Chong realized that beneath all the grime and dust, Zhang Shouzhi's complexion was actually a ghastly white.


Wang Chong's heart ached as he called someone over from the rear.


"Pour Sir some water… Sir, I've troubled you. Rest for a while."


Wang Chong helped him sit down.


Now that Wang Chong carefully thought about it, from the time he had become acquainted with Zhang Shouzhi until now, Zhang Shouzhi had either been building Lion City or erecting these steel walls. All of these things required a great deal of work and Zhang Shouzhi's constant supervision.


Anyone else could rest during this process except Zhang Shouzhi. And when the war in the southwest broke out, Zhang Shouzhi had invested all his energy into these projects.


Wang Chong came to the startling realization that he had forgotten something. Zhang Shouzhi was different from himself, even different from the soldiers. He was just an ordinary person.


Zhang Shouzhi didn't know martial arts!


So for the sake of erecting these steel walls, he hadn't had any rest since last night.


"Haha, Young Master has no need to worry about me. For Zhang Shouzhi to follow at Young Master's side and do a little for the Great Tang, for the army, and for the people of the southwest, is my greatest pride and happiness. Not even when this old man was constructing the Imperial Palace was he this happy. It is enough for my life to have this sort of experience."


Zhang Shouzhi waved his hands, a free and easy expression on his face, suffused with an indescribable satisfaction.


"Young Master, if there's anything you need, inform me as quickly as possible. As long as this old man can be of use, Young Master should call me."




"Mm."


Wang Chong nodded. Seeing the look in Zhang Shouzhi's eyes, Wang Chong knew that saying anything more at this point was meaningless.


Buzz!


A finger suddenly struck an acupuncture point on Zhang Shouzhi's back, sending him into unconsciousness. It was not Wang Chong, but Chen Shusun, who had done the deed.


"Bring Master Zhang down. Until the master wakes up on his own, no one is allowed to rouse him," Chen Shusun said.


"Is Young Master okay?"




"Mm."


Wang Chong nodded.


"Sir Shouzhi has consumed far too much energy, and I heard from his disciples that he has not rested once these last few days," Chen Shusun said. "We can't let him work too hard. In truth, in past wars, we rarely allowed craftsmen to participate. No one in the Great Tang has ever done what Young Master has, though I don't know if this is good or bad."


"Perhaps it wasn't done in the past, but it will be a certainty in the future. The shape of war will undergo a transformation," Wang Chong said.


"That's right, the Lord Protector-General wanted to ask me something. What are Young Master's thoughts on the next phase of this battle?" Chen Shusun said.


Xianyu Zhongtong currently viewed Wang Chong with a great deal of respect, evident through his sending of someone to inquire as to Wang Chong's stance.


"I don't know for the moment."


Wang Chong shook his head.


"In the current circumstances, the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army far outnumbers us. It's easy for us to defend, but not to attack. Positional and defensive warfare are to our advantage, but offense isn't guaranteed to gain us any sort of advantage. At least in this phase, we're the side with the advantage," Wang Chong said.


Wang Chong had already modified the surface of this mountain into a fortress. Although it seemed very fragmentary, with many gaps, in truth, the Tibetan cavalry were even more hindered here than they would have been in Lion City. At least in Lion City, the Tibetan army would not have had their speeds so limited.


And the siege ladders that the Tibetans had wasted so much time and energy constructing were completely useless here.


The walls existed, but there was no point in mounting them.


And unlike the defenses under the command of Xianyu Zhongtong in Lion City, Wang Chong utilized a proactive defense. These fragmentary walls were meant for the Tibetan and Mengshe Zhao troops to charge in.


At this stage of the battle, the Great Tang could no longer retreat!


The empire had already lost the respect of the surrounding countries. The only method that remained was to win back that respect through a proper battle, majestically defeating and overcoming them.


In Wang Chong's view, there was no other choice. In order to prevent the empire from miring itself hopelessly in a swamp of disasters and decline, in order to change the empire's miserable fate, his only choice was to utterly defeat the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army.


No matter what sort of price he had to pay.


Biaaaah!


At this moment, the rear of the Mengshe Zhao army suddenly fell into turmoil as the cries of massive beasts rose into the skies. The Mengshe Zhao soldiers seemed to be scattering as if they had run into the plague.


Behind Wang Chong, Old Eagle suddenly took two steps forward and asked, "Young Master, what is that?"


Wang Chong said nothing, but his eyes widened in surprise. He had heard this sound before, but it was not a sound that belonged to this world.


"Elephants!" Wang Chong blurted out as he thought.


"What?" Old Eagle exclaimed, but he was quickly drowned out by the thunderous roars from down below. Rumble! The entire earth began to shake as some massive beast began to walk out from the rear.


In just a few seconds, many more of these small mountains began to approach, slowly entering their fields of vision. These black silhouettes seemed extremely heavy, their bodies containing a boundless strength.


Just looking at them from a distance made one feel a powerful pressure. When one noticed that the Mengshe Zhao seemed like ants next to these massive behemoths, this pressure only increased.


Boom!


The silent mountain was suddenly buzzing with chatter that was tinged with panic. Any of the 180,000 Annan Protectorate army soldiers who had survived up to this point were the elite of the elite, with the most powerful of wills.


But the sight of these black silhouettes was enough to cause their morale to sway. These were no normal circumstances.


"The White Elephant Corps!"


On the summit, Chen Shusun's usually-relaxed expression suddenly turned extremely solemn as he slowly intoned those four words.



                                                                        Chapter 593: The Decisive Battle! Besieged by Elephants! 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




"The White Elephant Corps?"


Wang Chong turned his head around. Although he had the memories from his past life, his experiences could never compare to these old veterans who had interacted with Mengshe Zhao for most of their lives and who had also experienced the battle of Erhai.


"Mm!"


Chen Shusun nodded, his expression extremely grave.


"The lands of Erhai are different from the Central Plains. The trees there are lush and the climate hot. There are many large beasts living there, and one of them is a beast with a long nose and incredible strength that Mengshe Zhao calls the elephant. Geluofeng began to train these massive beasts a long time, in the end training them into an army called the White Elephant Corps.


"The White Elephant Corps doesn't have many soldiers, but they are extremely powerful. In the battle of Erhai, they dealt us a heavy blow, with many of our soldiers dying to them," Chen Shusun said.


The earth rumbled and quaked as that army of massive beasts approached. Finally, Wang Chong was able to see the White Elephant Corps that Chen Shusun spoke of. These were massive elephants, and though Wang Chong had seen elephants before, these were completely different from the ones in Wang Chong's mind.


Wang Chong had never before seen elephants this large. Each of these elephants was six to seven meters tall, some of them even as tall as eight or nine. Their massive bodies alone were enough to shake one's resolve.


How could such a large elephant exist?


Wang Chong felt an incredible shock.


Wang Chong had never seen this White Elephant Corps, and he had no recollection of them in his memories. They had probably been annihilated in the foreign invasion. But now that he saw these elephants, Wang Chong felt an impact that was difficult to imagine.


At their largest, African bush elephants would only reach heights of around four meters, but the elephants of the White Elephant Corps almost doubled that height, and each of them was sixteen to seventeen meters long.


The tusks protruding from their mouths were three to four meters long.


In all of Wang Chong's experiences, he had never seen such a massive creature.


"Those elephants are even wearing armor!" Old Eagle muttered to himself. While Wang Chong had some experiences with which to mentally prepare himself, Old Eagle was completely lacking. It was hard to describe the astonishment Old Eagle had felt upon seeing these behemoths.


"It's inscribed armor!" Wang Chong muttered.


Old Eagle was correct. These elephants were wearing thick white armor, and it was plate armor akin to that used by the Tibetans. Each plate was a foot thick and covered in inscriptions.


Wang Chong needed only a glance to recognize that these were the toughening and defensive inscriptions that he was so familiar with. These inscriptions and the thickness of the plate armor meant that even ballistae would find it very difficult to harm these elephants.


But the most shocking thing of all was still the size of the elephants.


With the armor and inscriptions, these elephants probably each weigh more than ten thousand jin, even heavier than the steel walls! Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


Each one of the metal walls that Wang Chong had had forged weighed several thousand jin, but this was insignificant to the Mengshe Zhao elephants. In an instant, Wang Chong understood Mengshe Zhao's plan.


"Mobilize the ballistae; prepare to intercept!" Wang Chong ordered.


"Yes, Young Master!"


The messengers quickly went to pass down the order. At the same time, a change also occurred in the Mengshe Zhao army.


"Hey!"


"Ha!"


Shouting, the Mengshe Zhao army surged forward, forming a human wall in front of the massive white elephants and advancing together with them.


What the Tang had worried the most about had finally occurred.


Roar!


"Ha!"


The soldiers roared as they raised their massive shields over their heads and advanced toward the mountain. At this sight, it wasn't just Wang Chong, but Chen Shusun, Wang Yan, Xianyu Zhongtong, Old Eagle, Luo Ji, Lin Wushou, and the other generals who paled as well.


Even the slowest of them could understand that these shield soldiers were protecting the white-armored elephants.


The ground continued to quake as the White Elephant Corps advanced. From the vantage of the summit, one had a clear view of their relentless advance.


One, two, three, four…


Upon careful examination, more than one thousand of these elephants were approaching the mountain. Although this wasn't a lot, these massive behemoths scattered across the plain seemed to be exuding a mighty wave of pressure.


"Hey!"


"Ha!"


……


Finally, with a set of deafening blares, the first wave of the White Elephant Corps reached the base of the mountain.


"Ready, fire!"


With this order, a volley of arrow descended like locusts. Dingdingding! The arrows landed on the massive bodies of the elephants and were deflected away.


The white armor served as thick city walls that warded off every arrow.


"Get ready!"


At the same time, the soldiers of the White Elephant Corps responded, raising large shields over their heads. Seven or eight soldiers ran forward, with some of them sliding down the nose so that they could raise their shields over the eyes of the elephants.


Not a single one of the arrows was able to hit their mark.


But this was only the beginning.


"Go!"


A Mengshe Zhao general wearing white armor waved his longsword and swung it down. Woosh! Countless chains flew out, trembling in the air as if imbued with intelligence, and quickly latched onto a steel wall.


And the other ends of these chains quickly attached themselves to the body of an elephant.


"Pull!"


Dust began to stir from the mountain as a massive steel wall crashed to the ground. Pulled along by the chains, it was quickly dragged off the mountain.


In the face of the enormous strength of this elephant, even the steel walls that Wang Chong had invested a great deal of his fortune into, and that weighed seven to eight thousand jin, were barely worth mentioning. It took mere moments for that massive steel wall to be dragged away.


Without the protection of the steel wall, the Tang soldiers behind it quickly grimaced.


"Go, quickly!"


"Report to Milord and have them decide!"


……


In the face of the charging soldiers of the White Elephant Corps, the entire square formation paled and began to retreat farther up the mountain.


"Hahaha, they've lost, the Great Tang have lost!"


A burst of cheers rose from the Mengshe Zhao army.


Past examples served as lessons for those that followed, and the previous crushing defeat had made all of them extremely wary of the Annan Protectorate army. But the situation was completely different this time.


Without the protection of the steel walls, the Annan Protectorate army had lost its advantage and could no longer hold back the army.


Boom!


With yet another thunderous explosion, yet another steel wall crashed to the ground, dragged away by seven or eight chains. Boom! Boom! Boom! One wall after another toppled.


In just a few short moments, thirty to forty of these steel walls were dragged away.


"Stop! Don't let them drag them away!"


Twenty-some Annan Protectorate army soldiers ran up and grabbed onto the wall, engaging in a tug of war with the elephant. But right after, there was another boom and plume of dust. The twenty-some Tang soldiers had been dragged down the mountain along with the heavy wall.


"Ah!"


The summit resounded with cries of alarm. Although they knew that these elephants were enormously powerful, no one had expected them to be this powerful. Twenty-some elites at the peak of the True Martial realm working together were still no match for the elephant.


"Not even someone at Tier 3 or 4 of the Profound Martial realm might be its match!"


As Old Eagle watched on, his eyes widened in surprise.


His current cultivation level was at Profound Martial Tier 3, nearly at Tier 4. In other words, in terms of pure strength, if he did not use the Six-Armed Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian, even he was no match for this elephant.


And such elephants could be seen wherever one looked.


Chen Shusun exclaimed, "The situation is extremely unfavorable! Geluofeng has put great thought into dealing with the Great Tang, and the White Elephant Corps is actually the fruit of his labors, meant for dealing with the Great Tang in a defensive battle.


"These one thousand elephants are all between Profound Martial Tier 3 and Tier 9 in terms of strength, with some of the elephants even nearing the peak of Profound Martial." He gazed at a twelve-meter elephant in the distance.


That was probably the oldest, tallest, and strongest elephant of the White Elephant Corps. The hairs on its body were already a grayish white. But its feet still moved lightly and dexterously.


This was probably the Elephant King of the Whitestone Corps.


Not even Chen Shusun felt confident in dealing with the Elephant King. The Elephant King and the thousand more elephants below it were enough to pose a massive threat to the Great Tang.


"If we let the Mengshe Zhao army pull all the steel walls away, then even with our ninety thousand soldiers, the only fate awaiting us will be death," Chen Shusun sternly said.


The Annan Protectorate army had fought with the White Elephant Corps once, so Chen Shusun was well aware of its power. If one ranked the four elite corps of Mengshe Zhao in terms of strength, the White Elephant Corps was far above the Whitestone Corps.


The only reason they were not ranked first was because they were too few in number, numbering only around one thousand.


A voice suddenly spoke. "Hmph, elephants are just unthinking beasts. Can they be more flexible and intelligent than an actual warrior? If they didn't have the protection of the Mengshe Zhao army, those elephants would be nothing more than giant targets."


At some point, Lin Wushou and his fellow generals had arrived on the summit. The moment they arrived, they immediately turned to Wang Chong.


"Young Master, let me lead a group to hunt down those elephants! This general is confident in his ability to stop the Mengshe Zhao soldiers at the base of the mountain."


"No need!"


Wang Chong waved his hand, his gaze still focused below.


"It hasn't reached that stage yet!"


Boom! Boom! Boom! While they had all been speaking, another wave of steel walls had been pulled down, leaving long trails in the ground as they were dragged away by the elephants.


At the base of the mountain, plumes of dust rose more than ten zhang into the sky, further obscuring the movements of the Mengshe Zhao army.
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"But, Milord, if this continues, our defenses at the base of the mountain will be completely dismantled," Lin Wushou worriedly said.


He had come here for the express purpose of requesting an order to move out. He would not normally have done such a thing, but Wang Chong was inexplicably slow in giving the order this time.


"Mengshe Zhao still hasn't attacked up the mountain yet. What they want is for us to leave our positions and attack them," Wang Chong calmly said.


As he peered down the mountain, his mind was a hive of activity, quickly considering countermeasures. He had to admit that Geluofeng and Dalun Ruozan truly deserved their reputation as powerhouses of the southwest border.


The White Elephant Corps was truly a thorn in Wang Chong's sole.


In a defensive battle, one hundred thousand could contend against five hundred thousand primarily by relying on advantageous geography, terrain, and defenses. Geluofeng, through the use of his White Elephant Corps, was slowly dismantling these defenses and was in no rush to attack.


The Mengshe Zhao soldiers were in no rush to attack, and it was impossible for Wang Chong's forces to leave the mountain and attack them. And as long as Wang Chong stood by and did nothing, the steel walls on the mountain that he had invested so much of his fortune into, his lifelines in this battle, would eventually all be dragged away.


The Annan Protectorate army would truly be forced into a corner.


"But, Young Master, do we really have to sit here and wait for death?"


Lin Wushou looked at Wang Chong, the disappointment in his eyes difficult to conceal.


"No need!"


After a few moments, Wang Chong suddenly ordered, "Order the master archer square over here for me."


It took only a few moments for the fully-armored captain of the master archer square to appear before Wang Chong.


"Young Master!"


The master archer captain lowered his head and bowed.


"What methods do you have to deal with the White Elephant Corps elephants?" Wang Chong asked.


"The elephants are covered completely in armor. When the Mengshe Zhao people were forging this armor, they already considered how to deal with a master archer square," the captain sincerely said.


The White Elephant Corps had only a thousand-some elephants. If they did not have the sufficient defense, they would be slaughtered in a single engagement, so Geluofeng had made ample preparations against this possibility.


"What about the joints? If we can fire at the joints, the elephants' movements will be hampered, allowing us to slow their operation."


Wang Chong's brow furrowed.


"No! Mengshe Zhao chose Tibetan plate armor precisely for this reason, and they made the armor even thicker than Tibetan plate. Besides the defensive capabilities of the plate armor itself, there are also very few places where the joints of the plate armor are linked together, so there's far too little chance of success."


The master archer captain sighed.


"What about the eyes? The plate armor can't be so formidable as to even obscure the eyes, right? If we can fire into the eyes of an elephant, we might even be able to kill it in one shot," Wang Chong sternly said.


"The eyes of the elephant truly are a potential weakness to be exploited, but their eyes are extremely small, completely unlike their massive bodies. In addition… Young Master also saw that the Whitestone Corps has stationed ten-some soldiers on each elephant devoted to defense. Moreover, these warriors are clearly well-trained. Our chances are very small."


"If we don't have a chance, then let's create one. Since the soldiers are protecting it, we'll just shoot down the soldiers!" Lin Wushou suddenly inserted himself into the conversation, sweeping down in a cutting motion with his hands as he spoke.


Before the master archer captain could speak, Chen Shusun spoke up. "It's useless! The White Elephant Corps will definitely have made plans against this possibility. In order to remove that sort of defense, we would have to kill the entire White Elephant Corps."


Things on the battlefield were never so simple. Since Geluofeng regarded the White Elephant Corps with great importance, he had equipped them with the best armor covered with many defensive inscriptions and even made armor for their underbellies. He had probably already thought of every possibility.


The only part that he couldn't defend was probably the eyes, because it would do him no good if his defensive measures blinded the elephants as well. Even so, Geluofeng had still prepared an extremely large army to protect them.


From a certain perspective, from the moment the Mengshe Zhao people had begun to develop this corps, they had thought of every possible flaw and developed countermeasures against them.


Bang! Bang! Bang!


Dust continued to rise from the base of the mountain. While they had been speaking, the outermost circle of steel walls around the mountain had been pulled out. Each under the escort of several dozen soldiers of the White Elephant Corps, the elephants pulled away the heavy steel walls, dragging them step by step from the mountain.


Cries of alarm could be heard all over the base of the mountain. No longer protected by the outer perimeter of steel walls, having lost the tug of war with the elephants, the Annan Protectorate army was forced to move farther up the mountain.


And from start to finish, the Mengshe Zhao soldiers never attempted to pursue. Only when a few Annan Protectorate army soldiers got too close would they attempt to suppress them.


The dismantling of the walls proceeded with almost unbelievable calm.


And from the summit, one could see that Mengshe Zhao had dispatched a great number of generals for this operation. A general would be supervising at every location, immediately bellowing a stern rebuke at the smallest sign of attack. Anyone who seemed to cross a sort of invisible boundary would immediately suffer the lash of the whip.


This entire attack was difficult to imagine.


But this sight failed to alleviate the worries of the people on the summit. It only made their hearts sink like stones.


"The Mengshe Zhao soldiers are now very cautious."


"It's even scarier than if they were attacking with all they had."


"If this continues, it'll take three days at most for our defensive stronghold to be completely dismantled."


……


The entire mountain was quiet. Other than a few conflicts that took place during the process, an extremely rare peace was maintained. But this mood on the battlefield was completely different from what one would expect from such a peace.


The atmosphere was many times tenser than it had been during the fierce battles earlier. Worry and anxiety were spreading like a plague through the army.


"Hahaha, the Ü-Tsang Great Minister talked up this brat too much! I'd like to see how he can break my White Elephant Corps!"


In the middle of the White Elephant Corps, the white-armored Duan Yangyan looked up at the mountain and roared with laughter.


The White Elephant Corps had already dismantled an entire layer of the Tang defense, but other than a few scattered attempts at resistance and some tickling volleys of arrows, the Tang had not been able to form any sort of effective attack.


If this continued, he would be able to force the entire Annan Protectorate army into a dead corner and wipe it out without the loss of a single soldier.


In the central army tent of the Mengshe Zhao army, a general looking up at the summit suddenly noted, "Your Majesty, General Duan's White Elephant Corps has proved useful."


From the start of this operation until now, all the Mengshe Zhao soldiers had been watching that thin figure on the summit.


Everyone had been waiting for his response.


They could even guarantee that the Tibetans were watching as well.


But the truth was that the mountain was quiet and showing no sign of reaction whatsoever. There was no doubt that they were truly at a loss for what to do this time.


On the other side, a mustachioed and scar-faced Mengshe Zhao general spoke. "We've grasped their weak point this time. No matter how formidable the Qilin son of the Wang Clan is in the art of war, no matter how young he is or much talent he has, he can't possibly have any plan this time."


As they looked at the summit, everyone appeared much more relaxed.


"At times, one has to be capable of enduring," Geluofeng lightly said. As the King of Mengshe Zhao, though he wasn't much for personally overseeing the front lines, Geluofeng surpassed the most outstanding of battlefield commanders, both in insight and bearing.


"Not retreating is sometimes retreating and retreating is sometimes advancing. The Annan Protectorate army's strength is in its position. By relying on the mountainous terrain and the steel walls on the mountain, they managed to force back our one hundred thousand soldiers, inflicting grievous casualties on them. But if we aren't in so much of a rush, they naturally have no opportunities to exploit."


"Your Majesty's divine wisdom!"


The surrounding generals bowed.


If they still had any doubts about Geluofeng's plans before, the results before them had completely washed them away.


"Send down my order. Tell Duan Yangyan to maintain the current pace. By no means can he take any risks. Otherwise, everything will be on his head!" Geluofeng said.


"Yes, Your Majesty."


The messenger quickly left with the order.


……


"Rather interesting."


On the other end, Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan were also watching the tug of war taking place.


"It appears that Geluofeng's White Elephant Corps is even more effective than our siege weapons."


Huoshu Huicang's figure was like that of an imposing mountain, and his face was devoid of emotion.


Dalun Ruozan smiled in response, lightly waving his feather fan.


"It was about time he contributed a little."


"Does that child really have no way to deal with it?" Huoshu Huicang replied.


"It seems like the Mengshe Zhao White Elephant Corps truly is useful. But before the dust settles, nothing can be known for sure."


The white feather fan paused for a few moments as Dalun Ruozan fell into thought.


"However, this is also a good chance for us. Send down an order to have Longqinba get his army ready. Once the situation starts looking off, immediately move out! …If we can finish off the Annan Protectorate army in these next few days, it will be of great benefit to us. It was about time that the war for the southwest came to an end."


Huoshu Huicang nodded in agreement. As long as the consequences of Dalun Ruozan's opinions were not too severe, Huoshu Huicang normally never interfered.


Rumble! Longqinba quickly set off with his army, mixing into the White Elephant Corps so it could move out at any time. If Wang Chong dared to have the Annan Protectorate army leave the mountain, the only thing waiting for them would be a painful strike from the Tibetan army.


Boom!


Dust plumed into the sky. Another wall had been hooked by countless chains and dragged down and away by those white-armored behemoths.


And this was already the second layer of steel walls.
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Boomboomboom!


The sounds of toppling walls continued to come from the mountain as the situation grew worse and worse.


"Young Master, give the order!"


On the summit, everyone was waiting for Wang Chong.


"If this continues, the only thing awaiting us will be death."


Lin Wushou and all the other generals were looking at Wang Chong, and though he couldn't see the looks of his father or Xianyu Zhongtong, Wang Chong knew that they were waiting for him as well.


This was a familiar feeling. For a moment, Wang Chong felt like he had returned to the past, back to the bitter and desperate war against the foreign invaders.


"Young Master, give the order. Compared to passively waiting for execution, watching as they slowly tear down the walls, it would be better if our brothers charged down and fought to the death!" a general said in agitation.


Even Luo Ji seemed to be ready to act.


In the current situation, it seemed like it wouldn't be long before the Mengshe Zhao army picked the mountain clean of steel walls. And at the end, they would still have to face the elephants of Mengshe Zhao.


But at that time, the morale of the army would be in a completely different state.


Luo Ji finally couldn't help but say, "Young Master, no matter what, we can't let Mengshe Zhao continue.


"Moreover, we don't have any better methods."


It was clear that he was more inclined toward Lin Wushou's proposition of launching a strike.


The only people who remained silent on the summit were Old Eagle and Chen Shusun.


"Young Master, the righteous do not grasp for wealth and the kind do not command soldiers!"


At some point, Chen Guanshun had also appeared on the summit.


In the Annan Protectorate army, his rank was higher than that of Luo Ji and Lin Wushou, almost reaching Xianyu Zhongtong's level. The moment Chen Guanshun spoke, the situation underwent a total transformation. Although he had only intoned a simple saying, he had clearly conveyed his stance as well as the stance of the other generals.


Wang Chong possessed Zhangchou Jianqiong's token, which was tantamount to holding the highest authority in the Annan Protectorate army. Moreover, the only person who had the right to object, Xianyu Zhongtong, had handed over the reins of power, meaning that no one else could object.


But Chen Guanshun and the others had waited for too long for Wang Chong's order to attack. Wang Chong had even issued an order that any sort of attack was forbidden. In their view, this was clearly because Wang Chong was too young and still had a little of that youthful naivete that feared too many deaths.


But the battlefield was cruel, and Wang Chong's conduct was clearly a mistake. No matter how much one cherished Wang Chong or admired him for his strategic abilities and his desire to preserve the army, Chen Guanshun felt like he needed to urge Wang Chong to make a decision.


As long as the strategic objective could be achieved, an appropriate sacrifice was completely acceptable.


"There's no need!"


Before Chen Guanshun could say any more, Wang Chong's eyes flashed as he immediately waved his hand to cut off any further advice.


"The situation has still not reached that point!"


A deathly stillness settled in as everyone looked at Wang Chong in shock. It was clear that Wang Chong's action had been beyond their expectations.


Wang Chong paid no attention to the stares of the people behind him, but strode past the banner and looked down below. The elephants trumpeted as they continued to work.


The Annan Protectorate army was like a lonesome island in the sea of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army.


But at this sight, Wang Chong's eyes only became brighter and more determined.


Everything has its weakness, and Geluofeng's White Elephant Corps that he spent so much time training is no different.


In a split second, countless thoughts worked through his mind. However, his mind was not in this world, but that other world.


The elephants that Geluofeng had trained were very rare in this world, with the likes of Old Eagle and Chen Shusun either having never seen or rarely seen them, always describing them as 'massive beasts'. But in that other world, such beasts were very normal.


Yet those elephants were not so large.


More thoughts began to pour in, and the more Wang Chong thought, the clearer his recollections became. Elephants and humans normally kept a mutual distance from each other, each of them leaving each other to their own areas and rarely interacting.


But this did not mean that elephants had never attacked people. Many such stories had been recorded in the annals of history.


Wang Chong remembered clearly that these people had used 'spring thunder' to chase away these elephants, and this so-called spring thunder was really a kind of explosive made with gunpowder.


"In other words, the ears of an elephant are very sensitive to sound, especially large sounds."


As Wang Chong muttered to himself, his eyes suddenly shone with a bright light.


These massive elephants were still elephants, and though this world didn't have too great an understanding of elephants, if his judgment was correct, he might need to create any sort of 'spring thunder'. After all, in this world of martial arts, there was an even better object to use.


A smile emerged on Wang Chong's lips.


"General Zhao!" Wang Chong suddenly said.


"This general is here!"


Under the flabbergasted gazes of the gathered generals, General Zhao Hong, commander of all the master archer squares, strode forward with clasped hands.


"If I told you that I had a method of moving the shields covering the eyes of the elephants, how much of a chance would you have of killing an elephant?" Wang Chong asked.


"How could this be possible!" Zhao Hong said, momentarily losing control of himself. Behind him, the other Annan Protectorate army generals were also stunned.


The eyes were essentially the only weak point of these elephants, but since any average person could think of this, the Mengshe Zhao soldiers could think of it as well. For this reason, they had put up defenders at almost every possible angle of attack.


Although Wang Chong had the vantage of the summit, no one understood how Wang Chong could be so sure that he could move the guards around the white-armored elephants.


"Just tell me. Can you do it?" Wang Chong coldly said.


"It can be done!"


Zhao Hong's heart shivered as he hurriedly lowered his head. "Your subordinates has several archers who are completely capable of accurately striking an elephant's eyes… if Young Master can truly move the shields?"


Wang Chong nodded with satisfaction and asked, "How many of such master archers do you have in this army?"


"Your subordinate has around fifty such people!" Zhao Hong replied.


The Great Tang was different from the Goguryeo Empire and nomadic peoples like the Eastern and Western Turks, as their armies did not contain so many elite master archers or Condor Snipers, nor did they rely on such skilled archers to dominate the world. But their armies still had quite a significant number of such top-notch experts.


The problem was that the battle of Erhai had resulted in the death of many of these master archers, leaving few of them left.


"Call all of those people over and give them the best arrows!" Wang Chong firmly ordered.


"This general will carry out the order!"


Zhao Hong quickly left.


Once Zhao Hong left, Wang Chong's gaze turned to Chen Guanshun.


"General Chen, gather the strongest generals in the army. In a while, I'll need their help," Wang Chong said.


Chen Guanshun's eyes were filled with shock and uncertainty. Those elephants were covered in extremely thick armor that was completely capable of blocking the attacks of master archers, something that they had already tested. Chen Guanshun didn't understand how Wang Chong could be so certain that he would even have Zhao Hong gather master archers.


"There's no problem. This subordinate will go now."


Although he was inwardly doubtful, Chen Guanshun displayed no hesitation, almost immediately leaving the moment Wang Chong finished speaking.


Zhao Hong and Chen Guanshun both worked very quickly.


Fifty-seven fully-equipped master archers, their quivers brimming with arrows, appeared before Wang Chong. Meanwhile, Chen Guanshun had brought six or seven of the strongest generals in the Annan Protectorate army to Wang Chong's side.


All of these people gave off a vast stormy aura. It was obvious that they were nearly on par with Chen Guanshun.


"What are these fellows up to?"


The activity on the summit had quickly attracted the notice of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army. The summit could currently be described as the focus of all the soldiers. The smallest movement on the summit was a cause for concern.


"General, do you want our brothers to increase the defenses?" a guard mounted on an Erhai steed cautiously asked.


"Hmph, it's just a bluff!"


Duan Yangyan snorted, viewing the movement on the summit with contempt. No matter what Wang Chong was thinking, since his previous attempts had failed, there was even less chance that his future attempts would succeed.


"The White Elephant Corps was established by this general. When first creating it, I hypothesized all the attacks it might encounter and incorporated these thoughts when forging the elephant armor. I don't believe that this brat can deal with my elephants!"


Duan Yangyan turned his nose up at the summit.


But though Duan Yangyan spoke with contempt, his ensuing actions revealed a completely different attitude.


"However, what you say is reasonable. Send down an order. Have our brothers tighten up the defenses. Not a single mistake can be allowed."


"Yes, your subordinate will go."


……


"Young Master, will this really be useful?"


On the summit, everyone was dumbfounded.


Wang Chong's words had been too surprising, too inconceivable. These massive beasts, these powerful creatures, would have such a weak point? It was utterly absurd.


Moreover, Erhai was distant from the Central Plains.


These massive beasts that lived in the primordial forests were unknown even to the neighboring Annan Protectorate army. Wang Chong had never left the capital, much less gone to Erhai, so how did he know of them?


Before Chen Guanshun could say anything, the several Annan Protectorate army generals behind him spoke up first. "Is Young Master joking? Moreover, might I ask Young Master where he learned this information from?"


They had only come because they had heard that Wang Chong had a way to deal with the White Elephant Corps. It had to be known that given their rank, even Xianyu Zhongtong couldn't order them around as he pleased.


Yet when they heard Wang Chong's order, all of them immediately came.


But Wang Chong's words truly sounded like a joke.


Roar an elephant to death?


What sort of joke was that? The strength of these massive beasts rivaled a Profound Martial expert, and Wang Chong claimed that they could be roared to death? How could this not be a joke?
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"Haha, although a roar won't be enough to kill them, this method is truly enough to destroy Mengshe Zhao's White Elephant Corps."


Wang Chong held his hands behind his back, smiling as he spoke. He turned to Zhao Hong behind him and asked, "General Zhao, is everything ready?"


"All that is needed is Young Master's order."


Zhao Hong took an arrow from his back and nocked it to his bow. At the same time, swishswishswish! The master archers behind him also took arrows from their quivers and nocked them to their bows.


"General Chen!"


Wang Chong's gaze turned back to Chen Guanshun and the top-notch Annan generals. His expression was harsh, forbidding the smallest retort.


"Yes, Young Master!"


At this moment, these generals quickly chose the path of obedience.


Wang Chong was no noble scion prone to putting on airs. Even though he held Zhangchou Jianqiong's token, Wang Chong had never treated himself like some Protector-General. However, after interacting with Wang Chong for a time, the gathered generals had gradually come to understand that Wang Chong was never someone to lightly make a decision, but once he made a decision, he allowed no objections.


In an instant, everyone's gazes turned to slowly look down the mountain.


Crash! Dust rose from the impacts of wall after wall being pulled down. Wang Chong's gaze flitted across the field, quickly locking onto the figures of several elephants that were currently approaching.


"Begin!"


Wang Chong's eyes shone with a cold light as he suddenly swung down the arm that he held high in the air. Responding to this signal, the six or seven Annan Protectorate army generals immediately acted as one.


Roaaaarr!


A burst of furious roars like a peal of spring thunder blasted over the battlefield, intent on sundering the earth and splitting mountains. These top-notch generals had gathered the energy in their dantians into a massive sound that was aimed at the several elephants to the east. The might of their simultaneous roars was truly impossible to imagine.


Rumble!


Fierce gales swept over the land in a furious storm, blowing the dust and gravel ten-some zhang into the air. The Mengshe Zhao soldiers were so frightened that they began to slowly retreat. But the most surprising sight was taking place behind them.


Biaaaah!


With no warning whatsoever, those massive beasts with enough strength to easily pull walls weighing six or seven thousand jin suddenly reared up in fright and began to cry out in alarm.


Twangtwangtwang!


Bowstrings vibrated. Right when these elephants suddenly reared away from the protective range of the shields, arrow after arrow plunged into their eyes. A few of these arrows even completely vanished, sinking deep into the skulls of these elephants.


Rumble! As countless people watched in shock, the earth shattered as the massive bodies of the elephants toppled like mountains of flesh.


!!


Shock, endless shock!


As these elephants crashed to the ground, all the soldiers of Mengshe Zhao looked on in stupefaction.


"This is impossible!"


At this moment, the soldiers around the elephants were all flabbergasted, their minds completely blank. In the Six Zhao of Erhai, the elephants possessed a transcendental status.


All the soldiers of the White Elephant Corps treated these elephants like gods.


Their divine strength had left an indelible impression on the people of Mengshe Zhao.


No one had expected that even though these elephants were covered in that thick and hardy white armor, they would still be so easily killed by enemy arrows.


But these were far from the only deaths.


To some people, it might have been better if all the elephants had died after being shot. A few of the elephants had managed to block the arrows with their thick eyelids, but this was only the start of a tragedy…


"Ah!"


Trumpeting filled the air as a Mengshe Zhao soldier looked up in fright, his eyes widening as a massive foot quickly filled his field of view before smashing him into pulp.


Biaaah!


Their wounds had instantly caused the massive elephants to turn violent, entering a blind and fatal berserk state. No one could imagine that an elephant weighing more than ten thousand jin could move so nimbly and violently in this state.


Bangbangbang! In the blink of an eye, several hundred White Elephant Corps soldiers who were too slow to dodge were smashed into pulp by elephants, with those who were closest dying the fastest.


Those soldiers tasked with guarding the elephants now became their earliest victims.


"How could this be? These elephants really are afraid of loud noises!"


On the summit, Lin Wushou, Luo Ji, and Chen Guanshun were all in a state of extreme agitation, both shocked and surprised, none of them daring to believe their eyes.


"Hurry! Time is short. Seize this chance!"


An ice-cold voice roused them from their shock.


Everything was as Wang Chong had expected. The elephants had massive bodies, but their ability to tolerate loud noises was at the same level as regular elephants. Though his tactic had been effective, Wang Chong was utterly unmoved.


A commander always had to maintain a calm and rational mind that could never be allowed to be moved by external factors. Only by maintaining one's rationality could one make the wisest decision at the critical moment.


Roaaaarr!


The earth shook and the wind blustered. Wang Chong didn't need to give an order this time for Chen Guanshun's group to swiftly act. The six or seven top-notch generals once more gathered their energy into a massive beam of air that enveloped the elephants to the southwest.


Biaaaah!


The elephants blared, half of them falling while the other half went berserk. If the elephants still had their eyes, they would have taken the orders of the White Elephant Corps soldiers.


But the stabbing pain and blindness had made all the elephants regard the humans closest to them as the enemies on which they could vent their ire. And when an elephant at the Profound Martial realm, wearing thick and heavy armor, went berserk, it had a terrifying strength that was difficult to imagine.


"Ah!"


"AAAAH!"


"AAAAAAAH!!!"


Screams echoed over the battlefield. When an elephant went berserk in the dense ranks of the army, the soldiers were naught but wheat in the field, and as they were cut down, their blood and flesh was squeezed out from their armor, their armor becoming crumpled cans.


The battlefield instantly became a living hell.


"Hurry! Stop them!"


While the soldiers panicked, a few of the soldiers attempted to work together to attack the charging elephants. But their spears, pikes, and long sabers barely tickled the thick hides of the elephants. Not only did they fail to kill the elephants, the knockback from their attacks sent their own bodies flying.


Biaaaah!


The trumpeting of elephants mixed into a single din in the chaos of the battlefield.


On the summit, Wang Chong, the top-notch generals, and Zhao Hong's master archers continued to constantly change directions, seizing the moment to continue their attacks.


"The southeast!"


"Southwest!"


"Hurry!"


"Time is short! While they're still in chaos, we have the best chance!"


……


In a few short moments, Wang Chong's group had fired at least ten volleys of arrows, barely pausing between volleys and working with extreme efficiency. And the location Wang Chong had chosen for this battle once more amply showed its advantages.


The imposing wall of the mountain cut off vision of one side from the other, making it impossible to tell what was going on. The soldiers of the White Elephant Corps could only hear screams and the furious blaring of the elephants, and before they could react, they suffered the same fate.


It was the same plan and the same method of attack, but it succeeded in every attempt.


Biaaah!


The earth trembled. To the east, west, north, south, southwest, northwest… booms like mountains crashing down could be heard from all over, each boom signifying the death of an elephant.


In a few short moments, at least two hundred elephants had been killed!


Animals were still animals, and though they might be stronger than humans, they still could not be compared to humans. Once their weak point was exposed, these elephants that weighed more than ten thousand jin and were strong enough to pull down steel walls could easily be killed.


"Damn it! Retreat! Retreat! Retreat!"


Seated atop an elephant, Duan Yangyan was both shocked and furious, his entire person dumbstruck. Just a moment ago, he had been slowly dismantling the Tang defenses while the Tang were at a complete loss, but now, the arrows were raining down and his army had already lost more than two hundred elephants. The difference was simply too great.


"Hurry!"


This last word was spoken with all of Duan Yangyan's power.


And even more shocked than Duan Yangyan were the gathered generals of Mengshe Zhao as well as Geluofeng, Fengjiayi, and Duan Gequan. The tragic cries of the elephants as they fell had stunned all of them.


None of them spoke, all of them oppressed by a stifling mood.


"Quickly, order General Duan to withdraw!"


The first to break the silence was Crown Prince Fengjiayi. It was no easy task to build up the White Elephant Corps, and the thousand-some elephants had consumed a great deal of Mengshe Zhao's manpower and energy. Simply capturing them was hard enough, much less the decades of training.


If Wang Chong were allowed to continue firing, the entire White Elephant Corps would be wiped out to a man.


Roooaar!


Suddenly, a heaven-shaking roar rose from the southeast, promptly interrupting the roars of Chen Guanshun, Lin Wushou and the other generals.


At the same time, two other massive bellows, like the roars of primordial beasts, rose from the mountain and clashed against the roar from the southeast.


Huoshu Huicang, Wang Yan, and Xianyu Zhongtong had finally moved.


On the battlefield, the elephants were still restless, but now that Huoshu Huicang had intervened and Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong had stepped in to stop him, the situation instantly improved.


"Okay, let's leave it at this for now!"


On the summit, Wang Chong waved his hand as he watched the White Elephant Corps retreat in panic, bringing this offense to an end. Sound wave attacks were less effective the farther one was.


Moreover, the critical element of this kind of attack was surprise. If the enemy were prepared, the tactic would be much less effective.


"Mm?"


Upon giving this order, Wang Chong suddenly realized that he could hear only silence, with no response whatsoever. It was like there was no one around him, like the summit was deserted. Freezing for a moment, Wang Chong turned his head in surprise. With a glance, he could see that everyone was looking at him in stupefaction: Chen Guanshun, Lin Wushou, Luo Ji, and even Chen Shusun.


Wang Chong creased his brow and asked in surprise, "What's wrong?"
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Suddenly, Chen Guanshun took in a deep breath, walked out from the ranks, and bowed in front of Wang Chong. "Young Master, please accept this bow from your subordinate. Your subordinate was rude earlier!" And before he could finish speaking, all the generals behind him, the highest-ranking generals of the Annan Protectorate army, bowed as well.


When they raised their heads and looked at Wang Chong once more, their eyes were brimming with shock, admiration, and deep respect.


The generals of the southwest had all heard rumors of the White Elephant Corps. This was an army highly prized by Geluofeng, and one with a frightening fighting power.


All of them had witnessed this power in the battle just now.


But none of them could have expected that while the rest of them only knew bits and pieces about those massive elephants that lived in the lands south of the Erhai, Wang Chong had already found a method to easily defeat them.


Such abilities were practically divine and had already surpassed their collective imaginations.


"Young Master, can you tell us how you knew that the elephants would be afraid of large sounds?"


Lin Wushou stepped forward, his face filled with admiration.


In the battle of Erhai, if they had known of this method to deal with the White Elephant Corps, things would have been completely different. At the very least, they would not have lost so many soldiers to the charges and crushing of the elephants.


Although Wang Chong lived in the capital and rarely left its borders, his knowledge was so deep and experiences so vast that they made one gasp in astonishment.


"Haha, this actually isn't that hard to guess. These elephants have large bodies, but their eyes are absurdly small, only a bit bigger than the eyes of normal humans. It's obvious that the eyes are their weak point. Since their eyes are like that, then maybe the rest of their sensory organs are like that as well, which is when I thought about their ears."


Wang Chong held his hands behind him and spoke with a faint smile on his lips. No matter what, he could never reveal his memories of the other world in this one.


"Young Master's talent is truly formidable, standing above the rest!"


The Annan Protectorate army generals were all stunned beyond belief.


Although Wang Chong had explained the matter with just a few sentences, this was completely in line with Wang Chong's usual performance. As for Wang Chong's age, they had utterly forgotten about this problem.


……


Biaaaah!


Although the attack had stopped, the problems in the White Elephant Corps were still far from over. The berserk elephants were continuing to crash through the army, with the casualties inflicted on the White Elephant Corps almost totally due to their rampage.


At least two thousand soldiers had died to the berserk elephants.


But even so, the soldiers of the White Elephant Corps still had to do their utmost to calm the berserk elephants.


A White Elephant Corps without elephants didn't deserve the name.


"Your Majesty, what should we do now? Do you want to dispatch other soldiers?"


"Your Majesty, let this general go!"


"This general is willing to lead his troops and exterminate the Tang!"


……


In the central army of Mengshe Zhao, several generals were in a state of abnormal agitation, anxious to do battle.


"Let us end things here for today!"


Geluofeng gave a deep sigh, a rare hint of fatigue appearing in this ambitious character's eyes. The defeat of the Whitestone Corps and then the defeat of the White Elephant Corps that he had placed so much of his hopes on, the deaths of seventy to eighty thousand soldiers, had left a very deep shadow on his kingly heart.


"Generals, there is no need to speak of battle for now. Let me meet with the Ü-Tsang Great Minister. Once there is a plan, I will make a decision."


"Yes, Your Majesty!"


The generals bowed in response.


In Erhai, Geluofeng's status was similar to that of the Great Tang's Sage Emperor, and his words truly were law. Any order would be implemented to the last letter.


"By the way, how are General Duan's injuries?" Geluofeng said.


"General Duan's condition has been stabilized," a Mengshe Zhao general reported, knowing that Geluofeng was speaking of Duan Wuzong.


"I'll go and see how he's doing."


With a sweep of his divine robe, Geluofeng took his leave from the central army.


The moment he left, the long blare of a horn came from the southeast. The vast Tibetan army retreated like the receding tide, drawing back from the Tang-occupied mountain.


Mengshe Zhao, with a sense of tacit understanding, also began to retreat.


In just a few moments, an empty zone of land had been created around the mountain.


Amidst the blustery winds at the summit, Old Eagle looked down and reported, "Young Master, they've retreated!"


"Mm, as they should."


Wang Chong sneered as he glanced up at the gradually darkening sky. The initial assault, the rain of fireballs, the White Elephant Corps… the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army had launched three to four waves of attacks in a single day, but he had defeated every one of them.


"Since they know that now is the time to retreat, then perhaps it's not too late for them!"


Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, and Geluofeng were influential figures of the southwest, on the same level as Zhangchou Jianqiong. All of them were people who needed to be regarded with vigilance.


If anyone else had said what Wang Chong had said, they would have been looked upon with contempt. But in Wang Chong's mouth, no one believed these words to be improper.


His actions had amply proved that he had the strength and qualifications to say such words.


Not even the Annan Protectorate army generals had realized that Wang Chong's place in their heart had gradually risen above Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong, generals who they had spent the last month fighting to the death for.


"Pass down my order. The soldiers should begin to fire the stoves and begin to make their meals."


"But Young Master, what if they use this chance to attack?" Old Eagle said.


"Hmph, if they dare!"


Snorting, Wang Chong left with a flick of his sleeve. This sort of tactic was meant to invite them to attack, and Wang Chong looked forward to welcoming it.


……


"This is naked contempt! This child is jeering at us!"


As he saw the smoke of campfires rise from the mountain, Huoshu Huicang suddenly spoke, his eyes turning to Dalun Ruozan with an obvious meaning. While he said that Wang Chong was jeering at the Tibetans, he was actually saying that Wang Chong was challenging Dalun Ruozan.


"What can I do? This is beyond my abilities!" Dalun Ruozan said with a bitter smile.


"Hmph! You will concede?" Huoshu Huicang said, not believing any one of his words. Huoshu Huicang was extremely familiar with the Ngari Great Minister. Anyone who thought that he was actually conceding would be committing a fatal error.


Those people who thought that Dalun Ruozan would so easily concede had already had their bones ground into dust, transformed into a pile of dirt.


At the very least, if Zhangchou Jianqiong were present and saw the expression on Dalun Ruozan's face, he would have only increased his vigilance.


"However, this brat truly can't be underestimated! Even Zhangchou Jianqiong wouldn't have been able to push me to this state."


With these final words, Dalun Ruozan deeply furrowed his brow.


Huoshu Huicang also fell quiet. The deep understanding he had developed with Dalun Ruozan after working with him for so many years let him know that these words of Dalun Ruozan's had come from the heart.


With this sort of evaluation from Dalun Ruozan, Wang Chong was allowed to be proud of himself.


……


Dusk began to set in as light continued to gradually seep out of the world.


The entire battlefield had fallen into silence, the campfires blazing in the darkness like little stars. At this time, the Tang, the Mengshe Zhao, and the Tibetans were all minding their own business, descending into a rare calm.


Buzz!


Deep within the darkness, in a place that no one was paying attention to, several figures silently appeared on the northwest face of the mountain.


"This is the place!"


This person had two sabers sheathed on their back and stood next to Dalun Ruozan. It was the valiant Tibetan general who cultivated the Metal element, Tumi Sangzha. With him were Longqinba and Ciren Xiangxiong as well.


All of them had very grave expressions.


The Great Minister never did anything meaningless, much less at a time like this.


"Just what is this brat up to?"


Ciren Xiangxiong slowly raised his gaze from the base of the mountain to the summit. This was a long 'path', around ten-some zhang wide. It did not lead to any other place on the mountain, and there were no steel walls here, only an uncountable number of caltrops of all shapes and sizes.


The largest of these caltrops was five feet tall while the smallest was no bigger than a thumb, but all of them were brimming with thorns. These hundreds of thousands of caltrops, perhaps even reaching one million, had been poured down from the summit, forming a long and straight river of black thorns.


On this mountain covered in walls, this river of thorns was extremely striking.


In the rear, a Tibetan tribal general asked in confusion, "Was it because he was lacking in materials to make more metal walls?"


"Impossible! Look at how many metal thorns there are. Do you think that this much material isn't enough to wall off this path?" Longqinba coldly replied.


Of the Five Tiger Generals, he was essentially the only one left. The rest of the generals were tribal generals like Ciren Xiangxiong and Tumi Sangzha. However, not even Tumi Sangzha dared to lightly provoke Longqinba.


As the leader of the Five Tiger Generals, Longqinba was an extremely vicious existence.


"This being the case, there must be something about this place. That brat must have some sort of plan," Ciren Xiangxiong suddenly said.


It would be strange if there wasn't anything strange going on in this conspicuous river of thorns.


"Tumi Sangzha, can you use your halo to transform these thorns into metal men and clear them up?" Dalun Ruozan suddenly said, a profound look in his eyes.


"It's possible, but it won't be very easy."


A troubled look appeared in Tumi Sangzha's eyes.


"Whether big or small, almost all of these metal thorns have been affixed with toughening inscriptions. Given all the metal thorns, the number of metal men I can make with my ability is extremely limited and would consume a massive amount of Stellar Energy. And if we use the metal men to clear these up, the metal men won't be harmed by the thorns, but their activity would make a noise that would alarm the Tang on the mountain.


"In addition, there are too many of these metal thorns. What I can do here is extremely limited," Tumi Sangzha sincerely said, a vague sense of weakness on his face.
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Metal-element cultivators were not invincible. While battling with Luo Ji, Lin Wushou, and Chen Guanshun, Tumi Sangzha had consumed a great deal of Stellar Energy. In addition, summoning the metal giant itself had consumed Stellar Energy.


His abilities were completely insufficient for creating enough metal men to clear these hundreds of thousands of metal thorns. Even summoning one hundred metal men would not be sufficient for this arduous mission.


Dalun Ruozan quietly looked toward the summit, countless thoughts flashing through his eyes. Although nothing could be seen in the pitch-black darkness, Dalun Ruozan felt like he could see that figure standing unmoving on the summit, scheming about something.


In all his years managing the Ngari Royal Lineage, in the ten-some years exchanging blows with Zhangchou Jianqiong, Dalun Ruozan had never encountered anyone so opaque and unfathomable.


It felt like his opponent was scheming and strategizing at every moment.


This made Dalun Ruozan feel like he was seeing an illusion, like he was looking at himself.


"Truly a powerful foe!" Dalun Ruozan muttered to himself, then fell quiet once more. After a while, he turned to Longqinba.


"Is everything ready?"


"Replying to Great Minister, everything is ready! Five thousand warhorses have had their feet wrapped with the cloth provided by Mengshe Zhao," Longqinba sternly replied.


"Very good. Then let us begin," Dalun Ruozan firmly ordered, his gaze turning cold. War had never been restricted to the daytime. The night could also be home to a fierce battle, but without the light of daytime, the defensive capabilities of the Annan Protectorate army would assuredly be greatly restricted.


Dalun Ruozan had specifically chosen this late hour, when people were at their drowsiest, to conduct a raid.


Boom!


The moment Dalun Ruozan gave his order, a massive boom suddenly came from the southwest. Fire blazed into the sky while the din of fighting filled the air. In the distance, he could faintly see that a group of soldiers was engaging in wanton slaughter in that area.


"Reporting!"


At almost the same time, a warhorse galloped up, a Tibetan messenger covered in dust quickly riding over.


"Great Minister, the Mengshe Zhao camp has been attacked. The Tang raided the camp in the middle of the night!"


This report left all the gathered generals with the most astonished of expressions. While they were thinking about raiding the Tang camp, the Tang had raided the Mengshe Zhao camp first.


"What's going on? Were the Mengshe Zhao completely unprepared?" Dalun Ruozan said, a tinge of anger in his voice.


Geluofeng was also a powerhouse of the southwest. Others might make such mistakes, but how could he make such an error?


"No, the Tang soldiers were wearing our Tibetan armor!" the messenger hastily replied.


With these words, Longqinba, Tumi Sangzha, Ciren Xiangxiong, and even Dalun Ruozan paled, their faces twisting into nasty grimaces.


"Damn it!"


Longqinba clenched his fists, causing them to crack.


This had not been his first exchange with Wang Chong, so he didn't need to think very much to know that this was Wang Chong's plan. He could put aside that bastard raiding the camp, but he even dared to disguise his troops as Tibetans.


Mengshe Zhao must have mistaken their identities, allowing Wang Chong's infiltration to succeed.


Boom!


While the gathered generals were still shocked at the raid against the Mengshe Zhao army, there was a thunderous boom, flames licking toward the sky as the skies were once more filled with the sound of fighting. This time, however, the sound did not come from the Mengshe Zhao camp but from the mountain behind them.


"Kill! Capture the Tibetans!"


"Don't let them run!"


"Young Master already knew their plans. They're delusional if they think they can raid our camp!"


……


As they listened to the voices from the mountain, Dalun Ruozan and the generals all grimaced.


"We fell into the trap!"


All of them looked at Dalun Ruozan, none of them saying a word.


……


"Hahaha, Young Master, these fellows really did fall into the trap!"


On the summit, the crowd looked at the two blazing fires, one on the mountain and one down below, and heartily laughed.


"The advantage became the disadvantage, and expertise became a shortcoming. If Dalun Ruozan wants to use the camp raiding techniques that he learned from the Central Plains against the Great Tang, then I can only say that he found the wrong person."


Wang Chong looked down the mountain and smiled.


Although he couldn't see anything, Wang Chong was sure that Dalun Ruozan had a most amazing expression on his face at this moment.


Ü-Tsang didn't have any art of war, and though the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple was a crouching tiger, a hidden dragon, it was still a land barren of military arts. The Central Plains had always been a land of strategists, and in the face of the culture of military strategy that had been cultivated in the Central Plains for millennia, even the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple was barely worth mentioning.


Wang Chong inwardly laughed.


It was no secret to Wang Chong that Dalun Ruozan liked to raid camps at night, conducting hit-and-run assaults. At a time like this, it was already quite good to even think about the idea of raiding a camp.


Alas, he had encountered Wang Chong.


Wang Chong had merely defended against this possibility. He hadn't expected Dalun Ruozan to really walk into the trap and send people on a raid.


"How is it?" Wang Chong asked.


"According to Young Master's orders, we hid ballistae beforehand in ambush. We've killed the majority of them, and only around one thousand were able to escape," a general reported.


"That's enough; let the rest of them leave. In addition, pass down my order to gather up the armor of those Tibetans and Mengshe Zhao soldiers who died during the day. Although we've already used this move, as long as the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army is still here, we can keep using the move."


"Yes, Young Master!"


A messenger quickly left with this order.


During the day, sixty to seventy thousand soldiers had died on the mountain. In this era, many armies would choose to either bury these bodies, push them off the mountain, or throw them somewhere else. But to Wang Chong, these bodies were still useful.


Although the Annan Protectorate army was forced into passive defense during the day, the nighttime was completely different. Given Wang Chong's personality, he would never just sit down and wait for death. This was the only and best chance for the Tang to attack.


As long as Ü-Tsang was still allied with Mengshe Zhao, Wang Chong would continue to disguise his troops as Tibetans and attack Mengshe Zhao or disguise his troops as Mengshe Zhao soldiers and attack Tibetans.


"Call General Chen's group back!" Wang Chong said as he looked down at the fiery glow below.


"In addition, tell them to come back around from the Tibetan side and raid the Tibetan camp before coming back. Tell them that they absolutely can't stop and fight at any place."


"Yes, Young Master!"


……


Raiding a camp had to be done when the enemy was not on their guard, and that period would only last for a moment, so one had to seize the opportunity. In addition, one had to continuously charge forward, not staying in any place for too long.


Hit-and-run attacks meant that one gave a single hit and immediately ran, never remaining in place for long. Otherwise, it would become a proper battle.


"HAHAHA…."


As Luo Ji and Chen Guanshun led the Tang soldiers back, it was possible to hear their roaring laughter from the distance, their delight and pleasure clear in their voices. Disguising as Tibetans to attack Mengshe Zhao, as Mengshe Zhao to attack Tibetans… Only someone like Wang Chong could think of such a thing.


"Milord, this plan was too wonderful."


"The Tibetans and Mengshe Zhao soldiers are probably about to explode with rage!"


"Dalun Ruozan has been completely suppressed by Young Master this time."


"With Young Master here, what does our Annan Protectorate army have to fear?"


"That's right! What Geluofeng, what Duan Gequan, what Huoshu Huicang or Dalun Ruozan? Are they even worth mentioning in front of Young Master?"


……


In the flickering light of the torches, one could see that the faces of these soldiers were red with excitement. A mountain had been weighing down on all these soldiers during the southwest war, each day making it difficult for them to draw breath, but things were different now that Wang Chong was here.


Not only could he leave legendary figures of the southwest like Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan standing helpless at the door, he could even launch an attack in the middle of the night and make complete fools out of them.


It's enough that all the generals are confident.


Wang Chong lightly chuckled. He could tell that this victory had caused their confidence to swell, raising the morale of the entire army with it.


This was one of the reasons Wang Chong had had them go on the raid.


However, although he was happy to hear their first words, Wang Chong couldn't help but frown at the last few words.


"'Know yourself and know your enemies, and you will never be defeated.' Huoshu Huicang doesn't know me, so he would have never expected that I would choose this moment to launch a raid on his camp, causing him to fall into the trap. But this sort of thing can only happen once, not twice. Generals, none of you should get careless. Neither Huoshu Huicang nor Dalun Ruozan is easy to deal with."


Although he was very happy to hear his soldiers boast about him, if they began to underestimate Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan, that would be a big problem. Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan had won their reputation through deeds, not flattery.


Even the Tiger of the Empire, Zhangchou Jianqiong, had been unable to overcome them. How could such people be that easy to deal with?


Even though he had won victory after victory, Wang Chong never dared to look down on them.


It wasn't because he was afraid of them, but because Wang Chong knew that Huoshu Huicang, Dalun Ruozan, Geluofeng, and Duan Gequan had not begun to move because they believed that the time was not right for them to move.


When that moment arrived, the true decisive battle would begin!


No one, not the Great Tang, not Mengshe Zhao or Ü-Tsang, had anywhere to retreat to. And the casualties from that battle would be nothing like they were now.


"Yes, Young Master!"


When they heard Wang Chong's words, the soldiers immediately responded, respect on their faces.


"The rest of the night should be fine. Everyone, go back and rest. Remember to stay on guard!"


"Yes!"


……


The night's ruckus finally settled down. Just as Wang Chong had expected, neither Dalun Ruozan nor Geluofeng made any attempts to fight or counterattack. Wang Chong's plans had been effective. This method of disguising as Tibetan or Mengshe Zhao soldiers was incredibly difficult to defend against, and until they did find an effective method for dealing with it, neither party would dare to rashly launch an attack in the middle of the night.
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"Great Minister, when exactly will we begin the general offensive?"


In the Tibetan commander tent, Geluofeng, Duan Gequan, Fengjiayi, Duan Yangyan, and all the Tibetan generals had gathered.


"We must wait a little longer. The time isn't right yet," Dalun Ruozan firmly replied.


A hint of anger appeared in the eyes of the Mengshe Zhao generals, but none of them dared to say anything.


Although both sides of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang alliance had equal stature, everyone knew that the commander-in-chief of this battle was not anyone from Mengshe Zhao, but Ü-Tsang's Great Minister Dalun Ruozan.


All the offensive plans were formulated by Dalun Ruozan.


"Has Great Minister still not found out the extent of that brat's resources?" Geluofeng asked, a frown on his face.


The boy of the Wang Clan had revealed an art of war completely different from what the other generals knew. Geluofeng had no objections if Dalun Ruozan wanted to sound the boy out. He was a ruthless and ambitious character, one who did not lack for daring. Once he agreed, he had essentially handed his authority over the battlefield to Dalun Ruozan, as well as the right to choose when the general offensive would begin.


Since he had already made the promise, Geluofeng would cleave to it and would never rashly intervene.


But in this probe, lasting from day to night, Mengshe Zhao had lost too many soldiers. The raid tonight had particularly infuriated everyone and was the reason they had all appeared here.


No one had expected that the Tang would dare to conduct raids in their current state. This was nothing but naked humiliation.


But if Dalun Ruozan had not gained any information despite the heavy price that they had paid, had still not found out anything about that boy, then Geluofeng found all this somewhat difficult to accept.


"I'm about done, but it's still lacking a little something," Dalun Ruozan lightly said, glancing at Geluofeng and smiling.


"Your Majesty, I know that you find all this difficult to endure, but think about it carefully. On the banks of the Erhai, your Whitestone Corps easily defeated the Annan Protectorate army. If this were still that Annan Protectorate army, then the forces Your Majesty dispatched yesterday should have been enough. Tibetan intervention should not have been necessary to defeat the Tang. But was that what really happened?"


Geluofeng and the Mengshe Zhao generals replied with silence.


Although it had just been a probe, the Mengshe Zhao army had still launched a vigorous offensive. Neither the Whitestone Corps nor the White Elephant Corps had held anything back. One could say that Mengshe Zhao had used the same level of forces that it had used in the battle of Erhai.


But the result was the exact opposite of what had been expected.


Dalun Ruozan was right on at least one point. Even Geluofeng had to admit that the Annan Protectorate army under Wang Chong was a completely new army.


"But Great Minister, when can we launch the attack?" Geluofeng patiently asked. "The Great Tang currently can't find any troops, but if we continue to delay, the advantage will no longer be on our side."


Mengshe Zhao had been able to defeat the Tang on the shores of the Erhai primarily by relying on their numbers. Three-hundred-thousand-some Mengshe Zhao soldiers, a mobilization of all the forces that could possibly be mustered, had battled against the 180,000 elites of the Annan Protectorate army who had left the protection of their fortifications and entered the plains, allowing Mengshe Zhao to win.


And now that Mengshe Zhao had allied with Ü-Tsang, Geluofeng still felt that their greatest advantage was in numbers. It was precisely because the two armies combined had the absolute advantage in numbers, an army of four to five hundred thousand soldiers, that he felt such certitude in dealing with the not even one hundred thousand soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army.


One did not abandon the nearby to request aid from the distant, and these constant probes only served to wear away at their manpower, a voluntary abandonment of their advantage. The Annan Protectorate army should have been dealt with by a single surge, relying on sheer numbers to completely annihilate the Tang.


This was the best plan.


No matter what methods their opponent had, they would all be useless in the face of sheer numbers.


"Your Majesty, I know how many soldiers you lost last night and that your heart is brimming with anger. However, now is not the time to be angry. The opponent we are facing is far more formidable than we imagined."


Dalun Ruozan decided to hide nothing from Geluofeng.


"The art of war relies on confusing the false for real, the real for false. Although Zhangchou Jianqiong is praised as a Tiger of the Empire, even he would not have been able to force us into this state…"


"Zhangchou Jianqiong is a cunning fox. If it were him, he would have never left the city. If he had left the city, then with our manpower, we would have united the southwest long ago."


Geluofeng cut straight to the point.


Zhangchou Jianqiong would never have allowed himself to be pushed into this sort of extremely passive and disadvantaged state. Given his personality, he would never even give his foes the opportunity.


If Zhangchou Jianqiong still reigned over the southwest, Geluofeng would not have had the sliver of a chance. It wasn't because Zhangchou Jianqiong would be able to hold the line, but because Zhangchou Jianqiong would never have given Geluofeng the chance to strike.


But Wang Chong was of a completely different style.


Someone who could let themselves fall to this level could never be some cunning fox like Zhangchou Jianqiong, and at this state, not even Zhangchou Jianqiong could do anything to salvage the situation. Yet the boy on the summit had done exactly this!


"Haha, although that brat truly is very formidable, you also shouldn't raise him up too high."


Dalun Ruozan grinned as he reached two fingers and grasped the edge of a cloth. With a tug, he revealed a model that had at some point been moved into the tent. The mountain on this model was particularly large and detailed. The steel walls on the mountain, the steel walls that had been removed, and the disposition of the armies were all represented on the model.


"Great Minister!"


Upon seeing this detailed model, all the people in the tent were slightly moved.


When no one had been paying attention, Dalun Ruozan had managed to create this extremely detailed model in just a day and a night. This sort of observation power and efficiency left a deep impression on all their minds.


"Haha!"


Dalun Ruozan chuckled. 'Know yourself and know your enemies, and you will never be defeated.' It wasn't like he had been doing nothing since the start of the battle yesterday.


"I've already gained a basic grasp of that boy's plans. The land of the southwest is one of a few low hills, with the majority of the land taken up by plains that are good for cavalry charges. Thus, he intentionally led us to this mountain. First, he can lower the charging speed of cavalry. Second, he can minimize the advantage of our numbers. No matter how many soldiers we have, there's a limit to the number of soldiers this mountain can hold.


"In other words, even if we have four-hundred-thousand-some soldiers, the number of soldiers that we can have attacking the mountain at the same time is limited."


Everyone in the tent furrowed their brows.


Although they hadn't realized it before, now that they carefully thought about it, it truly was the case that the boy had intentionally chosen this location.


"As for the brat's plan, it's very simple. He wants to utilize the terrain and the steel walls to transform this place into a fortress, allowing the Tang to fight the defensive battles they so excel in. As for his tactics, I'm sure you've all experienced them already…"


Dalun Ruozan turned to the Mengshe Zhao generals.


"Just by relying on constant adjustments to his formations, attacking and retreating, he managed to break your formations. If you chase, your forces will fall out of formation. If you don't pursue, he just needs to try again."


"Then what do we do now?"


Geluofeng furrowed his brow. Wang Chong had already used this method to grind away nearly one hundred thousand of Mengshe Zhao's soldiers. Although this method was simple, there was no doubt about its efficacy.


And this brat had clearly attained a superb mastery of this tactic.


"Haven't you realized? Up to now, neither Wang Yan nor Xianyu Zhongtong has moved at all! Right now, it's not that I don't want to launch the general offensive, but I need a turning point, a suitable opportunity to launch the general offensive that will decide the battle. Otherwise, if we attempt to force the general offensive… you saw the result yesterday. Are you telling me that you're willing to pay an even higher price?" Dalun Ruozan asked with a look at Geluofeng.


In the tent, all the generals of Mengshe Zhao were quiet, and even Geluofeng had nothing to say. This war involved a total mobilization of Mengshe Zhao's resources. The more than three hundred thousand soldiers represented the entirety of Mengshe Zhao's strength.


If they were all buried here, how could they deal with the Great Tang's attacks in the future? In addition, if their losses became too great, if they lacked the sufficient manpower, Mengshe Zhao would no longer be the ally of Ü-Tsang, but the servant.


"Great Minister's meaning is?"


Someone suddenly spoke—not Geluofeng, but the ever-silent Duan Gequan. From the moment he had entered the tent, Duan Gequan had not said a word. Truthfully speaking, Duan Gequan had done his utmost to conceal himself in this alliance.


There were many times when people forgot he existed.


But when Duan Gequan spoke, Geluofeng, Fengjiayi, and the other Mengshe Zhao generals would all very naturally accept his opinions. Not even Geluofeng would speak a word of dissent.


"Give me three days. After three days, I'll give all of you my answer," Dalun Ruozan said.


"Okay!"


With this single word, Duan Gequan concluded the meeting.


……


A smear of white began to rise from the east. In the lands of the southwest, covered in the dark clouds of war, this was the only way of knowing that the sun had risen.


All was quiet over the vast earth.


Wang Chong sat cross-legged on the summit, the surrounding spiritual energy gathering around him and fusing into his body. This spiritual energy cycled through his meridians before finally striking an invisible barrier and coming to a stop.


"Ah, it's still a little lacking!"


Wang Chong gave a long sigh and opened his eyes.


The southwest war had already reached an incredibly intense level. Right now, Wang Chong could feel a certain impulse in the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, an impulse to launch a general offensive.


After their continuous probes and large-scale defeats in small-scale battles, this was a natural reaction, and it was also a method they would have to pursue. After all, their greatest advantage lay in numbers.


But it was precisely at this sort of crucial moment that Wang Chong found his cultivation stymied at the peak of True Martial Tier 9, unable to break through.



                                                                        Chapter 600: The Decisive Battle! Lethal Point and Danger! 
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The slaughter of the last few days, particularly the final blow that had killed Jiaosiluo, had allowed Wang Chong to accumulate a large amount of energy in his body. But this roiling energy was still unable to be converted into the energy of the Profound Martial realm.


Why can't I break through? In the last life, I reached the Saint Martial realm, so the Profound Martial realm shouldn't be any difficulty to me, but I'm still stuck at the True Martial realm. Could it be because of cultivating the Little Yinyang Art and the blood energy I've absorbed? Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


The Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art had been known in his last life as the greatest of the evil arts, one of the highest-ranked arts of the Ten Supreme Arts, and the speed with which one could advance using it was unimaginable. But despite its fame, truthfully speaking, Wang Chong didn't have too great an understanding of this technique.


This was especially true with regards to how this supreme art worked when breaking through into the next cultivation realm.


Wang Chong had also never asked his master, the Demonic Emperor Old Man, how one used this technique to break into the Profound Martial realm. Now that he thought about it, this was a terrible blunder. And if he thought about it even further, probably not even his master could have imagined that he would reach the peak of the True Martial realm so quickly, on the verge of breaking into the Profound Martial realm.


After all, this required killing many warriors and absorbing their energy, and Wang Chong was still merely a teenager.


Yet upon further thought, Wang Chong felt that there was still something off about this. Suddenly, Wang Chong recalled the Art of Life Massacre that Su Zhengchen had taught him.


The Art of Life Massacre was developed from the Art of God and Demon Obliteration, and the Art of God and Demon Obliteration happens to be one of the powerful arts of the righteous path, the exact opposite of the evil path's Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art. Has the contradiction of Yin and Yang that's resulted from my cultivating these two techniques together created this problem?


Both the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art and the Art of God and Demon Obliteration were supreme arts of the world, but Wang Chong had never been able to even touch such things in his last life.


The vast majority of supreme experts would never gain access to even one of this pair, much less cultivate both of them at once.


Right now, Wang Chong felt like he was walking a never-before-imagined path, one that was difficult to appraise.


After thinking for a while, Wang Chong couldn't think of anything, so he decided to get up.


"Old Eagle, how's my big brother doing?"


"Eldest Young Master is doing much better after taking Young Master's medicine," Old Eagle sincerely replied.




"Mm."


Wang Chong nodded as he quickly walked away.


……


"What have you observed?"


In a place outside Wang Chong's field of vision, a voice rang out, seeming to be implying something.


"Reporting to Milord: they have already begun to light the fires and make their meals."


A Mengshe Zhao person deferentially bowed. There were several more people behind them, all sent by Geluofeng to serve Dalun Ruozan.


"Give me an exact count of the number of cooking fires," Dalun Ruozan ordered. The group assented and quickly vanished into the distance.


No one knew what Dalun Ruozan was up to, but neither Geluofeng nor Duan Gequan had objected to his actions.


For the last three days, Dalun Ruozan had been continuously dispatching people to the mountain to observe the Annan Protectorate army whenever they made meals. After three days, Dalun Ruozan's brow slowly began to crease.


"How is it, Great Minister? What's happened?" Geluofeng said.


Although he had done nothing in these last few days, nothing Dalun Ruozan did could escape his insightful gaze. But if Dalun Ruozan said nothing, not even Geluofeng could tell what he was up to.


"The situation is somewhat unfavorable."


Dalun Ruozan's brow was heavily furrowed, and his words caused Geluofeng's heart to leap.


"Do you remember what I said to you before? It seems like that child not only brought a large number of steel walls. He also brought a great deal of provisions with him."


"How can that be?"


Geluofeng and the generals behind him all paled.


The large quantity of steel walls set up by the Annan Protectorate army had already been hard to deal with. If the Tang also had a great store of provisions, then they would be nearly impossible to deal with.


"How is Great Minister so sure?" Crown Prince Fengjiayi asked, reluctance in his voice.


"Does Your Highness remember why the Annan Protectorate army had to abandon the city and break out?" Dalun Ruozan said.


"It was because their provisions were running out, forcing them on this course."


"Correct. From my estimates back then, the provisions they had at the time wouldn't be able to last them even a day, but the circumstances now are completely different. All of you have definitely seen that I've been having people observe the number of cooking fires they've lit over the last three days. But in these last three days, the number of fires the Tang have lit hasn't decreased at all," Dalun Ruozan said, a solemn expression on his face.


"This means that the Tang provisions are much greater than we thought. They definitely have sufficient supplies to dare carry on like this."


Dalun Ruozan's voice caused even Duan Gequan to slightly raise an eyebrow.


He hadn't interacted with Dalun Ruozan much, nor did he have much of an understanding of the Ü-Tsang Great Minister's style and demeanor. However, not in Duan Gequan's wildest dreams could he have thought that Dalun Ruozan could surmise so much from the number of Tang cooking fires.


"…I previously cautioned against launching a general offensive because I wanted to find out how many provisions the Tang had and then decide on a plan. But it seems like everything is developing in the worst direction," Dalun Ruozan said.


These people had rarely seen Dalun Ruozan with such a grave expression, so at a loss. There was no doubt that the supplies that Wang Chong had prepared had utterly ruined his plans.


"The Great Tang has always needed a great deal of time and energy to gather provisions, so how did he manage to do it? Great Minister, I still find this difficult to believe," Crown Prince Fengjiayi muttered to himself.


If what Dalun Ruozan said was true, Wang Chong's abilities bordered on the absurd.


"There's no meaning in discussing this question. There is no question that this is what the brat managed to do."


Dalun Ruozan had an exceptionally nasty grimace on his face.


Dalun Ruozan hadn't cared very much when Wang Chong had led the Annan Protectorate army in defeating Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang, but when he determined that the Tang possessed sufficient provisions, he instantly found it hard to keep calm.


Because this meant that Wang Chong and the Annan Protectorate army had the ability to persist in the struggle against them.


"Can we really do nothing else?"


Huoshu Huicang normally did not speak out on occasions like this, but even he found it hard to suppress his concerns.


"Let me think. There must be another way."


Dalun Ruozan waved his hands, clearly very vexed and perturbed.


"All of you go out. Let me have a few moments of quiet."


A barely discernible tinge of worry flashed through Huoshu Huicang's eyes. After all their years working together, he had rarely seen his partner pushed to this state.


"Let's all leave then."


Huoshu Huicang led the gathered officers out of the tent.


From daylight to darkness, Dalun Ruozan sat alone in the tent, no one daring to disturb him. But he did not have all of them wait for too long. As the sun was rising over the next day, Dalun Ruozan finally walked out of the tent.


"Hahaha, it's just a trick. He thinks himself smarter than he really is!"


Before Dalun Ruozan appeared, a refreshing laughter could be heard from the tent. As the tent flap was pushed away, it revealed a Dalun Ruozan completely free of the shadow that had hung over him for several days.


"Great Minister, how is it?"


The crowd slowly went up to welcome him. Truthfully speaking, Dalun Ruozan's reaction yesterday had truly given them all a fright.


"Hahahaha, has Great Minister found a way to deal with the problem?"


Geluofeng strode over with his head held high.


He had had someone watching Dalun Ruozan all this time, allowing him to be informed of the slightest sign of activity.


"Correct, I've already found their flaw. After all his scheming, that boy still left a single gap. Your Majesty, give me ten days and I will definitely fulfill your desires."


Dalun Ruozan heartily laughed, in high spirits.


"Haha, this is the wise minister I know," Geluofeng said, clearly relieved.


Seeing the expression on their commanders' faces, the Tibetan and Mengshe Zhao generals immediately felt relieved.


"Great Minister, did you really find the Tang weakness?" Fengjiayi asked, his eyes bright and face brimming with excitement.


"Correct. Although that brat from the Wang Clan is formidable, he still hasn't reached a level where his schemes are flawless. See that mountain? It was his smartest decision to choose this place, but also his greatest blunder."


Fengjiayi, Duan Yangyan, and Ciren Xiangxiong all looked at Dalun Ruozan, then at each other.


"Great Minister, please instruct us," Fengjiayi humbly asked.


"Have you not seen that place? One can dig out wells for water on the plains, but Your Highness Crown Prince, can you dig for water on a mountain?"


The moment Dalun Ruozan said these words, all the Mengshe Zhao generals, including Fengjiayi, were dumbstruck. Even Longqinba was perplexed, unclear as to his commander's meaning.


Only Huoshu Huicang seemed to understand, a thoughtful look on his face.


"Great Minister is saying that they lack water?" Duan Gequan suddenly said, inserting himself into the conversation.


"Correct!"


Dalun Ruozan turned stern.


"Provisions are easy to obtain, but where will they get the water they need every day? Do they not need water when making their meals?


"If my expectations are correct, the sole source of water for that son of the Wang Clan is that torrential downpour from several days go. But no matter how much he has prepared, he definitely won't have been able to save up much water, and it definitely wouldn't be enough for the ninety thousand soldiers and whatever horses they have.


"Even if he came prepared, even if he brought a great many water bags with him, it definitely won't have been too much. At the most, it will be ten days before they've completely used up their water. That time will be the best opportunity for our assault."


……


As Dalun Ruozan spoke, the eyes of the crowd grew brighter and brighter, and at the end, even Geluofeng couldn't suppress his surprise.


"Hahaha, Dalun Ruozan, my judgment was truly correct. You truly did find the flaw in the enemy's plan."


As Geluofeng laughed, all his worries were dispelled.


A Mengshe Zhao general suddenly remembered something and reported, "That's right. Your Majesty. This general remembers a certain incident. A few days ago, during a night raid, I discovered after inspection that we were missing quite a few water bags."


These words instantly caused a complete reversal in the mood. Their conjectures confirmed, they no longer had any questions.


……


"Young Master, the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army below is beginning to move," a guard on the summit reported.


Wang Chong immediately stood up at these words and walked out. Sure enough, as he looked down from the summit, he saw that the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army that had remained still for so many days was finally beginning to move.


"Mm?"


A look of doubt flashed through Wang Chong's eyes.


In a short while, the army parted and a figure walked out. The feather fan waving in his hands was striking beyond compare.



                                                                        